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      Lady Angeline O’Shea was used to being afraid. She’d spent most of her life in a state of one kind of fear or another. Sometimes, it had been the fear that it would rain when she wanted to meet her wild cousins, Shannon, Marie, Colleen, and Chloe, and have a go on one of their new bicycles—and it always rained, because she lived in Ireland. Sometimes it had been the fear that her beloved father would succumb to his lengthy illness—and he had succumbed just six months before. And sometimes, it had simply been the fear that she would lose her embroidery needle in the cushions—and she usually did lose her needles, because needles were so small and slippery. Angeline always tried to put the best face on things, despite her fears, and so far, she considered herself an expert at smiling when her heart trembled.

      But walking up to the grand front door of Nedworth Hall to join the first summer house party she’d ever been invited to, knowing that the other guests were far grander than she was, instilled an entirely new kind of fear in Angeline that she wasn’t certain she was ready for.

      “What if they don’t like me?” she whispered to her older brother, Lord Avery O’Shea, the new Earl of Carnlough, as he helped her down from the carriage that the Countess of Cambourne, their hostess for the next several weeks, had sent to bring them to Nedworth Hall from the train station in Cambridge.

      Avery laughed good naturedly. “Of course, they’ll like you, Angel. You live up to your pet name better than anyone I’ve ever known. You are all sweetness and light. Anyone who professes not to adore you on sight is a liar.”

      Angeline sent her brother a flat stare. “You exaggerate, Avery,” Angeline said under her breath. As she waited on the gravel drive for Avery to step around the carriage to speak with his valet, Mr. Crymble, who had made the trip with them, she added, “I am not nearly as good as you suppose I am.”

      At least, that was what she thought of herself. She was well aware that she was far from being the sort to cause a scandal, and it had been nearly impossible to get herself into trouble when she had been so devoted to her father in his final days.

      But caring for her father had coiled something tightly within Angeline, and now that she had been released from the burden, she felt as though she might burst at the seams at any moment, if it would give her the chance to soar that had been denied to her over the last few years. Now that she was at a house party, away from home, with only Avery to watch over her, anything could happen.

      “Do you know any of the other young ladies that Lady Cambourne mentioned would be here in her invitation?” Avery asked over his shoulder, then gave a final instruction to Mr. Crymble before peeling away from the carriage. He offered his arm to Angeline to escort her up the terraced stairs to the front door, where the butler stood, ready to show them inside.

      “No,” Angeline said, biting her lip and looking at the open front door as though it were a mouth about to swallow her. “I looked up some of the family names in Debretts, though not all of them were there.”

      “That’s interesting,” Avery said, then sent her an indulgent smile—which was very Avery-like. He was as protective and affectionate as an older brother could be. “Perhaps some of the guests are of a lower social standing and would adore having a friend from the Ascendency to teach them the ways of high society?”

      Angeline laughed. “Not everyone likes or respects the Ascendency, Avery,” she said. “Being Irish, no matter what sort, could be seen as a mark against me, against us.”

      “Never,” Avery argued with exaggerated shock. “You are too sweet and good for it to matter where you come from. And I am such a charming rogue that I am quite certain every eligible young lady that has been invited will fall all over themselves to win my favor.”

      “You are right on that score,” Angeline said with a laugh. She turned serious a moment later, as they stepped through into the grand foyer. “But I am not certain any man would think twice about me.”

      In fact, nearly from the moment she’d been called back to Ireland after only a few weeks of her first season, when her father’s health began to decline, Angeline was convinced she’d been forgotten. She loved her father and had been more than happy to tend to him, but she hadn’t expected that process to last for four long years.

      In that time, she’d hardly had any society at all, let alone anything like the grand house party that Lord and Lady Cambourne had invited her to attend. As she understood it from her invitation, the entire purpose of the party was for young people to meet and form matches, and frankly, Angeline was more than ready.

      But, as with everything else, she was also frightened.

      “What if none of the gentlemen Lord and Lady Cambourne have invited like me at all?” she asked Avery in a hushed voice as they paused in the front hall so that Mr. Crymble could speak to the butler about their luggage. “Or worse, what if the only ones who like me are gnarled and lascivious old men who are only interested in me as a brood mare.”

      “Angel!” Avery exclaimed. “How on earth do you know about such things?”

      Angeline sent her brother a sheepish look as they waited while the butler gave Mr. Crymble instructions, then went to fetch their hostess. “Avery, we are no longer living in the Dark Ages, where women were held captive in towers to protect their virtue until such a time as their brother could marry them off to a man, sight unseen.”

      Avery looked horrified at the prospect. “You aren’t telling me that you—” he gulped, “—have personal experience with…such things.”

      Angeline burst into laughter. She hated her laugh. It was too high and too exuberant. But she couldn’t help it. “A lady does not need to be ruined to know about such things these days. I lived in London for two months, Avery. London. Mama was intent on me using the wiles she thought I possessed to win a husband. She shared secrets and knowledge with me the likes of which I am not certain most young ladies are privy to. But you know how Mama was.”

      “Yes, I do,” Avery said, raising one eyebrow with a look of horror. Their mother had been uncommonly bold and advanced in her opinions, which had always shocked Avery. “I never understood why Mama took you to London in the first place,” he said.

      Angeline giggled. “Because she wanted me to learn refinement and to catch the eye of a titled man of means.”

      “And instead, you learned all about such things.” Avery shook his head.

      “You’re making it out to be much worse than it is,” Angeline continued to giggle.

      Blessedly, the conversation was interrupted as Lady Cambourne swept into the front hall with a bright smile of excitement. “Lady Angeline, Lord Carnlough, how good to see you here at last,” she said, holding her hand out to Angeline, then squeezing Angeline’s hand when she took it. “I was beginning to worry.”

      “My apologies for the late arrival,” Avery said, greeting Lady Cambourne with a gallant kiss of her hand. “We had some trouble with the passage from Ireland.”

      “I was so afraid that we wouldn’t make it at all,” Angeline said.

      “Well, you’re here now.” Lady Cambourne let Angeline’s hand go. “Your mother was a great friend of mine, you know. When my dear husband proposed hosting this party, I insisted that the two of you be invited.”

      “We are most grateful, my lady,” Avery said with a gallant bow. “And if my dear, sweet sister is able to make a match with one of your noble guests, I would be twice as grateful.”

      “Avery!” Angeline hissed, her neck and face heating.

      Lady Cambourne seemed charmed by Avery’s naughtiness, as women usually were. But her laughter quickly turned into a mischievous grin. “There is far more to be had at this house party than mere matchmaking,” she said. “My husband has brought this specific set of guests together for a unique purpose, as you will learn in the coming days.”

      “A unique purpose?” Avery asked. “I am intrigued.”

      Lady Cambourne looked downright devilish as she touched Avery’s arm. “Your curiosity will be satisfied soon enough, my lord. And now,” she turned to Angeline, “if your brother does not mind handling arrangements for your rooms and seeing to it that your things are delivered there, I can take you to the hyacinth parlor. A few of the other young ladies are taking tea there, and I am certain they would be delighted to meet you.”

      “Thank you, Lady Cambourne,” Angeline said, her heart fluttering with anxiety.

      Angeline sent her brother one last look of worry before following Lady Cambourne down one of the halls that branched from the entry hall. She had to give herself a quick, stern talking to, reminding herself that she was the daughter of an earl, her mother had been the daughter of a marquess, and she was as qualified as any young woman whom Lady Cambourne had invited to be at the party.

      “I’m certain the other ladies will be eager to tell you all about the opportunities and entertainments I’ve provided for our guests this summer,” Lady Cambourne explained. “we’ve spared no expense to provide our guests with everything you could possibly need to keep yourselves occupied. All of the diversions are designed to facilitate interactions between the guests, of course. I believe your mother would approve.”

      The way Lady Cambourne glanced to Angeline with a playful look sent a shiver of shock…and anticipation down Angeline’s spine. What sort of summer had she and Avery been invited to?

      “We have archery, badminton, and croquet perpetually available in the gardens,” Lady Cambourne went on, easing up on her mischief to list ordinary activities, “as well as picnics and outings planned, all very respectable, mind you. And every Friday evening, we hold a dance of some sort, whether it is a ball or simply dancing in the conservatory. I trust you are prepared for tonight’s dance?”

      Angeline had almost forgotten it was Friday. “Yes, of course. I will be—oh!”

      Her answer was cut short as she turned a corner into a parlor that was decorated all in shades of purple and pink, with paintings of hyacinths on the walls and bowls of hyacinths on the tables, even though it was out of season for them. But what had caused Angleline’s gasp of shock were the six other young women in the room. She immediately felt like an impostor who had crept onto the estate and was about to be found out.

      “Ladies, I have a new friend to introduce to you,” Lady Cambourne said, taking Angeline’s hand as though she were a timid child being introduced to her new classmates. That was precisely what Angeline felt like. “This is Lady Angeline O’Shea, sister of the Earl of Carnlough, from County Antrim in Ireland.”

      The half dozen other young ladies stopped their conversations and some even put down their teacups as they turned to greet her. Two of them even stood and turned bright smiles on her.

      “How do you do?” Angeline greeted them breathlessly, curtsying clumsily, since it was the only thing she could think of to do. She had no way of telling from the other ladies’ manner of dress if they were above her or below her, and not knowing had planted seeds of panic in her gut.

      “This is Lady Yvette Mortimer,” Lady Cambourne introduced one of the ladies who had stood and was walking to greet Angeline with a kind smile. “I leave you in her capable hands.”

      “Thank you, Lady Cambourne,” Lady Yvette said. “I will see that Lady Angeline is well taken care of.”

      Angeline opened her mouth as Lady Cambourne turned to go, but it didn’t feel right to beg the woman to stay. Particularly as it was likely she had other duties to attend to. She snapped her mouth closed again and pressed a gloved hand to her stomach, willing her old friends, the butterflies, to be calm. There was nothing wrong with making new friends, and Lady Yvette seemed kind and willing to help.

      “You’ve no need to worry,” Lady Yvette said, her manner becoming less formal once Lady Cambourne had gone. “None of us bite. Truly.”

      “Oh, I didn’t think….” Angeline swallowed and tried not to faint as Lady Yvette steered her into the informal ring of chairs and sofas where the other ladies regarded her with curiosity.

      “I know it can be unnerving to meet new people, but I can assure you, we are all friends here,” Lady Yvette said. “Let me introduce you to Miss Charlotte Benning, Lady Patience Wycombe, Lady Eleanor Feilding and her companion, Miss Silverstone, and Miss Melanie Pennypacker.”

      “How do you do?” the woman Lady Yvette had introduced as Miss Pennypacker said in an American accent. She was the only other woman standing, and she rushed forward, all American brightness and exuberance, offering her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she added before Angeline could say a word.

      “I…er…um….”

      “Melanie, don’t frighten the girl,” Lady Patience said, standing and putting her teacup aside. She wore spectacles—which managed to look rather fetching on her—and she adjusted them as she stood. “There are enough frightening things going on this summer already.”

      “Frightening things?” Angeline asked, her butterflies fluttering harder.

      “Not frightening, just mysterious,” Miss Benning corrected. She didn’t stand, but she twisted to face Angeline as Lady Patience beckoned her to come have a seat.

      “I tend to find all mysteries a bit frightening,” Lady Patience said, though she looked more excited than frightened. Her wide eyes were emphasized behind her spectacles.

      “Mysterious?” Angeline asked, glancing from Lady Patience on one side to Miss Pennypacker on the other. She felt like a complete ninny for blurting short questions instead of entering gracefully into conversation with the others.

      “Yes,” Miss Pennypacker said, her eyes filled with the spark of intrigue. “It’s why we’ve all been invited, you see. This is more than just a house party, it’s a puzzle we must all solve.”

      “I…I do not know what you mean,” Angeline said, wishing Avery were still with her.

      “Do not let them intimidate you, Lady Angeline,” Lady Yvette said, taking up a sisterly position by Angeline’s side, as if to help and protect her. “We’ve just been discussing it. Apparently, there is to be an announcement at tonight’s ball about the missing heir to Lord Carshalton’s fortune.”

      The others all seemed to know what that meant. Angeline merely blinked.

      “You do know about Lord Carshalton’s missing heir, do you not, Lady Angeline?” Lady Eleanor asked.

      Angeline gulped and shook her head. The others looked surprised.

      “Why, it’s all anyone has been able to talk about these last few months,” Miss Benning said. “The Marquess of Carshalton never married, but rumors abound that he sired one single child with an unknown woman. In his will, he bequeathed the better part of his fortune to this child—”

      “Who is apparently in their twenties or thirties now,” Miss Pennypacker took over the explanation. “But no one knows who the mother is, and it is unknown whether the child is a man or a woman.”

      “Either way,” Miss Benning continued with the story, “despite the fact that the title has gone to a distant cousin, the fortune belongs to the unknown heir.”

      “It is believed that Lord and Lady Cambourne know who the heir is and that they have invited the person, whomever they may be, to this house party,” Lady Eleanor said, her eyes glittering with intrigue. “For all we know, you could be the heir, Lady Angeline.”

      “Me?” Angeline squeaked, alarmed by the idea that anyone could think she was anything half as interesting as a mysterious heir. “Oh, no, not me. I know who both of my parents are.”

      “You think you know who your parents are,” Miss Pennypacker said.

      Angeline’s jaw dropped. She couldn’t decide whether she was shocked by the possibility her mother had kept a secret that dire—her mother might have been unconventional, but she hadn’t been bad—or terrified that others might believe her to be something she was not.

      “I…I am not…I do not know…oh, dear. You must excuse me,” Angeline sputtered, overwhelmed.

      Before anyone could stop her, she turned and sped out of the room in a fright and into the hall. The result was that she wasn’t watching where she was going, and her hand knocked against a tall vase of flowers placed on a table in the hallway. The vase was unbalanced to begin with, and as Angeline knocked it, the entire thing spilled right off the table, smashing on the marble floor.

      Worst of all, the hallway wasn’t empty. As the vase shattered, it spilled water, petals, and pollen all over the fine shoes and trousers of a man who was walking past the table. Angeline gasped and glanced up at the man—or rather, dragged her eyes slowly up his form, from his ruined shoes to his soaked trousers, his trim waist, broad chest, powerful arms, and glowering expression. He had beautiful, dark eyes that smoldered with anger, and thick, dark hair swept rakishly to one side. His lips were pressed in a firm line, and his strong jaw appeared to be clenched in frustration.

      “Oh, dear,” Angeline gasped, uncertain whether the words were for her clumsiness or the fact that she found the man devilishly handsome.

      
      Lord Rafe McAllister, Marquess of Rothbury, hated house parties. He hated socializing in general, after all the trouble it had gotten him into over the last few months. He hated being away from home—either in the country or in London—and he hated sleeping in a strange bed. While he was at it, he decided that he hated Cambridgeshire, frivolity, and, oh, why not the entire female sex while he was at it?

      “You cannot go on grousing like this about every tiny thing indefinitely,” James, Lord Cambourne—who was a distant cousin of some sort that he’d forgotten about until the invitation to the blasted house party arrived—laughed as he took his shot at the billiard table, where several of the gentlemen were idling away their morning. “You’re in the country, my lovely bride has provided you with a bevy of beautiful and accomplished young women to engage yourself to, and for all I know, one of them could be Carshalton’s mystery heir.” He straightened after his
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