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      NEDWORTH HALL, CAMBRIDGESHIRE – JULY, 1890

      Nathan Clarke, Marquess of Theydon, had always found that business was best conducted in the early hours of the morning, especially if the business in question was that of revenge.

      He’d always been an early riser, which had enabled him to more effectively manage the estates his late father had left to him far too soon. Fortunately for him, effective management had also enabled him to discover that his neighbor, the one and only Lord Carshalton, had been cheating his family and robbing them blind for years.

      Nathan sat at the desk in the guestroom he’d been given at Nedworth Hall, finishing off a letter to the solicitor who had been looking into the Theydon finances. He’d received a letter the day before that had uncovered yet another way that someone—Nathan was convinced it was that bastard, Carshalton—had bilked him out of tens of thousands of pounds in railroad stock shortly before he died.

      “I will not stand for this anymore,” Nathan wrote in his conclusion to the instructions he’d given his solicitor. “Even from beyond the grave, Carshalton has found ways to ruin me and my family. If you cannot find a legal means to right these grievous wrongs, then I shall take matters into my own hands and exact revenge in a far more personal way.”

      He signed the letter so vigorously that he splotched ink on the bottom of the page.

      The mess made him sigh and shake his head as he reached for blotting paper, though. It wasn’t George Iverson’s fault that the Theydon finances hung in a precarious balance. He shouldn’t have taken his frustration out on the young solicitor. The man was extraordinarily talented and had done much for Nathan’s family.

      No, it was Carshalton himself that deserved the bulk of his ire. And since the bastard lay moldering in his grave now, that gave Nathan only one person on whom he could take revenge.

      There was just one problem with his otherwise perfect scheme.

      With a sigh, Nathan pushed himself up from the desk and marched over to one of the other windows, looking out on the first light of dawn limning the horizon. Nedworth Hall was a beautiful setting for the house party he’d found himself invited to. The invitation had come as a complete surprise. He knew Lord Cambourne somewhat from some of his wickeder associations in London. He’d always found the Cambournes to be great fun and so unlike the stodgy, overly upright members of high society his title usually saw him associating with.

      He hadn’t expected to be invited to a matchmaking holiday in the country, though. Not when he had deliberately failed to take part in the last few seasons, despite his mother’s insistence that he go out in the world and find a bride. Nathan had far too many other things on his plate to even think about marrying. Even without participating in the season, he’d had young ladies whose mamas wished them to be a marchioness showing up in his path every time he turned around.

      He would have ignored the Cambourne’s invitation to spend the summer in Cambridgeshire entirely if he had not discovered that Carshalton’s mysterious heir was rumored to have been invited as well.

      Nathan paced away from the window, heading to his wardrobe to see what he might wear that day. Daniel, his valet, would be arriving to dress him and take his morning correspondences to the post at any moment. Since, unlike him, Daniel was not a natural morning lark, Nathan liked to have everything ready so that his servant and friend wouldn’t have to stretch himself too thin before he was fully awake.

      The smile that touched his lips while thinking about his friend hardened into something of a sneer as his thoughts about Carshalton and the villain’s connection to the house party returned. Old touches of the fury that had gripped him when he’d learned that Carshalton had a single heir, an illegitimate child he had got with some mysterious woman whose identity was a closely guarded secret, and that this mysterious heir was the legal inheritor of hundreds of thousands of pounds, now consumed him.

      That inheritance, that money, should rightfully belong to the Clarke family and the Theydon title. Carshalton’s wealth was as false as could be. It was his right and his inheritance, not some mysterious bastard child’s.

      Ironically, the fact that nearly all the rumors suggested that Carshalton’s heir was a woman had not only given Nathan a reason to attend the mad house party, it had inspired him with an idea to exact his revenge in the sweetest way possible. He would find the woman, marry her, and take back his fortune from her in the process, whether he cared for the woman or not.

      Of course, therein lay the problem he hadn’t expected.

      A quiet knock on the door pulled Nathan momentarily from his thoughts, and he turned in time to see Daniel slip into the room.

      “Good morning, my lord,” Daniel said in a fuzzy voice, then yawned before he could stop himself.

      “Are you certain it’s morning?” Nathan asked with a laugh, heading over to his dressing table.

      “No, I’m not,” Daniel replied with a sheepish smile, finishing his yawn.

      Nathan smiled and poured a cup of black coffee from the pot waiting on the table. Wherever he went on holiday, he always insisted that he have the tools for making his own coffee provided for him. Few people realized that they weren’t for his own enjoyment, but so that he could provide his valet with what he needed to wake up in the mornings.

      “Have you discovered anything new in our quest?” Nathan asked as he handed the steaming cup to Daniel.

      Daniel smiled gratefully and took a long gulp of the bitter brew. “Not as such, my lord,” he said. “If Miss Benning is Carshalton’s heir, then you’ve lost your chance with her. I know that much. She’s spent the night in Lord Bygrave’s room, of that I’m certain.”

      Nathan answered with a stern hum. Miss Benning had emerged as the favorite to be Carshalton’s heir in the last week or so, but he still had his doubts. Besides which, Dante Dixon, Viscount Bygrave, and he had become good friends, and even if Miss Benning were the heir, Dante was in love with her. Nathan simply did not have it in him to steal the woman away from a friend.

      Fortunately, he wasn’t convinced Miss Benning was anything more than the daughter of an industrialist. Right from the start, within the first fortnight of the party, his money had been on the strange and eccentric Lady Yvette Mortimer to be Carshalton’s heir.

      Lady Yvette had captured Nathan’s attention in more ways than one from the first day of the house party. She was beautiful, for one. She had a regal bearing and patrician manners…that would vanish in an instant if she found herself in a position to truly enjoy herself. Her father, Lord Sutton, was an earl with a vile but lofty reputation. He could be a valuable ally to have, since his power extended throughout London and beyond.

      But what was most curious about Lady Yvette was that, despite the way she insisted she be addressed as an unmarried woman, she was, in fact, a widow. She had been married for two years to Henry Mortimer, Baron Furness, a man more than twice her age and then some, who had been friends with her father.

      The marriage was a subject of much speculation and gossip, since the pair had been such an obvious mismatch. It was rumored that Lord Sutton was blindly furious about the marriage and hadn’t spoken a word either to his former friend or his daughter since the night Lady Yvette disappeared from his house and showed up married to Furness a fortnight later. Then Furness had died, and rather than styling herself the Dowager Baroness Furness, as she had a right to do, she’d reverted to calling herself Lady Yvette.

      Something was definitely off about that entire situation. It was just one of the curiosities about Lady Yvette that drew Nathan in. Lady Yvette was a mystery in and of herself, with or without the connection to Carshalton.

      “The closest I have been able to come to discovering new information about Lady Yvette is that her parents were on holiday in Brighton roughly nine months before her birth,” Daniel said once he’d had a few swallows of coffee. “Lord Carshalton was also in Brighton that summer, but I have yet to discover whether they were in residence at the same time or if their paths crossed. Lord Carshalton was not in the habit of holidaying in Brighton, though. Something particular must have drawn him there.”

      Like a secret, married lover, Nathan thought to himself, rubbing his chin and nodding. His investigations had uncovered that Lady Sutton and Lord Carshalton were acquainted, but that was the closest he’d come to⁠—

      A shout from the hallway broke his thoughts, and both he and Daniel turned toward the door. The shout resounded again and formed into a more distinct, “She’s gone! She’s vanished! Help! Miss Benning has been kidnapped!”

      Nathan exchanged a wide-eyed look with Daniel. A kidnapping? That was something they hadn’t experienced at the house party as of yet.

      “What the devil is going on in this house?” Nathan asked, untying his robe and striding over to where he’d laid his clothing out on the bed. “Quick, Daniel. Help me dress so that we can see what’s happening.”

      “Yes, my lord.” Daniel downed the last of his coffee, then set the mug aside and rushed to help Nathan.

      It didn’t take long for Nathan to change out of his nightclothes and into the light, summer suit he’d chosen for himself. He paused to wash himself quickly, using the wash basin and sponge provided with his room, then Daniel helped him into his clothes. All the while, they could hear some sort of commotion growing in the hallway.

      By the time he was dressed and groomed enough to be seen in public, he dashed out of his room, Daniel on his heels. The commotion had developed into a full-blown scene at the top of the grand staircase connecting two of Nedworth Hall’s wings and leading down into the magnificent front hall.

      The first thing Nathan noticed was that Miss Benning had, in fact, not been kidnapped. She was right there, in her dressing gown and slippers, her hair loose and disheveled, Dante and Damien Dixon both hovering near her in their dressing gowns as she had some sort of confrontation with Nedworth Hall’s cook.

      “Mrs. Seymour? Is it true? Are you…my mother?” Miss Benning asked.

      Nathan’s eyes went wide, and he turned once again to Daniel to see what his friend thought.

      “I’m afraid I am, miss,” Mrs. Seymour answered.

      It was perhaps the wrong reaction to have in the face of such a pivotal moment in Miss Benning’s life, but as soon as Mrs. Seymour confirmed Carshalton was not the lady’s father, Nathan wanted to shout in victory that he had known it all along.

      The heartfelt scene of reunion continued, but Nathan’s attention was drawn away from it as he spotted Lady Yvette stepping cautiously forward from the other hallway, a look of excitement in her eyes that bordered on panic.

      Worry immediately struck Nathan’s heart, and as much as he tried to tell himself that Carshalton’s heir didn’t deserve his worry or his pity, his heart insisted it knew better. Regardless of her suspected parentage, Lady Yvette was a woman who had captivated him. He’d gone on several walks alone with her, had danced with her more than he should have, and escorted her into supper when he should have asked other ladies. It had been easy to tell himself that it was all part of his plan for revenge, but the manic brightness of Lady Yvette’s eyes as she watched Miss Benning and Dante declare their love for each other and their intention to marry made Nathan feel like he needed to do something to protect and shelter her.

      And then Lady Yvette startled everyone with the announcement he’d been waiting weeks to hear.

      “But then, who is Lord Carshalton’s heir?” Lady Angeline asked once it was definitively determined that Miss Benning was not.

      Nathan caught his breath as Lady Yvette stepped into the center of everyone’s attention, her hands gripped tightly over her stomach.

      “I suppose the time has come to reveal all,” she said, standing taller. She was trembling so subtly that Nathan didn’t think most people would notice, and her voice had a high, terrified quality as she said, “I am Lord Carshalton’s heir.”

      Complete silence followed. More than half the guests of the house party had gathered in the hall as the early morning sunlight streamed in through the windows. Every one of them gaped at Lady Yvette like they couldn’t believe the mystery had finally been solved.

      Nathan couldn’t believe it either. He couldn’t believe he’d been right.

      He quite literally could not believe it. Against all of his investigations and questioning, doubt rushed through him, spurred by the look of panic in Lady Yvette’s face.

      And then Lady Eleanor burst out with, “What a load of absolute bollocks!”

      That was precisely the sort of exclamation that was needed to pop the stunned silence, like someone stabbing a knife into a rubber ball.

      “It makes perfect sense,” Miss Pennypacker said, breaking into a smile. “We should have known all along.”

      “Did you know all along?” Lady Angeline asked, blinking rapidly at Lady Yvette.

      “I—” Lady Yvette’s hands tightened on her stomach.

      “This is preposterous,” Lady Eleanor huffed. She forcefully grabbed a shawl from the hands of her lady’s maid, Miss Silverstone, bumping Miss Silverstone so that she teetered backwards and would have fallen down the grand staircase, had the Duke of Foxley not been there to catch her. “You are not Lord Carshalton’s heir, you lying shrew!”

      “I beg your pardon?” Lady Yvette gasped. Her face was pink with excitement, and her eyes almost glassy with…fear.

      Nathan frowned as he moved forward. Something was terribly, terribly wrong, and every one of his instincts as a gentleman told him to rise up and defend the woman that had become the center of his attention.

      “Lady Eleanor,” he said as he intercepted the short, feral woman before she could reach Lady Yvette and do her actual harm. “You would do well to control yourself. You are in public, after all.”

      That stopped Lady Eleanor from launching herself at Lady Yvette, but that wasn’t saying much.

      “You cannot tell me that you believe this lying harridan, sir,” she snapped at Nathan.

      Nathan pressed his lips together and blew out a breath through his nose. He glanced to Lady Yvette, his mind scrambling to know what to do.

      He did believe she was Lord Carshalton’s heir. He’d thought so from the start. That was why he’d wooed her and spent so much of his time with her. Lady Yvette had the same sort of nose as Carshalton and the same height. She’d spent the last few weeks teasing and flirting with him.

      He did believe her…didn’t he?

      Something definitely wasn’t adding up, despite his previous certainties. Lady Yvette was too terrified of everything she’d just confessed.

      “Of course I believe her,” Nathan said, shifting to stand by Lady Yvette’s side. “In fact, I’ve thought that Lady Yvette was Lord Carshalton’s heir from the very start.”

      He reached for Lady Yvette’s hand, hoping both to comfort her and to secure his place in her favor in her time of trouble. As he did, he turned and met her eyes.

      Lady Yvette smiled at him in a way that might make anyone witnessing the exchange think she was confident and proud to announce her heritage at last, but Nathan saw more than met the eye. He saw the tight rise and fall of Lady Yvette’s chest in her dressing gown, felt the trembling in her hand as he held it. He saw how close Lady Yvette was to tears and how desperate she was.

      “I cannot believe that any of you would believe a word that comes out of that woman’s mouth,” Lady Eleanor said, scowling in frustration as she turned to look at the other house party guests. “Have none of you noticed that she is a shameless liar and a brazen hussy? Why, the way she has carried on with Lord Theydon all these weeks alone should convince you not to believe a word that comes out of her mouth.”

      “Lady Yvette has never behaved inappropriately with me,” Nathan said.

      It was the truth, but to his surprise, his statement was met with looks of shock and disbelief by Lady Yvette’s closest friends. It was almost as if they had all taken for granted that the two of them had behaved wickedly, like so many of the other couples at the party had done.

      The phantom itching at the back of Nathan’s neck that said something strange was going on grew even more pronounced.

      “Perhaps we should postpone this scene until we are all dressed and have had breakfast,” Lady Cambourne said, stepping into the center of attention. She, too, glanced at Lady Yvette oddly, giving Nathan the sense that she knew far more than she was letting on. “We will all have clearer heads after a cup of tea.”

      “I agree,” Foxley said from the far edge of the assembly, still standing close to Miss Silverstone, like there was a chance he might still need to save her from falling down the stairs. “It would be better to hear the final chapter of this story and learn more about Lady Yvette’s revelation once we are all presentable.”

      “I cannot believe you are even entertaining this,” Lady Eleanor said, a different sort of desperation in her words as she marched closer to Foxley, pushing a few of the other guests out of her way. “Surely, you must know how false and wicked Lady Yvette is. Every word that has come out of that woman’s mouth since she’s arrived here has been a lie.”

      “Lady Eleanor, I urge you to employ calm and forbearance in this matter,” Foxley said, like he was trying to quell a storm.

      “I…I think I am going to be sick,” Lady Yvette whispered by Nathan’s side.

      That was all Nathan needed to hear. He didn’t even need to see the increase in panic in Lady Yvette’s eyes.

      “Don’t worry,” he told her. “I have you.”

      The smile Lady Yvette gave him was watery, like she was about to burst into tears.

      Nathan was confused and alarmed. His plan for revenge against Carshalton seemed closer to fruition than ever, but even still, he could not see Lady Yvette cry.

      “I am returning Lady Yvette to her room so that she might rest and prepare herself for all of your well-wishes, now that the truth is revealed,” he said, shifting to rest a hand on the small of her back. “We will see you downstairs at breakfast.”

      He turned to walk Lady Yvette back down the hall, praying that he would get to the bottom of things and he could secure his place with her before they had to face the rest of the house party.
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