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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 meet eyes across the shaded area of the marquee, Jack shrugged and sent Miss Silverstone a sympathetic look.

      “Has anyone attempted to speak to Lady Eleanor about the way she treats her servant?” Lord Bygrave asked Charlotte with a concerned frown as they started off after the others. “Her behavior isn’t winning her any sort of favor with the gentlemen, and if making a match is her reason for attending the house party….” He left the conclusion of his statement unspoken, but sent Charlotte a knowing look.

      “We all disapprove,” Charlotte said, feeling bad for not stepping in earlier, “but speaking up directly on such matters is a tricky thing.”

      Lord Bygrave hummed.

      “I do hope that by not speaking up, you don’t think less of me,” Charlotte rushed to say, certain she was failing to present herself the way she needed to if Lord Bygrave would ever consider her as his future viscountess.

      Fortunately, Lord Bygrave smiled. “I don’t think it is possible for me to think less of you,” he said. “You are a lovely woman, Miss Benning. Anyone with eyes can see that.”

      “My lord,” Charlotte said, turning her head away and blushing up a storm.

      Perhaps it was the heat of that blush, but it served to remind her that she’d left her parasol in the marquee.

      “Oh dear,” she said. “I’ve forgotten my parasol.”

      “I’ll go with you to fetch it,” Lord Bygrave offered nobly.

      They turned back in unison, but before they could take more than a few steps, Charlotte spotted Jack striding towards them, her parasol in hand.

      That wasn’t the only thing in his hand, though.

      “Miss Benning,” Jack called to her. “You forgot this. And when I picked it up to bring to you, this note slipped out.”

      Jack presented her with the parasol and a small, folded piece of paper.

      “Thank you so much, Jack,” Charlotte said, smiling at her friend as she took both the parasol and the paper.

      Jack nodded to her, sent Lord Bygrave a brief, curious glance, then bowed slightly and took himself off to join the other servants tidying up the tent.

      “I’ll take that,” Lord Bygrave said, allowing Charlotte to hand her parasol to him. He even opened it for her and held it over her head to shield her from the sun.

      It was such a dear, kind action that she almost ignored the paper in her hands as she opened it.

      As soon as she read the words contained on the simple, rough paper, her smile dropped and her heart leapt to her throat. She pressed a hand to her suddenly beating heart, no idea what to think or feel.

      The paper contained only one, simple sentence: “I know who your mother is.”
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      It was an absolute mess on a scale that Dante hadn’t thought was possible.

      “I have you cornered now,” Covington teased Theydon cheekily as he leaned over the billiard table, cue in hand.

      “Not a chance,” Theydon laughed, moving to stand directly in Covington’s line of sight, just past the shot he was setting up. “That guinea will be mine.”

      “Isn’t there some sort of proverb about counting one’s guineas before they’ve hatched?” Covington said, then took his shot.

      Dante glanced up from the letter in his hands at the sound of billiard balls clattering, but rather than looking at his friends, his eyes went straight to the golden guinea perched on the side of the table.

      He sighed and glanced to the letters again, not even checking to see whether Covington’s shot had won him the game or not. If he had even a small amount of skill at billiards, he would have played every man at the house party and taken their coin as readily as Covington had. If he’d had skill at cards or dice, or any other endeavor that would win him money, he would have tried his hand at that to solve his problems.

      Problems which stared him in the face as he sorted through the letters on his lap as he sat in the corner of the billiards room with his friends.

      The packet of letters had come that morning. Not just one letter from his harried father, but half a dozen from creditors as well. Among the stack was a bill from a tailor in London, a request that rent be paid on a townhouse in Mayfair, and a rather sorrowful missive from a place called The Chameleon Club, stating that a certain tab had gone unpaid for more than a year, and measures would need to be taken soon.

      Dante sighed and rubbed his sore eyes, not entirely certain what to do about it all.

      “I say, Bygrave,” the Duke of Foxley said, coming to stand closer to Dante’s chair. “It can’t be all that bad. You do know all of the money Covington earns will be going to a good cause.”

      “And I’ve plenty to spare,” Theydon said with a laugh.

      Dante blinked in surprised and glanced around. His friends were staring at him as though he was in the middle of some sort of misery.

      “You could always play me to win the guinea back for him,” Covington said with a grin. “Double or nothing?”

      Dante let out a breath and almost laughed at Covington’s mischief. “It’s not the game,” he said. “Or anything you lot have done at all.” He held up the blasted pile of letters in one hand. “It’s my miscreant brother, Damien.”

      Most of his friends hummed and aahed, knowing what he meant.

      “You have a brother?” Mr. Crymble asked, leaning against the side of the billiards table.

      “He does,” Theydon said with a wry grin.

      “I do,” Dante sighed. “I have a rascally, wicked, irresponsible brother who has likely piled up debts all across England.” He held up the letters again.

      “Every family has one,” Foxley said with a sympathetic smile.

      “I dare say they do,” Dante said folding up the letters so he could put them away. “I would hope that not every family has been brought to the edge of ruin, thanks to the brother in question.”

      “It can’t be all that bad,” Theydon said, leaning against the table by Crymble’s side. “I’ve met Damien. He’s damn good company.”

      “Oh, Damien is a treasure,” Dante agreed, standing so that he could tuck his pile of letters into his inside jacket pocket. “He’s one of those charming rogues who you cannot help but like. He charms everyone he comes across, smiles his way into dining for free, and never fails to secure invitations to house parties and soirees across England and the continent.”

      “Then why wasn’t he invited to this delightful affair?” Covington asked, smiling as though he would have liked to include Damien in his plots.

      Dante merely looked at Covington without answering. His gaze flickered to Theydon. Theydon, who knew the answer to the question as well as he did.

      “My brother is not the sort who would find any use in a party such as this,” he answered.

      The words were inadequate to describe everything about Damien’s character and why a house party that had the intention of matching up young people and marrying them off would be utterly useless for his brother.

      But those same reasons, coupled with the letters that sat heavily in Dante’s pocket, were why he was in attendance. The simple fact of the matter was that things had reached a point, with Damien’s spending and his own desire for more out of his life than forever chasing his brother and tidying his messes, where Dante needed to find a wife.

      He needed to find a wife of means, one who brought a large dowry with her.

      Rothbury hummed and nodded, as if he’d put the pieces that were swirling around Dante’s brain together. “You’re being prodded into marrying a wealthy heiress so that you can mop up the mess your brother made,” he said.

      “Precisely,” Dante sighed.

      “Again, that seems to be the case for at least one son in every family these days,” Foxley said.

      “Well, if you nobs wouldn’t mismanage your estates so badly, and if you would embrace the modern realities of farming and getting the most out of your land, you wouldn’t be in this position,” Covington said. He was still teasing, and despite his low birth, he fit right in with their particular circle of gentlemen. The thing was, he was right.

      “I most certainly have embraced the benefits of modern industry,” Foxley tried arguing with him, smiling as he did. “I’ve updated all sorts of things on every one of my estates so as to reap the greatest benefits from them. For myself and my tenants.”

      “Would you care to play the next game of billiards, Your Grace?” Covington asked, a teasing sparkle in his eyes as he half bowed and swept a hand over the table.

      Foxley laughed. “Not on your life, Covington.”

      Dante could sense that their band was about to descend into silliness, so he interrupted the slide by saying, “Fortunately, I have the luck to have formed a warm friendship with a woman who is not only lovely, but who happens to be the sole heiress to an industrial fortune.”

      The others grinned and laughed, elbowing each other.

      “Miss Benning,” Theydon said with an approving nod. “She is a lovely creature.”

      “She is an angel,” Dante rushed to say, as if he needed to defend her. “She is innocent and kind, she has the voice of a lark and dances as if she walks on clouds. And she is, in my opinion, the most beautiful of the young ladies Lord and Lady Cambourne have invited to Nedworth Hall this summer.”

      “I think my Angeline might steal that crown of Loveliest Lady from Miss Benning,” Rothbury said with a proud smile of his own.

      “Sorry, my lords,” Crymble said with a happy smile. “I’m afraid Miss Pennypacker has your ladies pipped at the post in the race for most beautiful.”

      “I suppose this is where I step in and say that Lady Patience outshines all of your goddesses,” Covington said. “But my bride’s virtues are best not discussed in public.”

      They all laughed, even Dante. Really, men were horrid when they started talking about women. It would only be a matter of seconds before they debased themselves and their sweethearts by speaking of them in terms they shouldn’t. And that was why women were far and away the fairer sex.

      “It is a sin that the ladies are out enjoying the sunshine while we are in here,” Theydon said. “I propose that we go find them and spend our time with them instead of playing fruitless games and fretting about money in here,” he said, clapping his hands together.

      “An excellent idea,” Rothbury said. “I haven’t seen Lady Angeline since breakfast, and I am not too proud to say that I long to be with her again.”

      Several of them laughed at Rothbury’s newfound sentimentality as their group left the billiards room to find the nearest door that would take them out to the gardens, where the ladies were most likely to be on such a lovely day.

      “Theydon, you just want to entertain the ladies because you believe Lady Yvette to be Carshalton’s heir, and you wish to secure her hand before anyone else does,” Covington said.

      “I have it on good authority that Lady Yvette is Carshalton’s heir,” Theydon said, glancing back at Covington as they all filed outside through one of the open French doors in the conservatory. “And she is already all but mine as we speak.”

      Dante arched an eyebrow at his friend as he passed him on the way into the garden. He had his doubts about Lady Yvette. In several ways. He had his doubts about Theydon as well. Theydon was an immoral, impudent scamp. But, like Damien, in the very best of ways. Which was why he was not at all surprised that Theydon knew his brother.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Covington said as they resumed walking abreast out in the garden sunshine. “Since it turns out Patience isn’t the heir, my money is now on Miss Benning for that honor.”

      “Oh?” Rothbury asked. “And why do you think that?”

      “Well,” Covington said, looking just a bit abashed as he peeked at Dante. “No one knows who she is the natural child of, for one.”

      “She’s certainly not the natural child of Stephen Benning,” Theydon agreed. “Not unless Horace Jeffries is, in fact, Honoria Jeffries or something else along those lines.”

      “And wasn’t Lord Carshalton one of Teesville Steel Mill’s investors?” Covington asked. “The old man was friends with Benning and Jeffries. He could easily have palmed his get off on the two of them all those years ago.”

      “Please do not speak of a lady as lovely as Miss Benning as someone’s ‘get’,” Dante sighed. He tried not to be irritated with his friends. They meant no harm.

      “Sorry,” Theydon said, thumping Dante on the shoulder. “Best behavior from here on out, I swear.”

      It was something of a hollow promise, since they’d rounded the corner of the house and spotted the ladies having their tea under a large marquee tent that had been set up to provide shade. They would all be on their best behavior in front of the women or risk falling out of their favor.

      And none of them, Dante especially, wanted to fall out of favor with the ladies.

      In fact, he was so polite with Miss Benning—and the others behaved like the perfect gentlemen they were all supposed to be, even when Lady Eleanor chose to behave horribly towards Miss Silverstone—as they greeted the ladies and invited them to walk through the gardens, that no one observing the friendly gathering would have guessed at the naughty things half of them had gotten up to and the other half would most likely get up to, if given half a chance.

      The walk started out easily enough. Dante shared his thoughts about Lady Eleanor with Miss Benning. He could tell from her expression more than her words that Miss Benning didn’t approve of Lady Eleanor either, but there wasn’t much that a sweet soul like Miss Benning thought she could do to reprimand a woman who was, if not in age, then in station, above her.

      Dante saw the concern Miss Benning had for Miss Silverstone as a mark in her favor, and was about to tell her so when she said, “Oh dear. I’ve forgotten my parasol.”

      “I’ll go with you to fetch it,” he offered, then turned to head back to the marquee.

      He didn’t get very far.

      “Miss Benning,” one of the footmen said as he approached them. “You forgot this. And when I picked it up to bring to you, this note slipped out.”

      “Thank you so much, Jack.” Miss Benning took the parasol and a piece of paper from the footman.

      It was not lost on Dante how handsome the footman was. He was precisely Damien’s type. Which was yet another reason to be grateful that he had been sent to the house party instead of Damien. Not a footman would remain unfiddled with if Damien were present.

      “I’ll take that,” Dante said, taking and opening Miss Benning’s parasol as the footman returned to the marquee.

      A moment later, as Miss Benning read the few words on the paper, her beautiful smile turned to shock.

      Confused, Dante took the liberty of glancing over her shoulder to read the content of the note.

      What it contained was entirely unexpected.

      “I know who your mother is.”

      Despite his determination to be good and kind and not to turn into a matrimonial mercenary, laying his claim on the wealthiest woman at the party, Dante’s heart skipped a beat, and his hopes of a bright financial future peaked with those words.

      Could it be that Miss Benning was Carshalton’s heir after all?

      “What does this mean?” he asked, trying to keep his voice calm and controlled.

      He inched closer to Miss Benning, touching his hand to the small of her back so that he could comfort her…and display to anyone who might be looking that she was his.

      As much as he hated himself for being so cold with his intentions, his actual feelings for Miss Benning were very much warm.

      Miss Benning glanced to him, clearly alarmed. “I don’t know,” she said, then bit her lip worryingly.

      There was nothing for it but to ask the impertinent question. He cleared his throat, then asked, “Begging your pardon, Miss Benning, but do you know who your mother is?”

      A moment of fear, most likely of what Dante might think, flashed in Miss Benning’s eyes before she let out a breath and admitted, “I do not,” in a small voice. “But I am not Lord Carshalton’s heir,” she rushed to add, her eyes wide with alarm.

      Again, Dante winced before asking, “Are you quite certain of that?”

      “I am,” she said, but without as much certainty as she might have. “I have a father. A beloved papa. He’s…he’s the only father I’ve ever known and the only father I want to know.”

      The way Miss Benning lowered her head and worried the slip of paper in her hands told Dante more than her words ever could. She loved Stephen Benning, and that told Dante that Benning was a wonderful father. If Miss Benning had any inkling at all about what he presumed her father’s true nature was, she did not want to admit to it.

      Really, Dante wouldn’t have been at all surprised if Miss Benning was completely ignorant of her father and Mr. Jeffries. Such knowledge was kept as far away from young ladies as possible. Even if Miss Benning knew that love did not always behave as moralists and preachers dictated it should, it could very well be that she adored her father to the point where she would be unable to see anything that society might call a wrong in him.

      But that did not in any way mean it was impossible for her to be Carshalton’s heir.

      “Has your father ever spoken of your mother?” Dante asked carefully.

      Miss Benning peeked up at him sadly. The glorious thing had no idea how sweet and becoming she looked with that expression.

      “I know what you are implying, Lord Bygrave,” she said in a surprisingly calm and mature voice. “But I cannot be Lord Carshalton’s heir, I cannot.”

      Dante took those words to mean that she very much held it as a possibility, but if it were true, it would break her heart.

      “I have no wish to be the center of intrigue,” she went on with more passion before he could find words to reassure her. “I know that some of my friends relish the chance to be the heroine of some sort of thrilling story. Lady Yvette most certainly does.”

      Dante laughed a little, glancing off at the hedge maze, where Lady Yvette and Theydon had disappeared. “I’ve no doubt of that.”

      “Miss Pennypacker is far stronger than I’ll ever be, and Lady Patience is so much more daring,” Miss Benning went on. “But I don’t want any of that.” She sighed.

      “What do you want?” Dante asked, inching closer to her, even though part of him warned that he was closer to crossing a very important line with the lovely woman than he should have been.

      The way Miss Benning glanced longingly at him made Dante’s heart beat faster. “I just want to marry and keep house for a good man,” she said. “I want to be a mother and make the world a better place for my family.”

      “I think it is entirely likely that you will do all of that and more someday, Miss Benning,” Dante said, utterly charmed.

      Miss Benning’s mouth twitched into a smile, but impatience flashed in her eyes. “I don’t want the more, Lord Bygrave. I don’t want to be a mysterious heiress, or to have a mother I’ve never known and always believed to have died bringing me into the world to suddenly make her name known.” She held up the scrap of paper.

      “Do you know for certain that your mother is dead?” Dante asked before he could think better of it. “I’m sorry, that was a callous question,” he said.

      Miss Benning lowered her head. “Papa has never confirmed that is the case,” she admitted. “He has told me next to nothing about her, only that her name was Mary, she was a good woman, and he is forever grateful for her bringing me into his life.”

      Dante reached for Miss Benning’s hand to hold it in comfort. A lot had been left unsaid with those words. At least Benning had never lied to his daughter, or so Dante assumed. The vague nature of the information he had given her meant that Dante could only conclude the woman had either not died in childbirth after all, or if she truly had, there were people in the world, people at Nedworth Hall, who knew Mary’s true identity.

      “Do you have any idea who penned this note?” he asked, more like an investigator taking on a case than a suitor curious about the paternity of his would-be bride.

      Miss Benning took a resigned breath and shook her head. “None at all. It’s written in pencil, not pen, and on regular paper, not fine parchment. So it wasn’t necessarily written by anyone of means or title in the house. Granted, that does not rule out someone of noble birth. They could have taken paper and a pencil from a servant. But it could be someone’s servant, either a member of the household or one brought here by a guest.”

      Dante blinked in astonishment and smiled at Miss Benning. “Those are astute observations, Miss Benning,” he said, his heart pounding for her. “You’re exceptionally clever.”

      Miss Benning blushed and glanced down. “Not really,” she said. “But I have spent quite a bit of time in my papa’s and Uncle Horace’s offices.”

      Miss Benning was more and more of a revelation with each passing moment.

      Dante was about to tell her as much, but Covington and Lady Patience had come back to fetch them.

      “There you are,” Lady Patience said. “We’ve come up with the idea of creating a shadow puppet play for Lord and Lady Cambourne as thanks for their hospitality. We need the both of you to help us come up with a plot and to construct the puppets and shadow theater.”

      “A shadow puppet play?” Miss Benning asked, smiling at the idea.

      “Everyone is required to participate,” Covington told Dante, a sparkle in his eyes.

      Dante grinned back at him. He suspected the shadow part of the endeavor was the point, and that the whole thing was an excuse to allow those who were coupled to spend time together.

      He was all for that.

      “I’ll participate if you will,” he told Miss Benning, offering his arm so that they could accompany Covington and Lady Patience around the garden. He leaned in closer to add, “And I will do everything I can to help you discover who penned that note.”

      “Thank you, Lord Bygrave,” Miss Benning said.

      “Call me Dante,” Dante whispered against her ear.

      Miss Benning blushed, smiled beautifully, and nodded, though she didn’t speak his name.

      She didn’t speak his name yet. If Dante had his wishes, she would speak his name every day for the rest of their lives, whether she was Carshalton’s heir or not.
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      Charlotte had never known it was possible to experience such feelings of elation and anxiety simultaneously. Her walk through the gardens with…Dante, he had asked her to call him by his given name…had been glorious and uplifting. A viscount found her charming and was paying her all his attention. Charlotte could practically see her dream of marrying a good man and bearing him children appearing on the horizon, like a ship full of good things sailing back to its home port.

      But at the same time, the disturbing note Jack had handed her burned like a brand in her pocket throughout the afternoon.

      Who could have sent such a thing to her? Why would they approach her with a revelation about her origins now? And worst of all, what if someone knew something she did not about herself? What if she truly was Lord Carshalton’s heir?

      “I find it disconcerting in the extreme,” she whispered to Dante later that afternoon, as their group sat at tables in one of the larger parlors, cutting black paper to make their shadow puppets.

      Lady Yvette had taken the lead on writing and rehearsing the play itself, along with Lord Theydon, but Lady Eleanor seemed intent on having a hand in the whole thing and dragging the Duke of Foxley along, so there was quite a bit of noise at the other end of the room.

      “It is concerning when one stops to consider that someone might know more about your own life than you do,” Dante agreed.

      Charlotte burst into an unexpected smile, proving that her emotions were as changeable as the wind at present. “So you do understand,” she said, desperately tempted to reach her hand across the table to where Dante was sorting bits of puppets they’d cut out so that they might be assembled and take his hand. “It is so reassuring to know that I am not alone in this.”

      Dante paused his work and did what Charlotte did not dare. He reached for her hand, brushing the back of it with his fingertips in a way that sent shivers up Charlotte’s spine. “I understand that we all have things about ourselves that we would prefer others not to know,” he said, sliding his fingers around so that he could gently take her hand. “And I can imagine that it would be deeply troubling if someone else was privy to those secrets when we ourselves are not.”

      Charlotte pinched her brow in confusion. “Do you have secrets, Lord Bygrave?” she asked.

      “Dante,” he corrected, murmuring as if the word were its own love poem. His gaze was so soft and warm that for a moment, Charlotte forgot she’d asked him a question at all, until he asked, “Would you be horrified if I did have a secret?”

      Charlotte blinked out of the intoxicating spell he’d cast on her. She had all the feelings that her engaged friends had spoken of in the last few weeks. So much so that she was beginning to understand why a woman would risk her reputation to act upon them.

      “Do you have a secret, Dante?” she asked, lowering her eyes a bit as she spoke his name.

      She wasn’t trying to be coy, but when she glanced up at him with her head still bowed and saw the way Dante drew in a breath and his cheeks flushed, she feared she was acting like some sort of coquette.

      “You cannot reveal the location of the object the hero seeks so early in the play,” Lady Eleanor shouted from the other end of the room, shocking Charlotte out of her moment of warmth. “The revelation must come when the hero himself finds out.”

      “It is better for the audience to know sooner in the drama,” Lady Yvette argued in return. “That way they feel as if they know something the characters do not and can anticipate the moment when all is revealed.”

      Charlotte and Dante turned in unison to find the two ladies standing nearly toe-to-toe, as if they would fly into some sort of boxing match at any moment.

      “Poppycock,” Lady Eleanor snorted. “You simply enjoy feeling superior to others.”

      “Oh?” Lady Yvette said, pulling back a little. “Is this the pot calling the kettle black that I hear?”

      “How dare you?” Lady Eleanor gasped. She then turned to the side and snapped. “What are you giggling at, you sniveling wench?” to Miss Silverstone.

      Poor Miss Silverstone had been helping the Duke of Foxley hang the sheet against which their shadow play would be enacted. Judging by the smile on the duke’s face and the way he and Miss Silverstone faced each other, Miss Silverstone was laughing at something the duke had said, not at her mistress’s arguments.

      “Oh,” Miss Silverstone said, dropping her end of the sheet. “I…I’m terribly sorry, my lady,” she said, wilting like a flower kept in a closet.

      “Wretched, miserable girl,” Lady Eleanor mumbled as she stepped away from Lady Yvette and snatched up her shawl from a sofa where she’d left it. “Come here at once,” she ordered, then hissed, “This is what one gets when they hire a foundling as a companion.”

      Miss Silverstone scrambled across the parlor to help Lady Eleanor don her shawl, then followed meekly as Lady Eleanor marched out of the room, chin tilted up.

      A brief, crackling silence followed before Lady Yvette sighed with perhaps a bit too much satisfaction and said, “Well, wasn’t that a delightful bit of drama.”

      Lady Patience and Miss Pennypacker laughed, but all Charlotte could manage was an uncomfortable titter.

      “Do not worry,” Dante said, holding her hand tighter. “Yes, we all have secrets, myself included. But I will protect you from whatever damage might be done by those who wish to use the revelation of secrets to do you harm.”

      Charlotte blinked as an idea came to her. “Do you think that Lady Eleanor was the one to send me the message?” she asked in a whisper, leaning over the table to be closer to Dante. “She does seem determined to win the duke for herself and to diminish the other ladies who have yet to find themselves husbands, as we have all come here to do.”

      As soon as the words were out of Charlotte’s mouth, she was mortified. Not only had she disparaged one of her friends, she had more or less stated that she was husband hunting and Dante would need to be exceedingly dull not to realise he was her target.

      Fortunately, Dante only smiled and raked his thumb over the back of her knuckles. “I do think Lady Eleanor is motivated by jealousy, and that she wishes to be a duchess. But surely, she must know that you are otherwise spoken for and therefore no competition of hers.”

      His eyes lit with fire and the way he leaned even more toward her made Charlotte wonder for a moment if he would kiss her. Right there. In the parlor with their friends all around.

      Good sense got the better of him—or perhaps it would be better to say that fate intervened to preserve Charlotte’s reputation—when the duke interrupted them with a polite call of, “I say, Bygrave, would you help me finish hanging this sheet?”

      That was the end of the private moment between Charlotte and Dante. Obliging and affable as always, Dante stood and crossed to help Foxley, and Lady Yvette joined Charlotte at the table to finish constructing the puppets.

      “Lady Eleanor is an absolute pill,” Lady Yvette mumbled as they worked. “She believes herself to be superior to the rest of us. But I know things that she does not know,” she added with a mysterious look.

      Charlotte merely smiled politely in return. She could feel that Lady Yvette was goading her into asking what her secrets were, but Charlotte was too embroiled in her own mysteries to guess at anyone else’s. Even with Dante’s pledge of help, she still had no idea who could have sent her the note or who might have known the identity of her mother.

      A thousand questions continued to swirl through her head as she made her way upstairs to her room to change for supper an hour later. Why would someone contact her about her mother now? It had to have something to do with Nedworth Hall. Whoever knew the truth must have been a member of the party. Or perhaps a part of Nedworth’s staff. Perhaps Lady Cambourne herself knew the answer and had invited her expressly to reveal all.

      Those thoughts danced around in her head as she opened the door to her bedroom, then stopped abruptly with a gasp at the sight of her bed.

      There, lying out as if waiting for a babe to be brought into the room, was a simple, antique baby gown. Its once white linen had yellowed with age and it had a stain on the skirt, as if it had been left in the damp at some point, but it was undeniably a very small baby’s gown. Placed on top of it was another note.

      Charlotte flew across the room to snatch up the note with shaking hands. She pulled it open with almost enough force to rip the simple paper—like something a butcher might wrap meat in—and read.

      “This was your christening gown. Mr. Benning graciously allowed me to keep it as a memento. He was a good and dear man, despite what others said.”

      Charlotte clapped a hand to her mouth as she read the few words, written in neat pencil, over and over. Was it some sort of threat? Was the author of the note threatening to expose her in some way? Or perhaps to expose her dear papa? Her papa was a good man, therefore she could not imagine anyone saying anything against him. Had he been scrutinized or vilified for getting whoever her mother was with child?

      A sound at the door as someone entered without knocking shocked Charlotte so deeply that she yelped in panic as she whirled around. It was only her lady’s maid, Vicky, entering the room with what appeared to be her freshly pressed supper gown, but Charlotte nearly burst into tears all the same.

      “My lady,” Vicky said, closing the door and rushing to put the gown down, then to attempt to comfort Charlotte. “Whatever is the matter?”

      “I….” Charlotte hesitated. She trusted Vicky, but she was too uncertain of her own feelings and the implications of what someone was trying to do to trust the woman with everything just yet. “Someone must have mistaken my room for someone else’s,” she said, breathless and high-pitched. She crumpled the note in her hand to hide it. “They’ve left an old baby’s gown in the room.”

      Vicky glanced to the bed when Charlotte did, then frowned. “That’s strange,” she said, breaking away from Charlotte to go to the bed and pick up the gown. “I’m certain I saw Mrs. Seymour, the cook, and Mrs. Blanchard, the housekeeper, arguing over this very gown earlier with one of the maids, Flora.” She lifted the baby gown carefully and brushed a hand over it. Then she glanced to Charlotte. “I could return it to them or find out who it was intended for, if you’d like.”

      Charlotte pressed a hand to her stomach and swallowed, then nodded quickly. “Yes, please. Or, no.” She stopped Vicky as she started across the room. “That can wait until later. I need to dress for supper first.”

      “Yes, my lady.” Vicky put the baby gown on one of the chairs near the window and came to help Charlotte change.

      In fact, Charlotte couldn’t have cared less about changing, even though it was necessary and expected. But it occurred to her that whoever had placed the gown in her room had done it for a reason, and until she learned who it was and why, she wanted to keep the whole thing quiet.

      As far as she knew, Nedworth’s housekeeper, cook, and maids were honorable and discreet—well, she had not met Mrs. Seymour, the cook, at all, since there was no call for any of Lord and Lady Cambourne’s guests to venture into the kitchens and no excuse for the kitchen staff to be seen abovestairs—but she did not want to risk gossip.

      All the same, she was anxious and on edge once she went downstairs, and all through supper as well. Even though Dante walked her in, as usual, and sat by her side.

      “Has something else happened?” Dante asked once conversation around the table had turned to the shadow puppet play to be performed after supper. “You seem more pale than you did this afternoon.”

      Charlotte glanced around the table, and when she was certain no one was listening to the two of them, she turned to Dante and whispered, “I received another note when I went upstairs to change, and with it a baby’s christening gown. The note stated that the gown was my own.”

      She felt a bit miserable telling Dante all these things, but her heart was so agitated by it all that she needed to confide in someone.

      Dante looked nobly concerned. “I’m not happy about the way someone is toying with your emotions,” he said, reaching under the table to rest his hand on her leg.

      The gesture was, perhaps, a bit too forward, and Charlotte had the impression that Dante had misjudged the distance to her knee and ended up caressing part of her inner thigh instead, but she didn’t care. Her blood was suddenly enlivened, and instead of panicking about what someone in the house knew about her past, she could only think of Dante and all of the promise between them.

      She was certain something might have happened, but just then, Lady Yvette stood at the end of the table, wine glass in hand, and said, “To our theatrical endeavors and all the joy they bring.”

      Everyone at the table—well, everyone but Lady Eleanor—raised their glasses and cheered on the toast. Charlotte nearly knocked her glass over as she quickly reached for it. She had no idea what sort of conversation had led to the toast or what anyone at the table had been talking about, but she called out, “Hear, hear,” with everyone else, then stood to leave the supper table with the others once it was done.

      There was a confused buzz of activity as everyone departed the dining room and headed down the hall to the parlor where the play would take place. Only their group was involved in presenting the play, so they entered the parlor while the rest of Lord and Lady Cambourne’s guests, and Lord and Lady Cambourne themselves, remained in the hallway for the time being.

      It took longer to put everything in place for the play than anyone anticipated. Lanterns needed to be lit, scenery needed to be hung, and the puppets themselves needed to be arranged so that they would be ready for use. While Miss Pennypacker and Miss Silverstone arranged the puppets, with Mr. Crymble’s and Foxley’s help, Lord Rothbury set about dimming the lights in the room.

      In the midst of that, Dante grasped Charlotte’s hand and led her to the far, unused end of the room. He drew her behind one of the screens that shielded the tables and excess supplies from creating the play from the audience.

      “I am concerned for you, my dear,” Dante said, standing extremely close so that they could both fit behind the screen and not have their conversation noted or overheard. “This business with the notes and someone claiming to know your mother has you distressed.”

      “What if I’m not who I believe myself to be?” Charlotte asked, letting her fears out. “What if…what if my papa isn’t my papa? I think it would break my heart.” Her voice caught on the end of her words.

      “Whatever the circumstances,” Dante said, resting a hand on the side of Charlotte’s face, “your papa is your father. He earned that right by loving you and raising you to be the wonderful young woman you are. Whatever the
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