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      NEDWORTH HALL, CAMBRIDGESHIRE – THE FIRST DAY OF THE HOUSE PARTY

      It all began with a silly misunderstanding.

      “Uff. If I have to travel one more minute in a stuffy carriage with the dullest woman in England, I do not think I will be able to contain myself. I will scream,” Lady Eleanor Fielding huffed, glancing out the window as the carriage made the turn onto the drive at Nedworth Hall.

      Millie Silverstone sent her mistress a halfhearted, sympathetic look before pretending to be deeply curious about the countryside they passed through. She was just as worn out from the arduous journey from Kent as Lady Eleanor. Her body felt as though it had been beaten with a hoe for days. A headache pounded behind her eyes and all the way down to the back of her neck. And she, too, had been trapped in trains and their current uncomfortable conveyance for days with the actual dullest woman in England.

      But Millie would never express those sentiments aloud to anyone, let alone the Countess of Gillingham’s daughter and only child. She sat on the carriage’s rear-facing bench, hands folded in her lap, ignoring the vague nausea of travel, saying little so as not to annoy her mistress, and doing her best to enjoy the idyllic views and picturesque landscapes they traveled through.

      In return, she’d been treated to Lady Eleanor’s grousing about everything from the noise and stink of the trains that had taken them from Kent to London, then London to Cambridgeshire, to the food at the inns they had stopped at in their journey, to Robert, the groom Lady Gillingham had sent with them as a porter for the numerous trunks Lady Eleanor insisted on bringing to Nedworth Hall with her, and more.

      The journey was over now, however. Millie actually smiled as the grand house of Nedworth Hall came into view when the carriage swung around the gravel drive in front of the house. From what she could see of it, Millie was already impressed with the grandeur and beauty of the house and its gardens. It was like something out of one of the books she had devoured as a younger woman, despite her mother’s insistence that a farm girl shouldn’t read so much. Lady Gillingham had graciously provided her with those books, and it would have been rude of her not to read them.

      “Bother,” Lady Eleanor sighed as the carriage rolled to a stop. She scooted closer to the carriage’s window, looking out with her face scrunched in disapproval. “It looks old and drafty.”

      “I think it looks lovely,” Millie said quietly, forgetting herself.

      Lady Eleanor rolled her eyes. “Of course you would think it looks lovely,” she said with more than a touch of derision. “You think a barn is pretty.”

      Millie lowered her head and bit her tongue. The barn in question was a fabulous, new construction that had been built on the Gillingham estate the summer before. It was a marvel of modern architecture, and it had been designed to hold the new threshing machine that Lady Gillingham had bought, at great expense, to improve the efficiency of her absent husband’s tenant farms.

      Millie’s own father had predicted that farming throughout England stood perched on the precipice of immense change that would make farms more productive, and put the livelihoods of farmers everywhere in danger. He said he was almost glad that he hadn’t had any children aside from Millie, because he wasn’t certain he’d be able to provide a future for them.

      “Before a footman comes to help us down from the carriage, we need to settle a few things between us,” Lady Eleanor said, sitting straighter, perhaps as a way to look down her nose at Millie.

      Millie dragged herself away from her observations of the manor house and blinked docilely at her mistress.

      “God only knows why such scandalous characters such as Lord and Lady Cambourne invited me to their house party,” Lady Eleanor went on, seemingly talking more to herself than Millie directly. “They are most certainly not the sort of company one would usually keep to be considered part of the respectable circles of society. But their invitation intrigued me, and so here we are.”

      “Yes, my lady,” Millie said, concentrating on her hands folded on her lap.

      In truth, Lady Gillingham had ordered her daughter to attend the house party at Nedworth Hall, though Lady Eleanor had wanted to spend the summer in Brighton with some friends instead. Lady Gillingham had insisted a great many gentlemen of good title and fortune would also be in attendance, and that had decided Lady Eleanor.

      Lady Gillingham had also insisted, despite her daughter’s vocal protests, that she take Millie along as a companion. Millie had been shocked. She knew nothing about being a lady’s maid, though her own mother had insisted that Millie had a natural gentility and prettiness that made her ideal for the position, despite her low birth. Lady Gillingham had always hinted that Millie was born for better things as well and had made certain Millie was educated and perhaps groomed to take up a position as a lady’s maid one day.

      “I fully intend to win myself the loftiest and most well-positioned gentleman at this party,” Lady Eleanor went on, as if already scolding Millie for interfering with that aim. “Nothing less than a marquess will do. Which means I will rely on you to advance my aims whenever possible and not to interfere with anything or to blunder your way around and scare the gentlemen off.”

      “No, my lady,” Millie said, lowering her eyes.

      “I do not want any of the fine gentlemen to see that I have nothing more than a farm clod for my lady’s maid,” Lady Eleanor emphasized, raising her voice in a way that Millie would never dream of. “You must keep silent at all times and remember your place.”

      “Yes, my lady,” Millie mumbled.

      The lion’s share of her excitement about getting away from home and seeing a greater part of England had already faded to practically nil. It had only been two days since she’d packed up her few belongings and gone away with Lady Eleanor, but already, she missed the simple life of home and the farm desperately. Being constantly sniped at and told she was nothing had not helped her homesickness at all.

      Lady Eleanor let out an aggravated breath and squirmed in her seat. “This is intolerable,” she huffed. “Where are the footmen to greet us? I need the facilities, and if they do not come soon, I cannot vouch for the continued cleanliness of this carriage. Not that it’s particularly clean to begin with.”

      Millie fought to hide her smile. There was something delightful about the fact that Lady Eleanor, for all her airs and graces, needed to piss the moment they’d arrived at Nedworth Hall.

      “Oh, blast it,” Lady Eleanor snapped, reaching for the handle and throwing the door open so she could climb down onto the gravel. “I cannot wait another moment. Stay here and help the footmen see to unloading the carriage. Do not let them rifle through my things and steal anything!”

      “No, my lady,” Millie said, indulging in a grin as Lady Eleanor dashed up the steps and let herself into the manor house.

      With a breath of relief at finally being granted a moment’s peace from Lady Eleanor, Millie climbed down from the carriage and glanced around.

      Nedworth Hall truly was magnificent. She had once been given a book of architecture by Lady Gillingham that had etchings of some of the grandest estates in England. Because of that, she could tell that the design of Nedworth Hall was Tudor with later additions on the sides. She assumed that there were even more expansions on the back of the house that had been made as the fortunes of Britain had increased.

      The gardens and pastures of the estate were lovely and sprawling as well. From her vantage point on the drive, Millie was able to see long, rolling fields, a sort of small, wooded area of the sort that had been popular to plant a little over a hundred years ago, and beyond that, what she thought was a glimpse of the river they’d passed just before arriving at the boundary of the estate.

      All in all, it would be a pleasant place to pass a few months that summer.

      Or it would have been, had she not been there as Lady Eleanor’s drudge.

      “I’ll just start to get these sorted,” Robert said, coming around the back of the carriage and beginning to unstrap the trunks. “Looks like they’re probably short on footmen at the moment, what with all the guests I imagine are here for the party.”

      Millie hummed in agreement. “God helps those who help themselves,” she said, sharing her mother’s favorite adage.

      She wasn’t anywhere near strong enough to help Robert and the driver of the hired carriage take down the trunks, but she was able to wrestle some of the smaller carpet bags with her own and Robert’s things out of the jumble of baggage. Beyond that, she did what she could where she could.

      “I was told there was a new arrival that could use some help,” an unfamiliar male voice turned Millie away from her work.

      She stepped back from where she’d just pulled one of Lady Eleanor’s hat boxes off the carriage and turned to see a devilishly handsome man walking toward her. Her heart already raced from the strain of her efforts, but at the sight of his tall form with broad shoulders and a trim waist, and the welcoming smile he wore, it beat even faster.

      “I think Robert and the driver could use some help, yes,” she said, stepping even farther from the carriage and putting on the very best manners that Lady Gillingham had taught her. She stood straight with her shoulders squared, but kept a demure countenance with her gloved hands folded in front of her as she smiled at the man.

      “I would be more than happy to assist, my lady,” the man said.

      Millie nearly laughed out loud at being mistaken for a lady. The gentleman was well-dressed, though his clothing was worn and dusty, as if he, too, had traveled far and only just arrived, so she assumed he was one of the male guest’s valets. He must have had as little experience at the job as she had at being a lady’s maid if he would mistake her for her mistress.

      “How far have you come?” he asked Millie over his shoulder as he helped Robert lift one of the larger trunks off the back of the carriage.

      “From Kent,” Millie answered, happy to oversee the men instead of attempting more manual labor—which she was certain she could accomplish, having been raised on a farm, but was loath to engage in, lest Lady Eleanor return and catch her at it and scold her. “We’ve come from Gillingham Manor, but by way of London.”

      “I’ve never traveled to Kent,” the gentleman said.

      “Oh, it’s lovely,” Millie rushed to say a good word about her home. “This time of year, everything is so green and alive. The farms are all humming with activity, the meadows are just bursting with blooms, and everything always seems so right with the world.”

      “What a lovely description, Miss⁠—”

      “Millie,” Millie answered before she remembered that, as a lady’s maid, she would be addressed by her surname.

      The gentleman helped Robert lower the trunk to the ground with only the barest show of strain, then straightened and smiled at her. “What a pretty name,” he said, making Millie blush. “Mine is rather common,” he went on, a sparkle of mirth in his eyes. “Just David.”

      “David,” Millie repeated, certain her cheeks were pink with delight. Good heavens! She’d only just arrived at Nedworth Hall and she was flirting with someone’s valet!

      “Did you have a pleasant journey up from Kent, Millie?” David asked jovially as he turned to help a strangely wide-eyed Robert bring down the last of the trunks from the carriage.

      Millie had no idea what made her so bold. She was not that sort of woman at all. But she found herself answering, “Yes, I believe I did, David,” cheekily using his name, despite all the rules and social conventions that said she should not.

      When David’s smile broadened as he glanced to her while moving the last trunk, Millie’s stomach exploded into a fluttering mass of butterflies.

      “Well, that is to say,” she rushed on, attempting to be proper, “it was a bit arduous, and I feel as though I’ve been tossed around like a loose potato in a wagon, but the countryside in this part of England is so beautiful.”

      “It is that,” David said, looking specifically at her as he spoke.

      Millie felt herself blushing harder than she ever had before. She had no business flirting with valets. She had not come to Nedworth Hall for the summer to find a husband, Lady Eleanor had. Her one and only aim should have been to serve the woman.

      “I am sorry,” she said, letting her proper posture go so that she could join David and Robert in tidying up the back of the carriage and making certain all the straps that had held the trunks in place were secured. “I should not be conversing with strange men, however handsome and well-formed they are, when there is so much work to be done.”

      David’s smile turned a bit confused.

      “Right, if that’s all,” the driver said, coming around to face them. “You can pay me now so that I can get back to the train station and pick up the next lot.” He winked at Millie.

      The flush heating Millie’s face turned embarrassed. “I’m afraid you will have to wait until Lady Eleanor returns,” she said. “My mistress has entrusted me with nearly everything but her purse.”

      The driver laughed knowingly.

      David’s smile dropped entirely into a look of even deeper confusion. “You are not a lady?” he asked.

      A sinking feeling pooled in the pit of Millie’s stomach. “Oh dear. I fear there has been a misunderstanding.”

      No sooner were those words out of her mouth than Lady Eleanor came rushing out the front door and down the stairs toward them, a man in livery behind her.

      “Your Grace!” she called out, a bit manic. “I was told you had volunteered so graciously to assist me in my arrival.”

      Millie swore she could feel the blood drain from her face, leaving her pale, wobbly, and astounded.

      “Your Grace?” she asked, her voice shaking.

      “Please don’t be alarmed,” David said, shifting closer to her as Lady Eleanor rushed toward them. “I am the Duke of Foxley. I should have said sooner, but I was captivated.”

      That was all he managed to say—and that was more than enough to leave Millie completely speechless and frozen—before Lady Eleanor reached them.

      “What are you doing, standing there like a dolt when a duke has come to help me?” Lady Eleanor demanded. “You should not be seen at all,” she snapped, then made a shooing motion to chase Millie away.

      Millie found enough energy to swallow, blink, then lower her head and scurry to the far side of the carriage.

      “You don’t have to go,” David called after her. “The fault was entirely mine. I was very happy to make your acquaintance.”

      Lady Eleanor laughed nervously and positioned herself so that David couldn’t help but look at her. “These silly farm girls,” she said, waving a hand dismissively at Millie. “Their heads are as full of clods as their boots.” She cleared her throat, then said, “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Lady Eleanor Fielding, daughter of the Earl of Gillingham.”

      She raised her hand for David to take. Millie felt a pang of…something she couldn’t place as David took Lady Eleanor’s hand and bowed regally over it while lifting it to his lips. “How do you do?” he said, sounding every bit like a duke.

      Millie’s insides squeezed and pulled in
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