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      NEDWORTH HALL, CAMBRIDGESHIRE – JUNE, 1890

      Frank Crymble was at the end of his rope. He stood in the foyer of Nedworth Hall, one week after the beginning of the house party, staring at the telegram that had just been delivered to him, along with a few letters for his employer, Lord Avery O’Shea, the Earl of Carnlough. The telegram contained only a few words, but they spelled doom for Frank. The Australian railroad scheme had failed. His investment was obliterated. All of the money he’d saved up through years of serving as his half-cousin’s valet and enjoying the generosity of the O’Shea family—who weren’t required to recognize him at all, let alone secretly treat him as a member of the family, even though he was born on the wrong side of the bed—was gone.

      He blinked and stared at the telegram again, just in case the words would somehow change, but no such luck. His heart raced as every implication of the railroad’s failure gripped him. So much for his plans to make something of himself despite the awkwardness of his birth.

      Off to one side, Nedworth’s butler, Stanhope, cleared his throat. Frank snapped his eyes up at the dour man, then twisted and glanced down the hall at the chatter of some of the female guests attending the summer house party Lord and Lady Cambourne were hosting. Stanhope’s frown made perfect sense. It would be unseemly for the valet of one of the guests to be caught above-stairs, where any of the more genteel guests might spot him and be offended by his lowliness.

      Then again, the guests that had been invited to Nedworth Hall for the summer were all unusual characters with quirks of their own. They hadn’t minded Frank making an appearance when Avery or Angeline needed him. In fact, because rumors of his unusual birth and connection to Avery and Angeline abounded, more than a few of them believed he was the mysterious heir of Lord Carshalton that everyone at the party was hoping to uncover. Finding Carshalton’s heir had become as important an activity as finding a potential spouse.

      As far as Frank knew, he wasn’t Carshalton’s heir. He was a bastard, to be sure, but unless his dear, departed mam had lied to him—which would not have been in her character at all—his father was a different nobleman entirely. But that hadn’t stopped Frank from stringing some of the guests along with meaningful looks and subtle hints. Avery had invited him to the party to have fun, after all.

      He was not having fun at the moment, however. With a frown, Frank nodded to Stanhope, then hurried down the hall, taking one of the smaller, side corridors to the stairs that would lead him down to the servants’ hall via a route that would avoid the high-born ladies. He had a feeling Stanhope had an ulterior motive for keeping him out of sight of the titled houseguests. With his red hair, green eyes, and distinctive facial features, there was no hiding the fact that he was a blood-relation of Lord Carnlough.

      In fact, earlier in the party Mr. Arden Covington had mistaken him for Avery. Covington hadn’t seemed to mind, and Frank was used to being mistaken for an O’Shea—he was an O’Shea, even though he didn’t share their name—but Stanhope had balked at the truth. The man had made it clear without saying so that he didn’t want Frank making fools of his master and mistress by falsely convincing people he was Carshalton’s heir.

      The thought caused Frank to sigh as he found the servants’ stairs and headed down to the hall. It would have been damned convenient if he was Carshalton’s heir, and if he had the inheritance that went along with that. A small fortune falling into his lap was precisely what he needed to advance his ambitions.

      He stared at the telegram again as he tucked Avery’s mail into his jacket pocket, then balled the disappointing scrap of paper up and threw it into the rubbish bin just inside the doorway to the kitchen. He was a clever man with dreams and the grit to chase after them. He could have resigned himself to a life of lowliness, living off of the charity of his half-family, but he’d decided long ago that he wouldn’t be satisfied with that. He’d scrimped and saved his money, pooled his resources, researched and calculated, and eventually invested in the Australian railroad in the hope that the scheme would finally change his life. Just because it was a failure didn’t mean he was.

      “Cheer up, lad,” Mrs. Seymour, Nedworth’s cook, told him from the counter in the center of the room, where she and the kitchen maid, Nancy, were chopping vegetables for that night’s supper as though someone were standing over them with a watch. “It can’t be all that bad.”

      “I’m afraid it is, Mrs. Seymour,” Frank said, pushing a hand through his unruly hair. “I’ve just lost a great deal of money.”

      “Oh,” Nancy said with round-eyed sympathy. “I’m sorry.” She sent Frank a smile that was meant to be sweet and tempting.

      Frank smiled back at her, but not too broadly. Nancy had been sweet on him since he’d arrived with Avery and Angeline one week ago, as had several of the other maids, but he had too much respect for the integrity of the young women working at Nedworth Hall to lead them on—unlike some of the other male servants who had traveled with some of the houseguests. Some of the houseguests themselves, if he were honest. Besides which, there was only one woman that had haunted Frank’s dreams since the moment he’d arrived at Nedworth, and that woman was thoroughly off-limits.

      Miss Melanie Pennypacker. She was gorgeous, with her raven-black hair and blue eyes, she was clever, she was American, and she was thoroughly out of his reach. But that hadn’t stopped him from rushing to help her lift a heavy box of ornaments that Lady Yvette Mortimer had insisted they use to decorate one of the parlors, or fetching a shawl for her when she happened to mention she was a bit cold during one of the ladies’ walks, or picking up one of the cut roses she’d dropped while gathering flowers in the garden and returning it to her as though it were a gift. The way she’d smiled at him as she sniffed that rose had been enough to infiltrate his dreams and cause him more than one restless night. She’d flirted right back with him as though he were any other titled toff who had come to the house party to snag a wife.

      And why shouldn’t she? Frank stood a little straighter, staring at the crumpled telegram in the rubbish bin. He’d worked hard to earn the money he’d lost. He’d researched the railroad and sought out advice from men who were wiser than him. He’d learned about the financial markets and a variety of investment opportunities. He was not the sort of man to let one defeat bring him down. He was a man who had improved his fortunes once before, and he could do it again. Miss Melanie Pennypacker had every right to flirt with him, despite being an American heiress with a line of men chasing after her that extended all the way to Brighton and back.

      “Who would you say of all the male party guests has the most money?” Frank asked Mrs. Seymour, his energy returning.

      Mrs. Seymour stopped her chopping and glanced up and to the side, thinking. “Not Mr. Covington, that’s for certain. Lord Theydon, maybe.”

      “What about Viscount Bygrave?” Nancy asked, her cheeks a rosy pink as she glanced to Frank. “Or Mr. Howard?” She blushed even deeper.

      Mrs. Seymour made a sound and shook her head. “Definitely not Mr. Howard.” She made a face, then burst into a smile. “Do you know who it is?” she asked, then answered herself with, “Rothbury. I hear that the Marquess of Rothbury has a far larger fortune than anyone suspects, and that he got it through keen investments.”

      Frank’s heart leapt to his throat for a moment. “Investments,” he said, grinning from ear to ear. “Perfect. Thank you, Mrs. Seymour.”

      As he turned to dash out of the room, he heard Mrs. Seymour call, “You’re welcome, young man. Always in a hurry.”

      Frank was in a hurry. He was in a hurry to prove himself. He was in a hurry to change his position in life and to find a way to bring himself up to the level of his half-cousins. He was in a hurry to pay them back for the kindness they’d shown him over the years. If Lord Rothbury could help him, that was so much the better.

      It took some searching, particularly since he was forced to slink about the house without Stanhope or any of the young ladies who might be offended by his presence spotting him, but he eventually caught Lord Rothbury in the library, seated near the fireplace, reading. The fact that the man was alone was a surprise blessing, and one Frank was determined to take advantage of.

      He stepped into the room and cleared his throat, his pulse beating like a drum in his ears. Rothbury noticed him and closed his book with a look of mild surprise.

      “Could I help you?” Rothbury asked.

      Frank took that as all the introduction he needed and stepped boldly into the room. “Yes, my lord, I was rather hoping you could help me.” It was outlandishly bold of him to approach a marquess the way he was. Under other circumstances, it could have been enough for him to be sacked. He knew that Avery would never sack him, though. Their friendship wasn’t that of lord and valet, it was that of cousins. Closer to brothers, even, since Avery had none. Avery would probably give him an earful if he knew he’d spoken to a marquess without a proper sort of introduction, though.

      Rothbury seemed interested, despite the gross impropriety, and stood, setting his book aside. “How can I be of service?” he asked. His mouth twitched at the corner, as if over the irony of a marquess asking to serve a valet.

      Frank took another, cautious step into the room. “My lord, I will be blunt as I’ve no wish to waste your time. I have been attempting to better my station in life through investing. I have discovered quite a few schemes that would both increase my fortune and benefit the lives of many. However, my most recent investment, a railroad in Australia, recently failed.” He winced at his use of the word “failed”.

      “I’m sorry to hear it,” Rothbury said with a concerned frown.

      “So was I, my lord.” Frank attempted to win the man over with affability. He took another step closer to him. “The thing is, my lord, I know of several other investment opportunities that could make a fortune for an enterprising young man.”

      “Good for you,” Rothbury said, somewhat hesitantly.

      “But as I’ve just lost everything in the railroad scheme, I need a co-investor to loan me the capital so that I can proceed,” Frank went on.

      Rothbury drew in a breath and nodded in understanding. “And you wish for me to provide you with the capital you need.”

      “Yes, my lord.” A sense of relief pulsed through Frank at the man’s understanding.

      That relief was short-lived. “I admire your determination,” he began, his look entirely too reticent for Frank’s liking, “but you’ve come to me with no particulars at all. What is the nature of these investment opportunities? How do I know you are a sophisticated investor and not an amateur whose reach is greater than his grasp? How do I know I will not lose money by investing in you?”

      “I—” Frank fumbled, heating with embarrassment. What was he thinking, approaching Rothbury without anything even closely resembling a solid plan? “I can assure you, my lord, that I am determined and energetic when it comes to making investments and planning my future.”

      “I’m certain you are,” Rothbury said. “And if you were to provide me with a clearer idea of any sort of plan you have in mind, I would certainly consider it. But you’ve come to me with nothing more than vague notions of financial glory. You might as well be coming to me declaring that you are Carshalton’s heir. Can you provide me with proof of your financial prowess?”

      “I could,” Frank said slowly, mortified at himself for being such an impulsive ninny. He swore it was the last time he would act without thinking. “With time.”

      “Good.” Rothbury nodded. “Then return to me when your idea is more fully formed.”

      “Thank you, my lord.”

      Frank nodded and bowed, backing up a few steps, nodding again, then fleeing from the room, cursing himself under his breath as he went. The meeting had been an impulsive embarrassment. He was clever, but not as clever as he thought he was, apparently. He wanted to smack himself for leaping without looking.

      As soon as he was far enough from the library to be confident Rothbury wouldn’t come after him and see him, he leaned against the wall and growled at himself. If he was going to work out a way to bounce back from the disaster of the railroad, he would need to think things through a bit more and not go charging off, accosting marquesses as though he had a right to. But at least Rothbury had seemed somewhat interested in his potential plans. Which meant Frank wasn’t down for the count yet.

      He pushed away from the wall and charged down the hall, heading for the nearest staircase that could take him up to a certain secluded spot on the roof that he’d discovered shortly after arriving at Nedworth Hall. He needed to think and to plan. He needed to come up with a fool-proof scheme that would convert the potential he knew he had into the reality of who he knew he was meant to be.

      
      Melanie Pennypacker was fed up. She read through the letter she’d received from her father in London in the post that morning a second time and growled at it as she walked down the hall from the hyacinth room, where she’d been enjoying morning tea with her particular friends. She would much rather have been laughing with Charlotte and Patience and the others than reading her father’s boorish and alarming words.

      “Dearest Melanie,” he’d written. “No, I will not advance you the fortune you’ve asked for. That money is for your dowery. I will not give it to you now so that you can squander it on some silly scheme to become a shopgirl.”

      Melanie growled again as she reached the foot of the stairs and started up. She was due to spend the afternoon with her Aunt Rosalyn, her chaperone at the house party, but Aunt Rosalyn would only agree with her father’s stubbornness. Her idea was not some silly scheme to become a shopgirl. Her idea was to open a department store in London, of the sort that were suddenly becoming all the rage, like Harrods or Harvey Nichols. Her godfather, John Wanamaker, had done it in Philadelphia, where she was born and raised, and Uncle John had taught her everything he knew. Surely, her father could see that if anyone was primed and ready to open a store that could compete with the likes of Harrods, it was her.

      Her father’s letter went on. “I did not send you to finishing school in this godforsaken country to become a bluestocking, or whatever young harridans with more arrogance than sense are called these days. And I did not let you remain with Rosalyn after your commencement so that you would wile away your time on foolish schemes. I sent you here to marry a noble so that I can lay claim to having a grandson with a title. If I had known that you had wasted all these years living on this side of the Atlantic making business plans instead of family plans, I would have forced Rosalyn to put you on the next ship home. You are in England for one purpose and for one purpose only: to marry. Get on with it, already. Your fortune is for your husband. Find yourself one and he can have the money that you seem to think you are owed.”

      The letter was signed with love from her father, but Melanie grunted in disgust over her father’s suggestion that he loved her when really, he was just making her life miserable.

      “My fortune is for my husband,” she repeated his words with a huff. “How bitterly unfair. Aren’t there laws against those things in England now?”

      She couldn’t remember precisely, but she was certain Parliament had passed a law a few years ago that said a woman’s money was her own and that it did not automatically become the property of her husband when she married. She hadn’t paid much attention to the law when it had been made all those years ago—she’d been more interested in exploring Oxford Street and studying the financial systems of England—but now she wished she had paid attention.

      Either way, it was too late now. She continued up the stairs, past the hall where her room was located, and on to the top
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