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      NEDWORTH HALL, CAMBRIDGESHIRE – JULY, 1890

      Miss Charlotte Benning did not consider herself to be living a charmed life. She was merely the daughter of a hard-working and determined industrialist, who was so devoted to his factories and their employees that he spent all his time with his business partner, Mr. Horace Jeffries, instead of searching for a wife to replace Charlotte’s long-deceased mother. She had neither class nor education to recommend her, unlike the new friends she’d taken to her heart during the three weeks of the Nedworth Hall house party thus far. She was simply Charlotte, her papa’s daughter, and nothing else.

      She supposed that she had earned an invitation to the party because Lady Cambourne had known her mother. At least, that was what Charlotte assumed. Lady Cambourne had intimated as much on a few occasions in the early weeks of the house party, though Charlotte hadn’t thought much of it. According to her father, her mother had been a good woman of respectable breeding who had loved her enough to give her life for her.

      That was all Charlotte knew and all she needed to know.

      “That is why I have no grand expectations for my life, other than catching the eye of a nice man with a good nature who might offer me a quiet and comfortable life,” she told her friends on a surprisingly pleasant afternoon in early July, as their cabal took tea together out of doors.

      They sat in the shade of a marquee that Lady Cambourne had requested the indefatigable footmen of Nedworth Hall erect for them. Charlotte rather liked the marquee. She rather liked the sweet and jolly footman, Jack, who waited on them as their group conversed. Not in that way, of course. The kind young man was comely, but he reminded her so much of Uncle Horace in his mien and mannerisms that she felt as though he was a brother of sorts.

      Charlotte was so preoccupied smiling at Jack and thanking him for retrieving her fan from where she’d left it on the terrace that she almost didn’t register the sly, disbelieving looks of her companions.

      She blinked. “Have I said something wrong?” she asked, opening her fan and wafting a cool breeze across her heating face.

      Lady Yvette and Lady Patience in particular exchanged looks as though they would burst into smiles and laughter.

      “That is all you wish?” Lady Yvette asked. “A quiet and comfortable life?”

      Charlotte blinked at her. “Yes. Is that too much to ask?”

      “No, not at all,” Lady Patience said slowly. “But you must admit, your life is already decidedly comfortable, thanks to your father’s wealth.”

      Charlotte fanned herself faster, eyeing her cup of tea to avoid the knowing looks of her new friends. “Papa has worked tirelessly to build his factories into something presentable,” she said, uncomfortable with her friends’ continued smiles. “I suppose one could say we are well-off, but Papa has no title, nor does he own any sort of grand estate. In fact, we live at the whim of Uncle Horace, that is, Mr. Jeffries, most of the year.”

      “At the whim of Mr. Jeffries?” Lady Eleanor asked, her brow pinched in a confused, and most likely disapproving, given the sourness Lady Eleanor embodied most days, frown. “Whatever does that mean?”

      Charlotte cleared her throat, folded her fan, and reached for her tea. “We live with my father’s business partner, who allows me to call him Uncle Horace,” she said, only a touch embarrassed to admit that her father’s wealth was so modest that they had been required to live with someone else from her earliest memory. “Uncle Horace owns Ganymede House.”

      For some unknown reason, Lady Yvette choked on her tea, then sputtered, “Ganymede House?” Her face was pink, as though she were trying desperately not to laugh.

      Charlotte blinked and answered, “Yes, that is where Papa, Uncle Horace, and I live most of the year, when we are not in London, or when I am not attending house parties.”

      Again, Lady Yvette and Lady Patience exchanged glances. Charlotte shifted uncomfortably in her chair, taking another sip of her tea. She was beginning to feel as though she were the butt of a joke, and she wasn’t certain she liked it.

      To deflect whatever teasing blows Lady Yvette and Lady Patience might be tempted to direct at her, she glanced across to Lady Angeline and said, “I would never presume to think that I would end up with a Marquess, like you, my dear friend.” She glanced to Miss Melanie Pennypacker. “Or even an ambitious young man with dreams of bettering himself, like you, Miss Pennypacker.”

      Miss Pennypacker laughed in her loud, American way. “Engaging yourself to a man your father sees as beneath you is not for the faint of heart,” she said. “I’m surprised he has allowed me to remain at the house party for its duration instead of demanding I return to London with him.”

      “I wouldn’t miss the remainder of the house party for the world,” Lady Angeline said. “Rafe agrees. We decided together that we simply must stay until the identity of Lord Carshalton’s heir is revealed.”

      Lady Eleanor snorted so suddenly that she caused her companion, Miss Millicent Silverstone, to start and drop the biscuit she had been in the process of handing to her mistress. Lady Eleanor gave Miss Silverstone a vicious look, then said, “You are fooling no one with your protestations of innocence. The three of you have continued on at the house party because our host and hostess are so lax in their morals and discipline that they say nothing when you creep about the hallways long after dark to sleep in beds that you should not.”

      Charlotte’s face burned with embarrassment for the bold accusation. So much that she picked up her fan in her free hand and wafted cooling air over her cheeks.

      The thing was, neither Miss Pennypacker, Lady Angeline, nor Lady Patience made any attempts to contradict Lady Eleanor’s statement. Lady Angeline looked sweetly sheepish, Lady Patience grinned coyly, and Miss Pennypacker came right out and said, “If I end up with child before the end of the summer, that will only ensure that my papa cannot back out of his agreement that I should marry Frank.”

      Charlotte nearly dropped her teacup. She could never be so bold as any of her friends.

      And yet, hearing their whispers and seeing the excitement in their eyes on the occasions when they had spoken frankly about the joys of love and of the flesh had awakened things in Charlotte that she hadn’t suspected she harbored. She was intrigued by the idea of physical love. In the last three weeks, she had received more of an education on the matter than her dear papa had ever given her.

      Papa had blanched at the very idea of romantic relationships between men and women. Why, when her body had undergone the changes that every girl’s did when she became a woman, he had sent her to the housekeeper, Mrs. Jorgenson, to have her explain things, claiming he knew less than nothing about women and their functions.

      “You will not catch me behaving in such a wicked manner,” Lady Eleanor said, her back going stiff and her chin coming up. “True gentlemen, men like His Grace, the Duke of Foxley, would never betroth themselves to women of loose character.”

      Miss Silverstone—who had been engaged in brushing crumbs from the biscuit she’d dropped on her mistress’s skirts earlier, fumbled the same biscuit again, crumbling it over her mistress entirely.

      “Will you stop your fussing, you ham-fisted cow!” Lady Eleanor shouted, slapping at Miss Silverstone’s hands. “The scullery maid would do a better job of attending to me. I’ve no idea why Mama insisted you accompany me to this party.”

      “I’m sorry, my lady,” Miss Silverstone whispered, nearly in tears. She shrunk back to the edge of the marquee, where Jack, bless him, stepped over to comfort her. He even handed her a handkerchief when Miss Silverstone fought to hold back tears.

      Charlotte couldn’t say she thought much of Lady Eleanor anymore. And for more reasons than her mistreatment of poor Miss Silverstone.

      To spare the poor woman any further attention as she attempted to compose herself, Charlotte said, “I have no intention of joining the ranks of those creeping through Nedworth Hall’s corridors in the middle of the night. I could never be so bold in any case. But I do so hope that one of the gentlemen of the party will take an interest in me.”

      “You mean that you hope Viscount Bygrave will take an interest in you,” Lady Patience said, sipping her tea with a knowing look.

      For what felt like the hundredth time in that afternoon alone, Charlotte blushed. “Lord Bygrave is a lovely man,” she mumbled as she sipped her tea.

      “Never fear,” Miss Pennypacker said, too loud as always. “It’s as clear as day that he fancies you as well. He has danced with you more than twice at every entertainment Lady Cambourne has arranged, he accompanies you into supper whenever he can, and he turned pages for you when you sang for us last night.”

      “He was merely being polite,” Charlotte whispered into her tea.

      Secretly, her heart danced with excitement at the implication of Lord Bygrave’s attentions. Viscount Bygrave was utterly charming, and the very idea of becoming a viscountess was so far beyond anything she’d ever dreamed for herself that she could hardly hold the idea in her head.

      But most importantly, she was certain that Papa, and Uncle Horace, for that matter, would like Lord Bygrave. He had an open manner and an affable presence that one could not help but be drawn to. He was polite to the servants in a way that went beyond what most men of title showed to those lesser than them. It was almost as if Lord Bygrave had seen much of the world, though he couldn’t have been more than thirty, and it had taught him that there was an inherent equality in all people.

      Charlotte believed that she could be quite happy with a man like that.

      “Of course he has developed a tendre for you,” Lady Yvette said with a hint of teasing, pulling Charlotte from her thoughts. “You are the Carshalton heir, after all.”

      Charlotte nearly choked on her tea. “I am not,” she said in a rush, putting her teacup aside. “I’ve no idea who the Carshalton heir is at this point. I thought it was Mr. Crymble, if I’m honest.”

      Miss Pennypacker laughed out loud. “No, Frank believes he knows who his father is, and it’s not Lord Carshalton.”

      “And with Mr. Crymble being eliminated from the running,” Lady Yvette said, her eyes bright with mischief, “that leaves you as the most likely candidate.”

      Charlotte didn’t like the way her friends all seemed to glance to her in unison, like she might very well be the heir.

      “It is impossible,” she said, shaking her head and fanning herself again. “I have a papa, and it is not Lord Carshalton.”

      “Are you quite certain of that, my dear?” Lady Patience asked, a touch of sympathy in her expression.

      “Quite certain?” Charlotte asked. “Of what?”

      “That Mr. Benning is your natural father?” Lady Angeline asked, her cheeks going pink, as if she was surprised to ask the question.

      Charlotte’s insides tightened. The ghost of suspicion that had lingered in the back of her mind for years curled through her. Her papa seldom spoke of her mother. There were no images or likenesses of her at Ganymede House. On the few occasions when Charlotte had asked for her mother’s name, her papa had only answered “Mary” and offered nothing further.

      Almost as though he had never known her mother at all.

      In any sense of the word.

      She cleared her throat. “Stephen Benning is my father in every way that matters,” she said, sitting straighter and holding her head high. “That is all I know and all I wish to know.”

      The air practically hummed around their group for a moment, as if some great army were poised to attack, or as if lightning would strike.

      A moment later, the atmosphere cleared and the tension of a dozen unasked questions dissipated as the sound of male conversation and laughter snagged all of their attention. All of the ladies turned to the side as most of the gentlemen acquainted with their particular circle of the house party rounded the corner of the garden and headed toward the marquee.

      Miss Pennypacker jumped up at the sight of her Mr. Crymble walking side-by-side with the Earl of Carnlough, who now acknowledged him openly as his half-cousin. Lady Angeline swept right out of her chair and rushed forward to meet her fiancé, Lord Rothbury, as he stepped into the shade of the tent. Lady Patience similarly went to greet her fiancé, Mr. Covington, with a stolen kiss to his cheek that would have shocked Charlotte, if she hadn’t already seen so many other astounding things since the house party began.

      Charlotte noted the discreet way Lady Yvette ambled over to Lord Theydon, and the way the two of them exchanged glances that could most definitely be described as heated. In contrast, Lady Eleanor practically bounded over to the Duke of Foxley, fervor in her eyes. The duke smiled politely at her, but seemed more interested in the refreshment table in the corner, where Jack and Miss Silverstone stood.

      All of that sailed right past Charlotte as soon as Lord Bygrave moved to greet her.

      “Miss Benning, you are looking lovely this afternoon,” he said, smiling openly at Charlotte.

      “You are too kind, my lord,” Charlotte said, curtsying in a way she was certain was clumsy.

      “It isn’t kindness to observe the truth,” he said, his smile broadening.

      Charlotte had no idea how to reply to that. When it came to Lord Bygrave, her mind and heart became hopelessly tangled, and her lips would not form words. Or rather, she was terrified of the words they might form. There was entirely too much of a chance that she would blurt out “I would be yours, if you wanted me” or “Nothing would make me happier than to be your wife and the mother of your children.” One simply didn’t rush around saying those sorts of things to a marquess, though.

      Lord Bygrave seemed to sense her overwhelmed feelings. “The gentlemen were all just in the billiard room, contemplating how pleasant we find your company.” He glanced around at the others, but his gaze came back and rested on Charlotte, and his smile grew. “Theydon pointed out that it was a terrible shame we were in there while you were out here, and I proposed we amend that.”

      “What a brilliant idea,” Lady Yvette said. She hooked her arm through Lord Theydon’s and started out of the marquee. “I propose a walk.”

      “An excellent idea,” Lord Rothbury said, smiling brightly at Lady Angeline.

      “Would you care to take a turn through the gardens with me, Miss Benning?” Lord Bygrave asked, offering his arm.

      “I would love that,” Charlotte said, her heart light and her feet restless.

      A moment of confusion followed as the marquee was abandoned. Lord Theydon and Lady Yvette went ahead, outpacing the rest of them and disappearing entirely before Miss Pennypacker and Mr. Crymble, along with Lord Carnlough, Lord Rothbury, and Lady Angeline could follow them. Lady Patience and Mr. Covington took off in a different direction, leaving Charlotte with little doubt as to what they were about to get up to.

      There was more confusion as Lady Eleanor dodged the chairs under the marquee and nearly pushed Miss Silverstone down in order to grasp Foxley’s arm. The duke had momentarily looked as though he would venture out on the walk on his own, but Lady Eleanor wouldn’t have it. For a moment, the duke hung back, as if he would help pick Miss Silverstone up from where she’d tumbled when Lady Eleanor pushed her, but Lady Eleanor tugged him on.

      Charlotte watched the whole thing, as did Jack, and when the two of them happened to
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