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  Prologue


Pembroke Hall, Spring 1812 (or a variation thereof) 
“Pembroke Hall,” Zachary Caswell mumbled as he strolled down the long corridor lined with family portraits; people he had never met and never would. “Pembroke Hall.” A smile teased his lips for he found the name quite fitting considering how run down the place had been when he’d first arrived from America.
Indeed, the estate had been broke as well as broken, falling into disrepair over many years of neglect. As far as Zach knew, the late Earl of Pembroke—his uncle—had gambled away most of the family’s fortune before he’d passed on about a year and a half ago.
Never had Zach thought that he’d ever set foot on English soil, much less on this estate.
Decades ago, his own father had left England after a falling out with his family. As the second son, he’d dreamed of making more of himself than English society considered appropriate. He’d dreamed of making his own way in the world, and so he’d packed his bags and left for America, breaking with a family who had only ever been disappointed in him, prophesying that he’d return soon, a shamed and reformed man.
However, fortune had smiled upon Zach’s father. He had indeed made his own way, forging a successful iron furnace out of nothing, solely by his hands’ work and steadfast belief that if a man only put his mind to it, he could accomplish anything.
Still, even this success had always paled in comparison to his father’s personal joy. For he had not only found acknowledgment in his work, but he’d also found love. Zach remembered well the way his parents had always managed to hold entire conversations without saying as much as a single word. There had been a connection there that had gone beyond anything he himself had ever experienced, and their love and devotion had left an impression on Zach that would forever guide his decisions. 
The sound of hammering and sawing drifted to his ears as he proceeded farther along the corridor, his eyes gliding over the many portraits as they did so often. Here and there, Zach saw a certain resemblance, and he could not deny that a part of him would have liked to know the people he now saw before him. Would they have rejected him as well? Would they have deemed him unworthy?
No matter what their opinion would have been, it seemed it was of no importance when it came to consanguinity and how it lay at the root of laws dictating who was to inherit a title and the entailed estate. Worthy or not, Zachary Caswell, a simple man from America, who was no stranger to hard, physical work and had the calluses on his hands to prove it, was now Zachary Caswell, Earl of Pembroke, a gentleman of the highest regard.
At least in theory.
Another smiled tugged on Zach’s lips when he remembered the look of utter shock on the servants’ faces when he had rolled up his sleeves and bent to work alongside them. After all, why shouldn’t he? Was this not his estate now? Was he not responsible?
Indeed, as ludicrous as the sound of his newly acquired title still seemed to him, Zach now was the one responsible not only for the estate, but for all those who depended upon it for their livelihoods. It was a responsibility he would not take lightly as he could still hear his father’s words echo in his ears, Only a man familiar with every part of the whole can ever truly expect to be successful.
For that very reason, Zach and his twin brother, Nate, had both worked their way up in their father’s iron furnace. They’d toiled and sweated, cursed and groaned under the weight of each task, and they’d become better men for it.
For worth, Zach knew, was not determined by blood and birth. No, it was a man’s mind and heart that made him who he was, and Zach knew the kind of man he strove to be. One who would have made his father proud.
Looking out the window at the workers, who were putting the finishing touches on his ancestral home, Zach could not deny that he did feel proud that it was his father’s hard earned money that was now restoring Pembroke Hall to its former glory. His English family might not have seen his father’s worth, but Zach knew it to be of the highest regard.
He was proud, and he always had been.
His gaze moved over a large portrait showing a man with two young children, a son and daughter. The man had a certain resemblance to Zach’s father, and from Pembroke Hall’s butler, Gusford, Zach knew that the man had been his uncle, his father’s elder brother, the late Earl of Pembroke.
In the painting, his uncle had black hair and silvery pale eyes like his children. There was sharpness in his gaze, but the way he stood behind his children, a hand on each of their shoulders, spoke of affection and protectiveness. The boy glanced lovingly at his little sister, and a hint of a smile rested on her gentle features. Had they been happy here? Zach wondered, feeling a pang of regret that he had never even met his uncle and his cousins.
And now it was too late. 
His cousin, Emery, had fallen in the war almost two years ago and his father had followed him to the grave shortly after. Perhaps that alone was proof that deep affection had existed between them. Now, only the daughter remained. Her name was Eugenie, and according to the solicitor who’d found Zach in Boston and informed him of his unexpected inheritance, she had been married the year before to a Lord Wentford if he remembered correctly. 
More than once over the past year, Zach had wondered if he ought to seek her out. However, he could not deny that a part of him feared that she might have inherited her father’s dislike for their branch of the family tree. Would she refuse to see him? Would she look down upon him? Deem him unworthy of her father’s title?
Well aware that merely pondering these questions would not see them answered, Zach turned away from the long row of portraits. Footsteps echoed closer and, before long, Gusford appeared from around a corner, his balding head held high in that dignified sort of way Zach had come to expect from him. Still, he could not help but wonder about that spark of mirth that every now and then showed in his butler’s eyes—no matter how appalled he acted at Zach’s oftentimes outrageous behavior. “Gus, old man, how are you today?” Zach greeted him, delighting in the tightening of the man’s lips, a clear sign of his disapproval. Still, there was that spark again, and Zach could not help but grin.
“Quite well, my lord,” Gusford replied in that annoyingly monotonous way. “This was delivered for you.” Giving a slight bow, he held up a silver platter upon which rested a letter that bore Nate’s handwriting.
“Thank you very much, old man,” Zach teased, reaching for his brother’s correspondence. “It’s been a while since I heard from Nate. I admit I was beginning to worry.” He tore open the envelope. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have been. As you know, he’s getting married soon. I’m certain he has other things on his mind than writing letters to his slightly elder brother.”
By a few minutes at most.
All but squirming where he stood, Gusford seemed utterly uncomfortable with Zach’s overly friendly way of sharing confidences and apparently wished for nothing more than to be dismissed.
Zach grinned. “Do you have a brother, Gus? Or a sister?”
The man’s lips tightened. “A brother, my lord.”
“And are you close?”
“I’m afraid not.” A deeply disapproving tone rested in Gusford’s voice, and his jaw seemed to be clenching harder with each passing moment.
“Is something wrong, old man?” Zach teased before directing his eyes at the parchment in his hands. “You seem uncomfortable. Are your shoes too tight?”
Dimly aware of the fortifying breath his butler took, no doubt in order to maintain this air of calm indifference that always lingered upon his shoulders, Zach nodded to the endearing, old man and then proceeded down the corridor toward his study. His eyes were drifting over the first lines of his brother’s letter when his feet suddenly drew to a halt.
Zach could all but feel the blood draining from his head as he took in his brother’s message.
Words cannot express the sorrow and shame that now live in my chest. I’d thought Abigail a different woman, indeed. I’d thought her heart mine, mine alone. Unfortunately, it seems I was thoroughly mistaken.
As I would make a request of you, dear brother, you deserve to know the fullness of this devastating affair.
A few weeks past, an English lord came to Boston and was paraded around society with the utmost delight. He possessed a charming smile as well as pleasing manners but, as has become clear now, also a black soul. 
As far as I was able to deduce, he flattered Abigail, complimented her and whispered to her of marriage and taking her back to England to be his lady. I know now that Abigail was not the only woman he said these words to; neither was she the only one who believed them.
This man, who goes by the name of Lord Mortimer, asked for a token of her affection, and to my great shame and utter sadness, Abigail offered him the ring I’d given her. 
Father’s ring.
Then she severed all ties with me, certain to be an English lady before the year was out. However, as far as I was able to ascertain, Lord Mortimer left Boston not three months past—without Abigail or any of the other young women he’d courted.
Shame is now my constant companion for the thought of Father’s ring in that man’s possession turns my stomach and chills my blood. Please, Brother, if possible, do what you can to retrieve it. Not for myself, for I do not believe I shall attempt to open my heart to another ever again. Nor do I believe I deserve to have Father’s ring returned to me.
But you do.
Retrieve it and offer it to the woman of your choice. I pray it will be a wiser one than my own.
For a long while, Zach simply stood in the corridor as the spring sun shone in through the large windows, illuminating his brother’s clean and precise handwriting on the parchment clutched in his hands. 
His heart had stilled, torn between outrage as well as the need to rant and scream, to break something or rather someone—a very specific someone!—and the deepest, soul-crushing sorrow. Zach knew only too well how Nate had loved Abigail, how he probably still loved her despite her betrayal, and the thought of his brother’s suffering almost brought Zach to his knees.
“Gusford!” The word flew from Zach’s lips without thought as the sudden overwhelming need to see his brother gripped him. He knew he needed to go home. He needed to be there for his brother. To stand by his side. To at least attempt to lift his spirits. To ensure that Nate did not blame himself for what had happened.
“Yes, my lord.” With his pale blue eyes slightly narrowed, Gusford appeared before him, a hint of confusion on his face.
“Pack my bags,” Zach barked out, his gaze returning to the parchment slowly surrendering to the unyielding pressure of his hands. “I’m going—”
Home. That was what Zach had wanted to say. Still wanted to say. His eyes locked on to something that instantly stilled his tongue, to my great shame and utter sadness.
Zach hung his head.
Indeed, Nate did already blame himself, and nothing Zach could say would make the slightest bit of difference. If Zach were indeed able to retrieve the ring, then perhaps his brother would be able to forgive himself.
Closing his eyes, Zach remembered the ring that had been on his mother’s finger until the day she’d passed on. A simple gold band with curved lines, twining in a modest pattern around an emerald set in the middle between two smaller diamonds.
It had been the only item of worth their father had brought with him from his old home. His own mother had given it to him, first begging him to stay and then begging him to return. From what their father had told them of his life and family in England, she’d been the only one to see past her second son’s misguided aspirations. Zach had always felt a keen sense of regret for never having had the opportunity to make her acquaintance.
The ring itself had always represented their father’s old home, his roots, and yet, it had also stood for his daring courage to forge his own path and to be rewarded for it with the one who held his heart. It had been a symbol of love and family, of unity and loyalty, and their father had given it to them after his beloved wife’s passing so it would be carried into the next generation, its message never forgotten, but upheld forevermore.
“My lord?”
Gusford’s tentative prompt drew Zach from his thoughts. He blinked to clear his mind, then drew in a deep breath. “I’m going to London. I have…business to attend to.”
“Certainly, my lord.” After a quick nod, Gusford made to march off to see his master’s bags packed as instructed. 
Zach could not help but wonder if the old man was relieved to be rid of him. “Gusford!”
“Yes, my lord.” A hint of concern rested in the man’s eyes as he turned back to look at Zach.
“Pack your own bags as well,” Zach instructed, feeling a slight stab of guilt at the humor that eased the ache in his heart when his brother was not afforded such luxury. “You’ll be accompanying me. I might have need of your assistance.”
Gusford’s brows drew down and his lips thinned dangerously. “The townhouse has its own butler, my lord. He’ll be more than—”
“I need someone I can trust,” Zach interrupted, equally surprised to hear himself speak the words as Gusford was to hear them. Although they’d known each other for about a year, ever since Zach had come over from America, never had a meaningful conversation passed between them. Still, Zach did not doubt that he was right to place his trust in this grumpy old man. “See that everything is settled. We leave for London tomorrow at first light.”
“Yes, my lord.”
As Gusford walked away, Zach marveled if he’d simply imagined that slightly less grumpy tone in the man’s voice. Had Zach’s words pleased him? Or had he been mistaken?
Smoothing the wrinkles his clutching hands had brought upon the parchment of his brother’s letter, Zach returned to his study, determined to see all matters taken care of before his departure the coming day. Indeed, he could only hope that all would go well, that he would arrive in London as soon as possible, inquire after Lord Mortimer, seek out the man, beat him senseless and retrieve the ring.
Then he would return home and never look back.
Perhaps the next generation would be willing to settle in England. Zach, however, had not discovered anything worth staying for.






  
  Chapter one
A Lady’s List


London, Spring 1812 
“You’ll act the proper lady, do you hear me?” Conrad Hawkins snapped, his bespectacled eyes sweeping the ballroom, ensuring that no one stood close enough to overhear him reprimand his unruly niece. “Or I swear I’ll lock you in your chamber for the rest of the Season!”
Glaring at her odious uncle, Rebecca Hawkins forced the reply already on the tip of her tongue back down. As much as her blood desired to retort with equal frankness, her sharp mind cautioned against it for it knew well that her uncle was not a man of empty threats.
Driven by the need to elevate his own position within society, Conrad Hawkins had learned early how to use all the means at his disposal. 
As the third son of a wealthy merchant family, he’d been forced to rely on his own ingenuity and resourcefulness in order to gain acceptance into upper society. Marrying a baron’s daughter had been an important step. However, they’d not been blessed with a son, but a daughter instead, disappointing his father-in-law, the baron, even further after the choice his own daughter had made.
Still, Rebecca knew that despite his regret not to have been granted the privilege of a son, a boy he could shape into a man of his own choosing, her uncle had always been determined to use his only daughter to strengthen his connections. Unfortunately, Caroline had grown into a young woman completely worthless to her father’s schemes: a plain, unremarkable wallflower.
For a reason Rebecca could not understand, her dear cousin seemed to favor the color gray when it came to gowns, bonnets, shawls and other accessories. Yes, sometimes it was a bluish-gray or a slightly rose-colored gray, but gray nonetheless. In addition, her dresses more often than not featured a high neckline, preferably buttoned all the way to her chin. Her pale brown hair always sat atop her head in a tight bun, giving her otherwise soft features a stern expression. Ultimately, her appearance was complemented by a set of wide-rimmed glasses, which made her light blue eyes look faded as though the last bit of color had been washed away.
For all intents and purposes, Caroline Hawkins looked like a gray little mouse.
And so, when Rebecca’s parents had tragically died in a carriage accident six years ago, Conrad Hawkins had taken her in, setting his sights on not only finding his own daughter an advantageous match—which was proving to be an impossible feat—but also pushing Rebecca toward that same goal.
Gritting her teeth, Rebecca gave her uncle a short, acquiescing nod and then turned away lest she’d do something she’d later regret. Still, holding her tongue was not something Rebecca was accustomed to do as she did not care for the feeling of weakness it elicited.
“Stand up straight,” her aunt, Mildred, whispered in Rebecca’s ear as her dark blue eyes swept disapprovingly over her niece’s appearance, taking in the radiant emerald gown that matched her dark auburn curls perfectly. “If only you’d smile and stand up straight, you could be the beauty of the ball.” Shaking her head, her aunt glared at her. “No one likes a grouch, my dear. Do try and smile.”
Forcing the corners of her mouth up, Rebecca nodded to her aunt and then quickly took a few steps closer to her cousin, who stood not far off, a more or less indifferent expression on her rather expressionless face. “What a tedious evening,” Rebecca mumbled in Caroline’s ear. “I wonder if being locked up would truly be worse.”
The ghost of a smile flitted across Caroline’s face. “Judging from past experiences, it most certainly would be.”
Rebecca drew in a deep, long breath, knowing that her cousin was right. As much as she despised the company her uncle forced on her, she knew she would go mad if he truly were to lock her up with no one to talk to, no diversion to be had.
What a cruel, odious, little man!
“Rebecca, dear.”
At the sound of her uncle’s disgustingly sweet voice, Rebecca turned around. For a moment, she’d thought her hearing impaired. However, when her eyes moved from her uncle’s imploring gaze to the tall, rather striking young man by his side, all became abundantly clear.
Apparently, another matchmaking scheme was afoot!
“Lord Coleridge,” her uncle began, inclining his head to the man beside him before he turned to face her, “this is my niece, Miss Rebecca Hawkins. Rebecca, allow me to introduce you to Lord Coleridge.”
Meeting the young lord’s dark green eyes, Rebecca offered a proper greeting, knowing it would not do well for her to antagonize her uncle in these small matters. Judging from the way he looked at Lord Coleridge, it seemed the handsome, young man was the fulfillment of all his dreams.
When Lord Coleridge smiled at her, his kind features all but aglow with the pleasure of making her acquaintance, Rebecca frowned, wondering what on earth her uncle had told this poor man about her. Whatever it was, it had certainly sprung from a fairy tale!
After a few pleasantries, Lord Coleridge asked her to dance. And to Rebecca’s great shame, Aunt Mildred and Uncle Conrad all but pushed her to accept.
“Do you like to dance, Miss Hawkins?” Lord Coleridge asked as he led her onto the dance floor. “I must admit you seem a bit out of sorts. If you’d rather not, I would not object.”
Despite that sense of vexation that never seemed to be absent when she was in the presence of her uncle, Rebecca could not help but smile at the young lord. “That is kind of you. However, it is not the dance I object to.”
A slight frown came to his face. “Is it me, then?” A teasing smile tugged on his lips.
Knowing her uncle would surely have had an apoplexy if he’d been aware of her—admittedly intentional—blunder, Rebecca laughed. “That is not what I intended to say.”
Leading her into the dance, Lord Coleridge smiled at her good-naturedly. “Then I’m relieved.” For a moment, they simply followed the dance as it led them around the room. Lord Coleridge appeared to be a kind man, and Rebecca had to admit that the fact that he’d noticed her displeasure and offered her a way out was something she had to list in his favor. But she was a good judge of character—always had been—and a single glance at the polite, young lord told her that they would not suit. “Your uncle speaks very highly of you.”
Rebecca could barely cut short the disbelieving snort that strove to free itself from her lips. Clamping them shut, she tried her best to ignore the need to rant and yell as Lord Coleridge looked at her with that look in his eyes that spoke of consideration. No doubt, he was trying to assess whether or not she would make him an agreeable wife. What a preposterous thought!
“Do you enjoy the outdoors?”
Rebecca shrugged. “I cannot say with certainty as my uncle prefers that I remain inside.” A certain bitterness clung to her words. Rebecca had never possessed the ability to hide her anger. Yes, she could be sweet and appealing if she wished. Still, in this very moment, Rebecca could not think of a single reason why she should. After all, she had no intention of marrying Lord Coleridge!
“What pastimes do you enjoy?”
Rebecca sighed. “This and that.” At present, her greatest efforts went into circumventing her uncle’s will. Indeed, it required considerable planning and diligent execution and left her very little time to worry about anything else. After all, she did not wish to marry any of the boring lords her uncle had his eyes on!
“Do you like dogs?”
“Not particularly,” Rebecca replied, noting the spark that suddenly showed in the man’s eyes. She almost groaned, knowing with perfect clarity what pastimes he enjoyed.
As expected, Lord Coleridge launched into a mind-numbingly detailed description of the foxhounds he kept for hunting as well as the Great Dane he called his own, a magnificent animal, which apparently required a very special diet and was constantly doted upon by three servants, who ensured that his every needs were met.
As the minutes ticked by, Rebecca was utterly tempted to step on Lord Tedious’ toes, to twist her own ankle or trip any of the couples dancing around them only to escape his company. Tedious! He was mind-numbingly tedious, and she could not bear it!
Not for another minute!
As soon as the last note drifted away, Rebecca took her leave. “Oh dear, my cousin looks utterly pale. I fear she may not be well. Please, excuse my hasty departure, but I need to see to her.”
All understanding, Lord Tedious courteously inclined his head to her and bid her call on him should she require his assistance in any way.
Hell would freeze over before Rebecca would even consider it!
With quick steps, she hastened toward her cousin, aware of her uncle’s and aunt’s disapproving expressions as they watched her with hawk eyes. “Can you do me a favor and sway on your feet?” Rebecca hissed in Caroline’s ear the second she reached her cousin’s side.
Caroline frowned before her pale blue eyes peeked over the rim of her glasses. “Do you think if I fainted, we could go home?”
Rebecca suppressed a snort, reminded of why she loved her cousin so dearly despite the differences that stood between them. For although Caroline was an odd, young woman, her only interest to be found in the fine arts of embroidery and stitching, Rebecca knew from experience that there lived a deep sense of loyalty and devotion in Caroline’s heart. More than once, her cousin had aided her in seeing her often impromptu plans through, distracting her mother and father or even whispering half-truths when needed!
Dear Caroline, as odd as she was, she nevertheless was the sister Rebecca had always hoped for!
“Perhaps,” Rebecca replied, then reached for Caroline’s fan and proceeded to wave it near her cousin’s face. Dutifully, her cousin closed her eyes and grasped Rebecca’s arm as though needing to steady herself. Indeed, Caroline’s portrayal was so convincing that Rebecca wondered if her demure cousin secretly practiced the art of deception.
“What was it this time?” Caroline inquired, slowly regaining her composure as though Rebecca’s diligent care had truly restored her strength. “Did he have an annoying habit? Or was it something else?” The right corner of her mouth curled up ever so slightly. “Did he step on your toes?”
Rebecca huffed. “Unfortunately not as that would have been the perfect excuse to escape him.” She sighed rather theatrically. “No, he was perfectly kind and considerate and—”
“But oh-so tedious?”
Rebecca frowned. “Do I say this so often?”
“About at least half the gentlemen you meet,” Caroline confirmed with a delighted little smile. “It would seem there is no man out there who would find your approval, dear cousin.”
Rebecca heaved a deep sigh. “I simply have other requirements than that odious father of yours.” For a second, she paused, but found that Caroline did not seem to take offense. “I don’t care about title and reputation, wealth and standing. Those are things that matter to him, but not to me.” A grin came to her lips. “I have a list of my own.”
“A list?” Caroline’s gaze narrowed, and she leaned closer. “What kind of list?”
Rebecca sighed with utter longing. “Of the adventures I hope to find.”
“Do I dare ask?”
Rebecca wiggled her brows, delighting in the mild shock that widened her cousin’s eyes. Then she cast a cautious glance over her shoulder at her aunt and uncle. Fortunately, they had found another occupation and so Rebecca lifted her left hand and began to tick off the list she’d compiled over the past months. “First, I’d like to take an unchaperoned stroll under the moon.”
Caroline’s jaw dropped. “Under the m—! You’d be ruined!” she hissed under her breath. “Rebecca, you cannot be ser—”
“Two,” Rebecca continued undeterred, feeling the desperate need to state her desires, “I want to ride astride along Rotten Row.” Another finger came up. “Three, I want to swim in the sea.”
“Rebecca, be serious!” Caroline cautioned, her bespectacled eyes darting to her parents. “If Father heard you speak like this, he’d lock you up for good.”
Rebecca leaned closer. “Then don’t tell him.” She grinned at the mild shock on her cousin’s face. “Four, I want to kiss a stranger.”
“You can’t possibly—”
“Five,” Rebecca all but sighed, shocked how exciting even the mere thought of these adventures were…especially compared to the company of men like Lord Tedious. “I want to get married in Gretna Green.”
Shaking her head, Caroline stared at her, quite obviously lost for words.
Rebecca huffed out a deep breath. “Haven’t you ever wanted to do something…daring? Unexpected? Bold? Can you truly tell me that you’ve never been tempted to do something against your parents’ wishes? Never even contemplated the idea?”
To Rebecca’s surprise, Caroline dropped her gaze and her lips remained sealed, not a word of denial leaving her lips.
Interesting! Rebecca thought, watching her dear cousin with delight. Interesting, indeed!
Clearing her throat, Caroline swallowed, then raised her chin and met Rebecca’s gaze, her own once more steady as a rock. “You’ve always had grand ideas, Becca,” Caroline told her, her light blue eyes watchful, “however, I do not believe even you would dare see them come true.” Still, despite her words, a question clung to her features.
Rebecca shrugged. “Not on my own, of course.” She allowed her gaze to sweep across the ballroom. “The hard part is finding a man who shares them.” She sighed, disappointment chasing away the excitement she’d felt only a moment ago. “Unfortunately, London is severely lacking in this regard. I doubt I shall ever find a man who would meet my expectations.”
A sigh of relief left Caroline’s lips. “Perhaps that’s for the better.”
“Perhaps,” Rebecca mumbled for her cousin’s benefit, and then for her own, “perhaps not.” Perhaps she simply needed to look harder or use more unconventional means to lure such a man out into the open. Was that not what her uncle had taught her? Unintentionally, of course! To use all means at her disposal?






  
  Chapter two
An American in London


Lord Mortimer was dead! 
Groaning, Zach all but fell backwards, his knees bending as his body dropped into the armchair behind him. His jaw hung slack as he stared at his butler. “You cannot be serious, old man! He’s dead?” So much for the idea of beating the man senseless!
A fortnight had passed since Zach had come to London and realized that, as an American, he was not quite considered a peer, after all. Certainly, he held a title and possessed a vast fortune, however, his background and the means by which that fortune had been acquired were apparently not good enough, not considered respectable. After all, what decent man in his right mind would ever take up something as inappropriate as work? No matter the circumstances.
Therefore, Zach had found it almost impossible to be on friendly terms with anyone of upper society. Indeed, he had proved a curiosity and was invited to balls and events. But he discovered that the men tended to eye him with speculation, looking down at him as someone not worthy of their time and attention, much less their respect.
Zach felt oddly reminded of his father, of how he had to have felt before deciding to seek his fortunes elsewhere, before breaking with everyone he knew and begin again. Indeed, not a day passed that Zach did not feel the desperate need to return home, to leave England behind and hasten back to Boston where he would be greeted with kindness and respect.
Home.
But he did not dare.
Again and again, he read his brother’s letter, reminding himself why he was staying and why he could not fail. Still, that was easier said than done.
As it seemed, Gusford had been far more successful in gaining the necessary information than Zach himself as none of the peers he’d addressed had felt the need to share anything of note with him.
“Yes, my lord,” Gusford confirmed in that annoyingly calm tone of his as though he were conversing about the weather. “He was killed a few weeks past in a duel.”
“A duel?” Zach frowned. “What about?”
Gusford’s lips thinned, and for a moment, he remained quiet, clearly unwilling to share more.
“Come, old man, we haven’t got all day!” Zach pressed, once more rising to his feet. While his statement was perhaps not completely truthful, he could not help but feel restless the longer his desire to return home remained unsatisfied.
Gusford drew in a slow breath. “Rumor has it,” he began, the sour tone in his voice clearly betraying what he thought of rumors as well as the habit of repeating them, “he was called out by a Lord Sandston, who had come to…suspect that Lord Mortimer had been…intimately acquainted with Lady Sandston not long ago.”
Zach snorted. “What a scoundrel! It would seem that Lord Mortimer was indeed a man of questionable character. After what he did in Boston, he still goes around seducing other men’s wives.” Shaking his head, Zach ran his hands through his hair. “Still, that should not come as a surprise.” He turned to look at his butler. “What about the ring?”
Gusford shook his head. “I’m afraid none of his servants knew anything about a ring as you described it, my lord.”
A curse flew from Zach’s lips, and Gusford flinched. “Sorry, old man,” Zach apologized before his legs began to carry him around the room aimlessly. “What is there left to be done?” he began to mumble to himself. “I can hardly search the man’s home, and if no one knows anything…” Sighing, he shook his head, then stopped and looked at Gusford, frustration swelling in his chest. “How am I to find a small item like a ring in a city like London?”
For a long while, not a muscle twitched in Gusford’s stoic face. The moment Zach was ready to give up and dismiss his butler, the man stepped forward. “Someone does know something,” he said, his voice calm, but adamant. “Someone always knows something…my lord.” The last part he added as though it were a mere afterthought.
Zach grinned. “But how can we find out who?”
Again, Gusford took his time answering, his blue eyes sweeping over Zach in an almost unobtrusive fashion. “May I be frank, my lord?”
Zach chuckled. “Have I not always asked you to be so? Was it not you who all but appeared scandalized at the mere thought of it?”
Gusford’s gaze narrowed.
“All right, old man,” Zach said, throwing up his hands. “Be as frank as you can, but you cannot begrudge me to be the same.”
Clearing his throat, Gusford lifted his chin a fraction. “There is a fixed code of conduct among upper society that dictates the terms of human interaction, my lord. While some things can be easily overlooked, others will soon see one cast from societal hub.”
Zach drew back his shoulders. “Are you saying I’m not acting as I should? That it’s my fault I’m not considered trustworthy by those snobs?”
An indulgent sigh left Gusford’s lips as though he were speaking to a child who refused to see reason. “Nothing will be gained by laying blame. The rules are the way they are, whether one would deem them just or not. Therefore, if one desires to move within said circle, one will have to act according to those rules.”
Zach grinned. “So, you are saying it is my fault?”
“Not in its entirety.”
“But partly?” Zach pressed, amused by the way his butler all but glared at him.
Gusford’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”
A large grin stretched over Zach’s face. “Bravo, old man. Uttering that single word went against everything you were trained to be, didn’t it?”
Gusford inhaled a slow breath. Yet the look on his face remained all but expressionless.
“Well, then what would you suggest, dear Gus? What do I need to do to fit in? To be considered trustworthy?” He shrugged. “Still, I cannot change how I grew up nor how my fortune was obtained.”
“If one conducts oneself with decorum, with time, people will see past it.” Gusford swallowed. “Eventually.”
Zach groaned. “That sounds like it will take an awful lot of time.”
His butler’s brows rose ever so slightly, a clear challenge.
Zack sighed at the thought of what lay ahead of him. Still, he could not deny that he was relieved to have Gusford at his side. “Fine. Where do we begin?”
In a rather monotonous voice, Gusford listed the many areas in which Zach possessed insufficient training. They ranged from posture, tone of voice and facial expression to conversational niceties, appropriate topics of conversation and correct forms of address, to name only a few. By the time, Gusford was done, Zach wished he was the one who’d been shot dead in a duel and not Lord Mortimer. It seemed the more appealing fate.
Still, there was no choice if he wished to see his brother’s guilt lifted, and so Zach begrudgingly placed himself in Gusford’s trusted hands, knowing he would hate every moment of it.
At least, Gusford might get a kick out of it!
It was the least the old man deserved.






  
  Chapter three
Whispers


“He is a magnificent animal, and I consider myself quite fortunate to have him.” 
Meeting Lord Tedious’ gaze—for surely he had to be jesting, no one in his right mind would speak about a dog with such passion—Rebecca felt tempted to knock some sense into him. However, glancing to where Aunt Mildred and Uncle Conrad were watching their exchange from across the ballroom, Becca altered her tactic. “Truly?” she asked with as much disbelief as she could muster—not that that was a difficult feat. “But Great Danes are quite ugly, wouldn’t you say?”
To Lord Tedious’ credit, the friendly smile on his face never faltered. However, a spark of displeasure momentarily lit up his eyes at her open insult of his most trusted friend. “I suppose that lies in the eye of the beholder.”
Quite diplomatic, Rebecca thought, wondering what it would take to rile friendly-to-a-fault Lord Tedious in a way that he would lose his temper. Had he ever lost his temper?
Rebecca doubted it very much, and the thought of spending the remainder of her days by this man’s side turned her stomach. 
The monotony. 
The dullness. 
The boredom. 
And the goddamn dog!
“Are you all right, Miss Hawkins?” Lord Tedious asked, his green eyes slightly narrowed in concern. “You look a bit pale. Are you unwell?”
Sighing, Rebecca played the delicate female. “I must say I feel a tad faint.”
“Remain here,” Lord Tedious instructed eagerly. “I shall fetch you a refreshment.” And off he went with the utmost haste.
In these moments when the man showed his utterly caring side, Rebecca felt bad for toying with him. She truly ought to tell him outright that she’d rather cut out her heart than agree to be his wife. Yes, the thought was a bit melodramatic, but it only spoke to her deep conviction that the life he offered would make her miserable and no doubt send her to an early grave!
Again, perhaps a bit melodramatic, and yet, utterly fitting.
“What did you say to him?”
At the sound of her uncle’s voice, Rebecca flinched. Then she turned to meet his gaze, a hand to her heaving chest. “Uncle Conrad, why would you sneak up on me like this?”
“Lord Coleridge seemed displeased,” her uncle observed, glancing to where Lord Tedious was standing by the refreshment table. “What did you say to him?”
“Nothing,” Rebecca growled out, her eyes narrowed. “He merely offered to fetch me a drink. It is quite stuffy in here, wouldn’t you agree?”
Tugging on his tight collar, her uncle nodded. “Do try to be pleasant,” he hissed at her. “This is a desirable match, and it will benefit Caroline as well.”
Rebecca gritted her teeth, hating it when her uncle dragged her cousin’s welfare into this. After all, she, too, worried what would become of shy, obedient Caroline if she failed to catch a husband. “I’m well aware of it, Uncle. There’s no need to point it out.”
Her uncle’s eyes narrowed as he shot her a warning glare. Then he turned on his heels and hastened back to his wife’s side across the room from where they could watch their niece’s conduct.
Rebecca groaned.
“Here, drink this.”
Flinching for the second time that night, Rebecca spun around and almost knocked the proffered drink out of Lord Tedious’ hand.
With a practiced hand, he kept the liquid from sloshing over the rim and then once more held the drink out to her. “Perhaps we should step outside,” he suggested, casting a glance over his shoulder at the terrace. “A little fresh air will do you good. Do you think your uncle would object?”
Taking a sip from her glass, Rebecca knew that the opposite would, in fact, be true. “I doubt it,” she answered, “as long as we remain within sight.”
“The terrace it is then.” Offering her his arm, Lord Tedious led her through the crush of people and out onto the terrace where other couples as well as small groups of men and women stood conversing in the balmy evening air. “Better?” he asked, looking down at her.
Granting him a grateful smile, Rebecca nodded. Still, she could see her uncle craning his neck through the glassed terrace doors.
“Perhaps in order to truly appreciate Rufus,” Lord Tedious continued their earlier conversation, “you’d need to spend more time with him. As I said, he’s a magnificent animal, and I have no doubt that if you were to…”
Gritting her teeth, Becca merely nodded along, unable to listen to the man any further. If indeed she were to meet that wretched dog one day, he might not live to tell of it!
Relieved that Lord Tedious was satisfied with the occasional monosyllabic comment from her every once in a while, Rebecca allowed her mind to travel elsewhere. The fresh evening air felt heavenly, and it soothed the mild headache that always seemed to assault her whenever she found herself in Lord Tedious’ company.
“Have you heard? He’s come to London,” a lady to Rebecca’s right whispered to her friend.
“Who?” the other asked in a hushed tone.
“The new Lord Pembroke.”
“The American?”
“The very one,” the first lady giggled.
Rebecca frowned at the name as it sounded familiar. Still, it took her a moment to put the pieces together and remember the dear friend she’d met in school. A young woman with a similar disposition to Caroline’s, shy, timid, obedient, but kindhearted and caring. Her name was Eugenie Caswell, daughter to the Earl of Pembroke. Unfortunately, her father had passed on not long after his only son, Eugenie’s elder brother, had died in the war.
Rebecca had only heard bits and pieces about these events as she and Eugenie had not seen each other in over two years. Their lives had led them in different directions, and they’d drifted apart as was so often the case when two people no longer saw each other every day. Rebecca could not remember when she’d last written to Eugenie. She hadn’t even known of her friend’s marriage to one Lord Wentford until she’d seen the announcement in the paper.
Perhaps it was time to reach out to her again.
“You cannot be serious?” the first lady all but shrieked, then covered her mouth with her hand and huddled closer to her friend. “She was found alive after three years?”
The other lady nodded, her eyes aglow with triumph that tended to come with imparting information the other did not possess. “My cousin lives near Wentford Hall. She’s written to me about it, confirming that the rumors are true.”
“But what will become of the new countess?”
Rebecca’s heart paused as a sense of foreboding came over her. Wentford Hall? Were they talking about Lady Wentford? Eugenie? Her friend from school?
The second lady leaned ever closer, her voice dropping to a new low, that Rebecca found herself shifting onto her other foot, straining to hear. “Apparently, the marriage has been declared void as Lord Wentford’s first wife is still among the living.”
A shocked gasp left the first woman’s lips. “She’ll be ruined.”
“Apparently,” the second lady whispered, “Lord Wentford arranged for her to marry an old friend.” The woman’s eyes sparkled, and Rebecca’s heart tightened at the thought of the next bit of information she was about to impart. “Rumor has it that it’s the Beast of Ravengrove.”
The first lady looked ready to faint. “The scarred beast who lost his family to a fire, who can scarcely be called a man?”
“The very one.”
Rebecca felt her knees turn to water at the thought of her friend’s misfortune and wanted nothing more than to slap those two chattering hens, who were enjoying the heartbreak of another as though it had been meant for their entertainment.
Rebecca, too, liked to be well-informed. But there was a considerable difference between sharing a strategic bit of information and spreading news of a tragedy merely to amuse oneself.
Poor Eugenie! If indeed this gossip was true, then there was no telling what a kindhearted and gentle soul like her would suffer. The Beast of Ravengrove? Becca mused, wondering about a man who would inspire such a name.
Still, from experience, Rebecca knew that generally very little truth could be found at the bottom of such rumors. Perhaps the man was merely scarred, inside and out, by his experiences in the war. Perhaps he would be kind to her friend. Rebecca could only hope so for there was none other more deserving of a kind husband than Eugenie.
And Caroline, of course.
Glancing at Lord Tedious, who was still droning on about his insufferable dog, Rebecca wondered what would be worse: being married to Lord Tedious or the Beast of Ravengrove?
Perhaps she ought to see for herself what truth lay in the matter and visit her old friend. Circumstances had separated them for long enough. Perhaps it was time to renew their friendship. If only half the rumors were true, Eugenie could certainly use a friend and God knew that Rebecca could do with a little bit of distance from Lord Tedious.
It was, indeed, something to think about.
Of course, her uncle would refuse her. And yet, he could not do so if she simply were to forget to ask for permission. He would be furious, but that alone was reason to do so, was it not?
“So, what do you say?” Lord Tedious asked, a soft smile on his lips as he looked at her expectantly. “Would you like that?”
Drat! Rebecca cursed silently as she had no idea what it was he was asking. “Well, it…does sound like…a,” she inhaled a deep breath, “good idea?” Her voice rose into a question as she waited for his reaction.
Clearly pleased, Lord Tedious beamed at her. “I’m relieved you think so. I assure you that Rufus will steal your heart as he’s stolen mine. I shall speak to your uncle about an appropriate place and time for our outing.” Eager steps carried him from her side.
Rebecca groaned. Had she just agreed to meet the man’s damned dog? It would seem she had. Indeed, it was time to consider leaving London for a little respite or she would surely lose her mind. Now, on how to go about it?






  
  Chapter four
A Siren’s Call


Zach was done with English society, done with England in general! 
Standing in the arched entryway that opened up the wide corridor into the vaulted ballroom, Zach allowed his gaze to sweep over the crème de la crème of English society…and his scowl deepened. 
Never in his life had he met people more arrogant, more condescending, more vain. It seemed that nothing else mattered but a family’s lineage, their fortune as well as its origin, connections and the strict adherence to proper conduct…as ludicrous as these rules proved to be!
In a nutshell, Zach was furious and frustrated and would have turned his back on England and all of its inhabitants in a heartbeat if it hadn’t been for the pain lurking between the lines in his brother’s letter. The thought of Nate’s broken heart still haunted him, for Zach knew how fiercely his brother had loved Abigail.
The only way to soothe his brother’s wounds at least a little would be by seeing his father’s ring returned to their family.
Unfortunately, that still proved to be an impossible feat!
Despite Gusford’s diligent instructions and Zach’s every effort to listen and obey, most of his peers still looked at him as though he were a bug they’d like to squash. Perhaps he was a bit dramatic in this assessment, however, none of his inquiries had born fruit so far. The only change in people’s opinions toward him was that apparently they were beginning to consider him a potential marriage prospect for their daughters.
Daughters who were equally arrogant, condescending and vain. They giggled without thought, batted their eyes at him without ever truly looking at him and congratulated him without shame on inheriting his uncle’s title. As though the man’s life had meant nothing!
Zach had to use every ounce of self-control in order to keep a straight face and smile and nod as Gusford had instructed. By the time these events came to an end, his face generally felt as though it would never again recover from the grotesque mask he’d forced on it all evening.
Every night, Gusford reminded him that it would take time and patience to change the way people looked at him. But time and patience were things Zach had very little of.
A few weeks past, he’d sought out Lord Mortimer’s heir, the man’s cousin, and politely informed him of Lord Mortimer’s dealings in Boston, asking to buy back the ring in question. The man had laughed in his face and shaken his head, mumbling something about silly girls.
Zach had almost punched him in the face then and there!
Still, in the end, it had become quite clear that the new Lord Mortimer would not be of any help; for one because he thought this matter unimportant and foolish, and two, he apparently had not yet looked through all possessions bequeathed to him upon his cousin’s demise. Frankly, he had no idea where the ring could be if indeed it still was among his belongings.
Despite his initial frustration, Zach had soldiered on, trying his best to speak to his peers and learn what he could about the deceased man who’d brought this mess upon them all. It had been rough going, and all Zach had been able to discover so far had been that Lord Mortimer had favored gambling of any kind, cards, dice, horses, anything that could win or lose him money and—as it seemed—jewels.
Venturing around the large hall, Zach watched those around him dance and chat and laugh and, in a word, enjoy themselves, and he wondered if he would be able to join in if it weren’t for this dark cloud hanging over his head. Or had he forgotten the meaning of fun? Or was it simply that his idea of fun differed greatly from the one these people favored? Was he truly the only one who found these events mind-numbingly boring?
Turning a corner, Zach stopped as his gaze fell on a young lady who, in that very moment, turned slightly from the gentleman by her side and rolled her eyes in a rather exasperated fashion. Auburn curls framed her face which, despite its soft contours, spoke of a fierce will. Her lips were taut, and he could see the muscles in her jaw work. The image made him think of a caged lioness, and the moment her gaze rose and her fiery green eyes met his, Zach knew his assessment to be correct.
A smile teased his lips, and he delighted in the way the corners of her mouth curled up in answer. In an odd way, Zach felt as though he knew her.
Not her specifically.
But the vivacious spirit she possessed. A spirit that felt smothered by all these rules and restrictions. A spirit that longed to be free, longed for adventure.
“Your uncle and I have agreed upon the day after tomorrow,” the young man beside her said, and Zach drew carefully closer to listen. “I shall call upon you at 3 o’clock.”
The young woman swallowed, then nodded her head dutifully in acceptance, but not delight.
The man beside her continued in a monotonous, somewhat sleep-inducing voice, droning on about someone named Rufus who, as it turned out, was a dog. Frowning, Zach watched the two, delighting in every roll of her eyes whenever the young gentleman was not looking, his thoughts clearly focused on the darned canine. What a fool!
Shaking his head, Zach chuckled.
Instantly, her green eyes shifted and, looking over the man’s shoulder, met his own, wondering, assessing…asking? Was she pleading with him to…?
A devilish thought entered Zach’s head, and he could all but picture Gusford’s lips thinning as the old man shook his head in disapproval. Still, Zach could not resist. After weeks of conforming behavior
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