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            Chapter One

         
         
            July 1896

            Belgravia, London

         

         Scandal, Alexander Pierpont, Duke of Rennick, had learned, leaves a nobleman with two options.

         
         One can retreat into a quiet life beyond society’s judgments.

         
         Or one can storm straight back into the center of good society with so much don’t give a damn pomposity that others are forced to give way.
         

         
         For three years, Alex had chosen the former option. Quiet was his preference, after all. He’d always favored small, intimate
            gatherings over lavish throngs. Give him excellent coffee and one friend capable of good conversation, and he’d forego the
            most lauded soiree of the Season.
         

         
         Hell, he needed no real inducement to avoid the Season. In his opinion, the marriage mart was an antiquated and unfair ritual that favored men more than ladies, and, at least in his mother’s case, had led to a marriage so miserable she’d spent much of it living five hundred miles away from Alex’s father. 

         
         Ireland had been the country of her birth, and it had become home to Alex and his siblings too.

         
         All but poor Edmund. As heir, he’d been kept close by their father. Trained and tutored at the ducal estate in Wiltshire so
            that he might assume the dukedom, even as their father did his best to bankrupt it.
         

         
         No one had expected a fever to take him four years past, and Alex had sure as hell never expected to become heir. Afterward,
            his single yearlong attempt at taming his impulses, remembering the rules of etiquette, and living up to his father’s expectations
            had proven why he should never be Duke of Rennick.
         

         
         He’d ended the year by beating another nobleman bloody.

         
         The infamy that followed had allowed him to go home. Back to Ballymore Castle in Ireland, and there he’d stayed—away from
            society, away from the hollowed-out ducal estate in Wiltshire, and away from his father’s demands.
         

         
         But he’d always known the reprieve would be temporary. Despite his arrogance and pride, Marcus Pierpont was mortal, and according
            to his doctors, he didn’t have many days left to live.
         

         
         So Alex had responded to his father’s summons to return to London, and tonight he’d acceded to the old man’s command that he reenter society and attend one of the most popular soirees of the Season. The hostess was a family friend who had sent Alex a letter of support after the incident that had caused him to leave high society behind for his horses and the soul-feeding beauty of Galway. 

         
         He climbed down from his carriage, swept a hand through the overlong hair he hadn’t bothered trimming, and clenched the fist
            that he’d once used to strike a fellow nobleman. At the front door of Lady Waverly’s Belgravia town house, he had a moment’s
            hesitation.
         

         
         Turn back, some last shred of self-preservation screamed from a corner of his mind.
         

         
         But by then a footman had spotted him, and within moments his name had been ticked off a list, and soon he was wading into
            the fray of Lady Waverly’s famed silver ballroom.
         

         
         A kaleidoscope of colors and sounds overwhelmed him the minute he crossed the threshold. Peach, plum, fuchsia, and yellow
            dominated among the ladies’ gowns, and a string quartet let out a cacophony in the corner as the musicians warmed their instruments.
         

         
         Alex accepted a drink from a passing footman’s tray, swallowed a sip of tepid lemonade, and planted himself on the edge of
            the ballroom. The vantage point allowed him to survey the battlefield.
         

         
         “You look as if you’re yearning to bolt.”

         
         The feminine voice took him by surprise, but Alex nodded politely at the lady who’d sidled up next to him.

         
         “Then I’ve already given too much away. My first ball of the Season,” he offered with a tight smile. “The temptation is there,
            but I don’t intend to escape just yet.”
         

         
         “The Season has been underway for some time, my lord.”

         
         “I put it off as long as I could.” He injected a bit of levity into his tone. The effort felt rusty and inept, but apparently
            it worked.
         

         
         The lady let out a low chuckle.

         
         “I am pleased that you chose my ball for your debut this Season.”

         
         “Ah, Lady Waverly.” Alex turned to face the young, widowed countess. “Thank you for the invitation. And yes,” he agreed, “your
            events are renowned.”
         

         
         The cluster of well-heeled bodies that brought a smile of pride to the countess’s face caused an anxious tension to tighten
            Alex’s gut. The same that always overtook him when he was among too many people and too much noise.
         

         
         “What forced you out of hiding?”

         
         “Necessity.” He had no intention of divulging details of his father’s failing health, but the countess seemed to know, or
            at least suspect.
         

         
         “It’s been a while since I’ve seen your father,” she offered quietly. “He was a frequent guest at my soirees, and I have missed
            him.”
         

         
         The comment was a stark reminder of how quickly circumstances could change. His father had been the bold, brash Duke of Rennick for forty-six years. According to the doctors, that title would be Alex’s by month’s end. 

         
         “I will convey that you asked after him.”

         
         “Thank you. I hope we’ll see you more often.”
         

         
         Alex took another sip of lemonade to stave off the misery that comment sparked.

         
         This was to be his fate. Future duke. Sire to the next duke. With Edmund’s death, all other possibilities had been snuffed
            out.
         

         
         “Do you know him well?” Alex was curious what drew others to his father. To his family, he’d been controlling, at times cruel.
            To most, he was charmingly boisterous and convivial.
         

         
         “We both attended Equestrian Society events.”

         
         “Ah yes. He does love horses.” Alex wasn’t sure that claim was entirely true. If his father treated horses well, it was because
            they were prized possessions, and being a talented horseman gave him a sense of pride. An appreciation for the beasts was
            one thing his parents shared in common. The one thing Alex was glad he’d inherited from both of them.
         

         
         “So he’s the only reason you’re here?”

         
         Alex sensed Lady Waverly studying him, though he couldn’t tell whether it was with carnal interest or mere curiosity.

         
         At the moment, he had no more yearning for a dalliance than he did for marriage. But he knew that finding a bride was no longer a matter of desire but of duty. 

         
         “It is time for me to enter the fray.” He couldn’t keep the bleakness he felt from his tone. Already, he yearned to return
            to Ireland.
         

         
         “There are many here who will be pleased that you have.” With her closed fan, she made a sweeping gesture across the ballroom
            again.
         

         
         “Are there indeed?” He doubted it. An exiled nobleman with a violent scandal at his back?

         
         And yet Alex noted the feminine glances cast his way. Since he did not attend events during the Season, he suspected some
            were merely curious about his identity. But he cataloged intrigued gazes too. Even the flare of attraction.
         

         
         “Dancing commences in a quarter of an hour, Lord Kirkham. I suggest you add your name to a few ladies’ dance cards.”

         
         “I shall do my best.” He nodded and offered a smile. She did the same and then sailed off into the legion of black-suited
            noblemen and brightly garbed ladies.
         

         
         His observant hostess was correct. He’d escape now if he could.

         
         But he knew what was required. So he pushed off from the corner and made his way around the perimeter of the room.

         
         The first lady he approached blushed furiously, looked for her chaperone, and then nearly burst into tears when she remembered her dance card was already full. The next penciled him in before he’d barely gotten the request out. He was the first and only name on her card. The third young lady almost demurred until another debutante whispered loudly enough for others to hear. 

         
         “He’s the future Duke of Rennick.”

         
         The moment he stepped forward with his first partner on his arm, tension clawed its way up his middle. The heat of all the
            gathered bodies hit him as a crescendo of music resounded off the ceiling. Then the dancing commenced.
         

         
         And he immediately lost count of the steps.

         
         Why the hell had he imagined he could stride into a ballroom after avoiding dancing and large gatherings for years? He felt
            awkward and uncoordinated next to the fuchsia-clad debutante with her dainty gloved hand on his arm. He stepped one way, then
            the other, losing count and uncertain in his movements.
         

         
         The lady sensed his unease and apparently felt the same. Her cheeks flamed crimson, and she could barely meet his gaze.

         
         “Forgive me. I have not danced in a long while,” he told her, still trying to count the steps in his head.

         
         “I’ve danced far too much,” she said on a quavery breath.

         
         “Then perhaps I should let you lead.”

         
         She giggled at that, which caused her to forget her steps at the same moment he misstepped. She began to pitch sideways, and Alex clutched tighter to keep her from falling. In those few seconds, they’d all but stopped moving, and another couple nearly collided with them. 

         
         Without a word, his partner yanked her gloved hand from his and rushed from the ballroom.

         
         Alex stood for a moment, enduring the stares and whispers, before wending his way through the dancing couples. He knew he
            owed a dance to another lady, but the need to escape tempted him. Staring at the front door, he considered the offense he’d
            cause. The young lady might be disappointed, but after his performance in the ballroom, she’d be safer with anyone else.
         

         
         A few steps and he could be in a carriage on the way back to his family’s London town house. Instead, he went in the opposite
            direction, searching for a door out to Lady Waverly’s back garden.
         

         
         Fresh air tended to ease his anxiety, and that was something he needed before facing his other unlucky dance partner.

         
          

         Miss Evelyn Graves closed her eyes and let the images in her mind coalesce, her ink pen perched over the foolscap she’d begun
            to cover in quickly written lines.
         

         
         Something about the hero in her story wasn’t quite right. He was almost too good, too noble. She mused on what deep, dark
            secret she might plant in her character’s history.
         

         
         At a round of applause from belowstairs, she opened her eyes, and her concentration scattered.

         
         Evie didn’t mind the late nights when her employer hosted balls in her Belgrave Square town house. Lady Waverly was one of
            the most popular hostesses of the Season. That was why the widowed countess employed Evie as her personal secretary.
         

         
         And sleepless evenings gave Evie time to write her novel. Her younger sister often teased her about writing for work and then
            going to her room and doing the same again. But writing speeches and correspondence for Lady Waverly came from a different
            place than her stories. One required mostly logic, the other unfettered imagination.
         

         
         Of course, writing wasn’t her only duty for Lady Waverly. Organizing, planning, appointment-setting—Evie took part in all
            aspects of pulling off the countess’s events. Usually, she was relieved when her duties for the day ended and she could return
            to her room to work on a manuscript. Tonight, for some reason, seeing to final details had sparked a foolish wish to attend
            such a lavish soiree. Just once. Just to know what wearing an elegant evening gown and being whirled around a ballroom felt
            like.
         

         
         But she reminded herself that she didn’t belong among the nobles downstairs. Though her father had been an earl’s third son, marrying her commoner mother had caused a break with the Graves family. Evie and her sister had been raised in a modest home, and her father had encouraged her to be strong and self-sufficient. It was why she’d been so certain she could support herself and her sister after their father’s death. Being employed and having a roof over her head—and one in Belgravia at that—was plenty to be grateful for. 

         
         Lady Waverly had been good to her. And, in turn, Evie worked hard. Indeed, the last few days had been a whirlwind of activity
            as they prepared for a charity event to be hosted at the town house in the coming week. Every detail had to be perfect, since
            a princess of the realm would be in attendance.
         

         
         But now, sitting in bed with pages of her writing spread out around her, the music reverberated through the house, and a low
            buzz of conversing voices hummed in her ears. When the musicians struck up a lively piece, she couldn’t resist tapping her
            fingers.
         

         
         All hope of concentrating had fled.

         
         One thing that usually helped to focus her mind again was reading. Often, she’d seek out the countess’s library when the rest
            of the household were tucked away in their chambers. Curled up on a sofa with a book, everything in Evie’s head would calm.
         

         
         Unfortunately, the library was off-limits tonight, since guests from the ball would be using the sitting room next to it as the ladies’ retiring room. 

         
         But there was always the allure of the garden—another of her favorite solitary havens.

         
         Evie got out of bed and took a peek out onto Lady Waverly’s back garden. A pleasant breeze lifted the curtain, and she decided
            to take a book down to the lantern-lit space near the rose arbor.
         

         
         Her ladyship had installed wrought iron tables and chairs for her garden-club friends to use during meetings, and there was
            one little bench hidden away from view but with enough light from the lanterns to make it a perfect reading nook.
         

         
         Evie slipped out of her nightgown and back into the petticoat and dress she’d worn earlier in the day. Then she scooped up
            the book on her bedside table and headed downstairs. She used the servants’ stairway to avoid any guests, and it deposited
            her outside the kitchen, which also had a door that led to the back garden.
         

         
         The music and the shuffling of dozens of bodies were louder on the ground floor, but the first breath of night air soothed
            her. It was a blessedly clear night, so London’s fog hadn’t trapped noxious industrial fumes as it often did.
         

         
         She found her bench and collected a few embroidered cushions from chairs nearby, creating a little pile she could lean against. The moon lit the lovely stretch of neatly clipped grass next to her favorite rosebush. Its blooms were the palest of pinks but with a splash of yellow near the base of each petal. They gave off a heady scent that reminded Evie of the cottage in Hampstead where she and her sister had been raised by their widowed father. 

         
         The grass felt so good beneath her slippered feet that Evie changed her mind and threw a few pillows down and settled in as
            if she was on her own little evening picnic.
         

         
         Since the ballroom was at the front of the town house, the music and voices were faint, and Evie listened intently to the
            night sounds—crickets chirping nearby, the clip-clop of hooves as someone drove a carriage into the mews, and leaves rustling
            in the summer breeze.
         

         
         The symphony of noises soothed her, and Evie was very tempted to let herself doze right there in the garden. But then another
            sound caused her to open her eyes.
         

         
         Someone had burst out the back door and into the garden. The man’s footsteps thudded in quick succession on the paving stones
            as if he was escaping a pursuer. Then they slowed, and he began grumbling to himself under his breath.
         

         
         Evie heard fool and wretched soiree and a curse that involved the devil and hell and a word she couldn’t quite make out.
         

         
         Eventually, the footsteps stopped, and she heard no more mumbling. Only frustrated sighs. Then the garden intruder turned, bootheels scraping on the stones. A moment later, he aimed himself in her direction. 

         
         Evie froze, uncertain whether to stay and hope he didn’t see her or scramble to her feet and make her escape.

         
         Then the man was above her before she had a chance to decide.

         
         A tall, bulky figure cut toward the rosebush and crashed into her. She put her hands up to stop him from tumbling over her,
            but her efforts were no match for the man’s momentum.
         

         
         The gentleman lost his footing and grabbed for her, tumbling her onto her back as he landed on his knees and caught himself
            with one palm on the grass near her head, the other near her arm.
         

         
         He loomed over her in the darkness, and she could make out little but the shape of him—enormous shoulders and wild, dark hair.
            He blocked the light from the lantern with his bulk.
         

         
         And then he spoke.

         
         “What the bloody hell are you doing?” The words emerged on a breathy growl as he got to his feet and stared down at her, hands
            planted on his hips.
         

         
         “Me?” Evie squeaked, lifted herself onto her elbows, and then pushed down the fabric of her skirt so she could get to her
            feet too. “You crashed into me.”
         

         
         He let out a long-suffering sigh. “You’re right. Forgive me. Are you hurt?”

         
         Stepping closer, he stretched out a hand to assist her.

         
         Evie considered ignoring the belated chivalry but then found herself reaching for him.

         
         The moment his large hand enveloped hers, an odd shiver chased along the length of her arm and settled in the center of her
            chest.
         

         
         She tipped her head up.

         
         He was staring down at her. Intensely.

         
         A few breaths of time passed, and yet he didn’t tug her up. When Evie moved to push herself up, he stayed her with his free
            hand.
         

         
         “Careful,” he told her quietly. “Don’t move too quickly.”

         
         Quickly? She’d barely moved at all.

         
         Then he pointed, but not at her. At something that had caught his notice in the rosebush next to her.

         
         “A glowworm,” he said in a tone so unlike his bark a moment before, it was as if he’d transformed before her eyes.

         
         And still he held her hand. The heat of him enveloped her from that single point of contact.

         
         “Just there,” he added, then lowered himself onto his haunches.

         
         Evie looked over and immediately saw the luminescent flicker. The worm clung to a branch of the bush, and she immediately
            understood the stranger’s awe: such a little creature to give off such an otherworldly glow.
         

         
         “She’s trying to attract a lover,” he told Evie quietly, his deep voice rumbling in her chest.

         
         At the words, all the warmth of the July evening and a stranger’s touch flamed in her cheeks, chasing up to the very tips
            of her ears.
         

         
         A moment later, he seemed to remember himself. He shot to his feet, tugging Evie along with him.

         
         After she’d swept her hands down her dress and reached up to tuck her hair back into loose pins, she faced him. And her lungs
            chose that moment to fail her.
         

         
         In the lantern light, she discovered he was handsome. His hair had looked dark in the shadows, but it was blacker than the
            night sky. His eyes were light. Blue if she had to guess, though perhaps a pale green.
         

         
         “Forgive my outburst,” he said tightly as he studied her while she assessed him. “I didn’t—”

         
         “It’s my fault.”

         
         “No, it’s mine. I should have taken more care. Are you injured?”

         
         “I’m well.” Her shoulder twinged with pain, but she’d simply landed wrong. Evie didn’t think it worth mentioning. She’d been
            the fool to plant herself on the grass. “And you?”
         

         
         He released her and glanced down at his trousers. “Perhaps a bit messier than when I entered the countess’s home, but I think
            I’ll survive.” Lifting his head, he shot her a sheepish smile.
         

         
         Evie’s throat went dry. Then her brain tried to compensate.

         
         “I was going to sit on a bench.” Evie pointed to the exact one she’d selected. “It’s a warm night, and in the lantern light I can read. Her ladyship installed them quite recently. The benches, that is. And chairs too. And tables. She enjoys garden parties, you see. She’s on the board of the Ladies’ Gardening Society. They meet out here when the weather is fine.” She realized her tongue, regardless of her dry throat, was racing over syllables. Willing herself to stop rambling, she said more succinctly, “In the end, I chose to sit near my favorite roses.” She pointed to the flower-strewn bush with the glowworm still flickering in its greenery. 

         
         Whether out of guilt for tumbling onto her or a desire to be chivalrous, he dutifully examined both the chair and the rosebush.

         
         “You prefer roses to dancing, I take it.”

         
         “Oh, I’m not attending the ball.”

         
         Underneath a disheveled fall of inky hair, his brow furrowed.

         
         Usually, Evie thought nothing of admitting her role as a member of Lady Waverly’s staff. She was proud to be employed. Many
            were not so lucky. And yet she resisted admitting the truth to this gorgeous stranger in a moonlit garden.
         

         
         For a moment, she imagined a different life. The sort of future that lay ahead for the ladies in the countess’s ballroom.
            A future that she’d come to accept she might never have.
         

         
         A suitor. A husband. A home. A family.

         
         “I see,” the tall nobleman said. If he’d been invited, he was most likely an aristocrat.

         
         What if she had been one of the lady attendees? What if, for a moment, she did belong among the bejeweled aristocrats in the
            silver ballroom? Would he have invited her to dance with him?
         

         
         To her shock, he took a step closer. “Careful you don’t lose this.” He gestured toward her neck, and Evie reached for the
            pendant she’d worn since the day her father had gifted it to her.
         

         
         The chain was tangled in the hair at her nape, and from the feel of it, the clasp had opened or broken. She tried to untangle
            the chain, but it clung stubbornly to several strands of her hair.
         

         
         “Allow me,” the nobleman said and then moved to stand behind her.

         
         She held her breath when his fingers brushed hers.

         
         “I’ve got it,” he said quietly. “The hook didn’t want to let go.”

         
         Evie lowered her hands as he worked gently to free the chain.

         
         Then he stepped in front of her again and offered the necklace coiled in the palm of his hand. Evie took it, clasping her
            fingers around the warm metal.
         

         
         “Thank you.” When Evie met his gaze, she found she couldn’t look away.

         
         And that wasn’t at all like her.

         
         Handsome, eligible noblemen passed through Lady Waverly’s drawing room or ballroom all the time. But something about this one intrigued her. 

         
         Somehow, she intrigued him too, despite the fact that her hair was mussed, she was wearing a day dress and not a ballgown,
            and they could only see each other by the low light.
         

         
         He tipped his head as he looked at her. “Why are you out in the garden?”

         
         The silliest thought slipped through her mind: that it was because she was meant to encounter him.

         
         Then a feminine voice called out, and the wistful spell she’d fallen under broke.

         
         “My lord, we’re paired for the next dance.”

         
         The words caused his whole body to stiffen, and for the briefest moment he closed his eyes. “Yes, of course,” he called without
            even glancing at the girl. Then he took a breath as if he meant to say something to Evie.
         

         
         She found herself hopeful. Yearning so fiercely that her heart began thrashing in her chest.

         
         “Forgive me for—” he said quietly.

         
         “No.” Mortification had set in. She could see herself as if she was looking down from her window. A spinster imagining she’d
            been fated to meet her destiny in a moonlit garden like a heroine in her stories.
         

         
         Evie was grateful for the life she’d made and needed no awkward encounter with a handsome man to change her fate.

         
         “Good evening, my lord,” she said and then collected her book, swept past him and his dance partner, and rushed back into Lady Waverly’s town house. 

         
         Back into the life she had, rather than the one she sometimes let herself imagine.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            October 1896

            Three months later

            Belgravia, London

         

         Evie was rarely at a loss for words.

         
         As secretary to a popular and busy noblewoman, she spent her days crafting letters, invitations, and even speeches the Countess
            of Waverly gave at various charitable clubs and organizations.
         

         
         But now she found herself fretting about what her next words should be. Sitting on the edge of an extremely uncomfortable
            chair in the sumptuous sitting room of London’s most fearsome duchess, she sifted possibilities and rued her own foolishness
            for walking straight into potential disaster.
         

         
         It had all seemed so simple. Lady Waverly had asked her to take an invitation for a charity ball to the Duchess of Vyne. Apparently, Her Grace
            had requested that it be delivered by hand, and therein was the ploy.
         

         
         The formidable older duchess had shocked Evie by insisting they take tea, and now they sat facing one another, the air as tense as if they’d stridden out to meet on a misty dueling field. 

         
         The proposition that had just been put to her was a volley she could never have expected.

         
         The Duchess of Vyne wanted to steal her away from her employer—though she offered a position as companion rather than secretary.
            What did a companion even do? Follow in a noblewoman’s wake? That sounded dreadfully boring.
         

         
         Besides, Lady Waverly had given Evie a job at a desperate time, and that demanded some measure of loyalty. Three years past,
            she’d been nearly hopeless. She’d just lost her father and found herself the sole means of support for both her own livelihood
            and that of her younger sister.
         

         
         Lady Waverly had seen her potential, and though she kept her busy, Evie still had time to work on her stories in the evenings.
            She wouldn’t give that up to be at a duchess’s beck and call.
         

         
         Swallowing hard, she faced the elegant older woman squarely, but the words that came to mind would cause offense. And offending
            the powerful duchess wouldn’t do. That would reflect poorly on Lady Waverly.
         

         
         The Duchess of Vyne shifted in her chair. Her smile was sharp enough to cut glass, and she offered it without a hint of warmth.

         
         “Word is that you are a clever little thing.”

         
         “I am clever, Your Grace.” After three years of dealing with noblewomen, Evie had learned that false modesty impressed none of them. “I was provided with an excellent education.” 

         
         “Hmm.” The single murmur felt as if it held half a dozen judgments. “Granddaughter of the Earl of Wexford, are you not?”

         
         “I am, but I hardly knew my grandfather. He and my father fell out.”

         
         Evie didn’t have time for any of this and snuck a peek at the duchess’s elaborate ormolu mantel clock. Lady Waverly’s beloved
            pug, Chester, had accompanied Evie on what she’d expected to be a short walk they could both enjoy. Now he lifted his head
            as if to say he was ready to go too.
         

         
         “You do not wish to waste time,” the duchess declared loudly, as if Evie was a child who’d been caught lunging for the cookie
            jar. “An admirable quality for a girl in your position.”
         

         
         The girl part grated on Evie. She was four and twenty. Hardly a girl, and she had a good deal to be getting on with. “Lady Waverly
            will be expecting me. I’m sorry, Your Grace, but I cannot consider—”
         

         
         “Very well, let us cut to the chase.” The duchess set her teacup aside and arched one silver brow. “How much is Katharine
            paying you?”
         

         
         The Duchess of Vyne might be at the top of London’s social ladder, but Evie’s employer wasn’t far below. And since Evie’s main goal this week was to ask the countess for an increase in wages, she couldn’t afford to do anything that might displease her. 

         
         “It would be indiscreet for me to say, Your Grace.” Evie chose precisely the wrong moment for a sip of the duchess’s fragrant
            jasmine tea. The heat seared the back of her throat. She coughed until her eyes watered and returned the cup to its saucer
            with so little poise a bit spilled onto her hand.
         

         
         When she’d composed herself, she found the duchess staring at her with an almost bored expression, as if Evie was now wasting
            her time.
         

         
         “You’re much less biddable than I expected.” This time the duchess’s grin held something like true amusement in its curves.
            “But discretion is what I seek in a companion most of all, Miss Graves. So nothing you’ve said dissuades me. I would like
            you to join my household. If you agree, I will pay double your current salary.”
         

         
         Evie’s jaw dropped, and she gulped before snapping it shut. Her heartbeat sped, her emotions veering wildly from excitement
            to uncertainty to anger.
         

         
         How could the duchess praise her—though there was the girl thrown in to undercut much of it—and expect her to abandon her employer so easily?
         

         
         Lady Waverly was kind and had given Evie an opportunity over all the other male applicants. Though Lady Waverly kept Evie
            busy, she still had time to work on her stories in the evening.
         

         
         Though the cruel truth was that what she needed most at the moment was income.

         
         “You have a sister, as I understand it. With aspirations to go to medical school.”

         
         Good grief, the duchess had done her research well.

         
         Evie’s younger sister, Sybil, had taken after their mother and her knack for medicine and healing. She would graduate from
            finishing school soon and had already been accepted at the London School of Medicine for Women. Since the death of their father,
            Evie’s income had supported both of them, and Evie wanted nothing so much as to see Sybil succeed in her goals.
         

         
         Yet leaving her employer in this way? Lured away by a noblewoman who everyone spoke of as demanding if not downright unkind?
            It felt wrong, and Evie had learned to trust her intuition.
         

         
         “Thank you for the tea, Your Grace, but I must return to Waverly House. There’s much to do before the countess’s charity ball
            next week.”
         

         
         Evie risked the faux pas of rising before her hostess. She really had lingered too long. Chester agreed and gave out a snuffling
            whine as he got to his feet and leaned against the bell of her gown.
         

         
         Her employer was to return from a luncheon, and Evie was expected to meet with her soon after to discuss the upcoming event. Evie had planned every detail with care, including all the schedules, supply orders, and notes about attendees’ preferences that Lady Waverly appreciated. She hoped that in going over it with her, Evie could make the countess see how worthy she was of a raise. 

         
         The duchess thunked her cane on the ground as she stood.

         
         “I see,” she said, her tone dripping with disappointment. “Your loyalty only makes me more determined to employ you, Miss
            Graves.”
         

         
         “I’m happy where I am, but I do appreciate the offer, Your Grace.”

         
         “Do give it a good deal of thought, girl. Your employment with Katharine may be in more jeopardy than you know. Word is that
            she plans to marry again.” The Duchess of Vyne thwacked her cane on the thick carpet twice. “Apparently, my dear friend Oona’s
            nephew is considering making her his bride.”
         

         
         Evie frowned, her brows knitted so tight that her head began to hurt. Bride?

         
         Lady Waverly was as fiercely independent as any woman Evie had ever known. During the three years of her employment, there
            had been gentlemen who showed interest. Though most had been fortune hunters determined to woo her ladyship’s wealth into
            their own pockets. Perhaps this nephew of the duchess’s friend was one of those.
         

         
         Regardless, Lady Waverly had never expressed any inclination to remarry, and she’d never mentioned any specific suitor.

         
         In short, Evie didn’t believe the Duchess of Vyne.

         
         “If Lady Waverly is to become a bride again—”

         
         “A duchess, at that.”

         
         “If she is to become a duchess, I suspect she’ll need a secretary more than ever, Your Grace.” Evie wrapped Chester’s lead
            around her hand to keep him near. “I must go. Thank you for tea.”
         

         
         She offered the duchess a curtsy, then turned on her heel.

         
         “I have not been entirely forthright with you, Miss Graves.”

         
         That stopped Evie, and she turned back to find the duchess’s expression had softened.

         
         “I knew your father, years ago. We were little more than children. My family attended a country-house party the Wexfords hosted,
            though this one was for families too. Reginald and I got on well.” She smiled, and this one was less sharp, more genuine.
            The lines of her face softened, and her eyes looked momentarily misty. “I do not think what happened to him was fair, if you
            must know. I was not acquainted with your mother, but banishing one’s son is a cruelty I cannot imagine.”
         

         
         “Nor can I.” Evie was rarely afforded the opportunity to speak of her parents. Even she and Sybil avoided talking about their
            father. Three years on and the grief was still heavy. And of their mother, Sybil remembered almost nothing. But Evie did.
            Their mother had been intelligent, poised, kind—everything Evie wished to be.
         

         
         “My mother is the one who taught me etiquette, who taught me to read and made sure my sister and I were well educated. Father’s family should have been proud to embrace such a woman.” 

         
         The duchess held still, saying nothing and merely assessing Evie as she had since inviting her to stay for tea.

         
         “As a companion, Miss Graves, you would have more freedom, and I daresay more respectability than as a secretary. You would
            be a member of my household more than an employee, and you would attend all the social events I do. A young woman in such
            a situation might change her stars in a way you would not as a secretary.”
         

         
         “My job is respectable, Your Grace.”

         
         The duchess tsked and shook her head. “You willfully misunderstand me, girl. I am offering you a widening of your world. Katharine
            will find herself another secretary, but you may not receive such an opportunity again.”
         

         
         Something about the way the duchess spoke Lady Waverly’s name sounded a warning bell in Evie’s mind.

         
         “You don’t like her?”

         
         “What a question! I am fond of Katharine. As widows, we navigate society in much the same way.” The duchess shrugged. “But
            my sympathy for you is born of my acquaintance with your father.”
         

         
         Sympathy. Something about the word caused Evie’s hackles to rise. Perhaps she was too proud or too defensive of her employer, but she did not want the duchess’s sympathy, even if she had known Evie’s father. And she did not want to be a lady’s companion. 

         
         “Forgive me, Your Grace, but I cannot accept your offer, and I cannot be late.” Without another word, she turned and headed
            for the front door. Her breath snagged in her throat until she was on the sidewalk.
         

         
         “That was not a good experience,” she told Chester as she set their course for home. The pug side-eyed her in what she felt
            certain was understanding. “I have no interest in following a duchess about.” The prospect of having to attend the sorts of
            soirees she planned for Lady Waverly held no appeal. Even if it had one night in July.
         

         
         Evie stumbled and stopped in her tracks as memories of that night came back—a sweet, fleeting assault on her senses. The warmth
            of the stranger’s touch, the scent of roses, the glimmer of a glowworm.
         

         
         Chester planted himself next to her, glancing up in confusion.

         
         “Sorry, Chessie. Woolgathering.” She started off again and forced her mind back to the matter at hand. “If Lady W plans to
            marry, she’ll just take us with her. I’m sure of it.”
         

         
         The pug let out a heavy breath in reply, and she realized she was walking faster than their usual pace.

         
         “Forgive me, boy. That whole business rattled me.” Evie slowed to a more leisurely pace. Her heartbeat still raced, but she wasn’t sure whether it was due to the duchess’s presumptuous audacity or fear for her future employment with Lady Waverly. 

         
         As they turned the corner, Evie looked ahead and spotted her ladyship’s carriage already pulled up to the curb.

         
         “She’s early,” she murmured to herself as much as to the pug trundling along beside her. “I hope nothing’s wrong.”

         
         Chessie let out a whine, but it was the dog’s typical reaction when he sensed his mistress’s presence. Still, Evie gave the
            pup a look, wondering if he’d sensed that something was amiss.
         

         
         A moment later, she decided to scoop him up, cradling him in her arms so she could walk faster toward the front door of Waverly
            House.
         

         
         Inside, she encountered Mrs. Robards, her ladyship’s trusted housekeeper.

         
         “Is anything amiss?”

         
         “Not to my knowledge, Miss Graves.” She eyed the pug in Evie’s arms. “Is the little man unwell?”

         
         “Not at all.” Evie looked at Chessie, and he leaned closer to lick her face. “He’s a perfect companion, as usual.”

         
         After setting the dog down, Evie removed her coat and made her way into the study, where she usually worked throughout the
            day.
         

         
         “Oh, Miss Graves, the countess did ask me to send you up when you returned.”

         
         “I didn’t expect her so soon.”

         
         Mrs. Robards glanced at the longcase clock. “I suppose she is a bit early. But she mentioned something she needs to discuss
            with you.”
         

         
         Tension tied itself into a knot in Evie’s stomach, and a thick constriction formed in her throat. Perhaps the duchess was
            right. Everything was about to change, and she’d turned down a lucrative post just when Sybil needed funds.
         

         
         “Are you unwell?” Mrs. Robards approached. “You’ve gone pale.”

         
         “I’m all right.” Evie swallowed against the lump in her throat and collected the notebook and pen she brought to every meeting
            with the countess. She also scooped up the folio that contained all the work she’d completed for the upcoming charity ball.
         

         
         That and a potential increase in wages were what Evie had planned to discuss with her ladyship, but she tried to prepare herself
            for whatever the countess wished to say.
         

         
         Evie took a deep breath and made her way upstairs. As usual, her ladyship’s sitting-room door stood open. Through it, Evie
            could hear the countess murmuring to Chessie, who’d bounded up the stairs the moment they were inside. She knocked lightly
            and then entered.
         

         
         “Oh, there you are.” Lady Waverly smiled. That boded well. She was usually high-spirited, and despite being six years Evie’s
            senior, she often had more energy.
         

         
         “Good afternoon, my lady.”

         
         “Come and sit by the fire. I have much to discuss with you.”

         
         Evie nodded and then noticed that something had changed. The two chairs near the fireplace were where they sometimes sat to
            conduct their afternoon check-ins, but a tall side table was usually provided, so that they could go over menus, lists, and
            correspondence together. Today, the two chairs had been turned so that they faced each other, and the side table stood at
            a distance as if to indicate that it would not be needed.
         

         
         “Tea?” This was all part of the daily ritual of their meetings.

         
         “Yes, please.” Evie took cream and no sugar, and she watched, willing her pulse to settle into a steady rhythm as the countess
            prepared her a cup.
         

         
         “Now,” Lady Waverly began, “I first want to acknowledge the hard work you’ve done for me for the last few years. You’ve been
            a godsend, to put it plainly. I don’t know how I would have managed without you.”
         

         
         “I’m glad to have helped, my lady. And I appreciate the opportunity you gave me three years ago.”

         
         “Yes.” She gestured toward Evie. “That’s it, isn’t it? Three years is an awfully long time. And in all that while, you’ve
            not yet had a real holiday.”
         

         
         Evie let out a long exhale and took a quick sip of tea before setting her cup aside.

         
         “I did intend to ask about my wages.”

         
         “Hmm, did you indeed? Perhaps an increase is in order. Shall we say fifteen per cent?”

         
         The chuckle that flew from Evie’s lips wasn’t at all ladylike, but it was full of genuine relief and joy, and Lady Waverly
            smiled in response.
         

         
         “Excellent. I’m glad you’re pleased.” The countess clasped her hands together. “And now, I have a bit of a surprise for you.”

         
         The countess could have told her that she’d decided to marry two noblemen and Evie would have smiled and nodded. All that
            mattered was that she was not being sacked and her income would cover Sybil’s schooling.
         

         
         “Have you ever fancied a trip to Ireland?”

         
         Evie had taken up her cup again and stilled midlift toward her lips. “Ireland, my lady?”

         
         The countess offered a tight smile. “I’ve made a bit of a muck of things, you see. I received a lovely invitation to visit
            Ireland, to host a charitable event on behalf of the Irish branch of the Equestrian Society.”
         

         
         Evie picked up her notebook and began making notes to herself. “When will you go, my lady?”

         
         “Well, that’s just it, Evelyn. I cannot go. I agreed to leave next week.”

         
         “Next week?” Evie felt her brows jump on her forehead. But then she reminded herself that she’d pulled plans together on short notice in the past. It wasn’t impossible, by any means. “I shall begin preparations. Surely, we must first book passage, secure lodgings—” 

         
         “You misunderstand, my dear. Do let me explain, and you’ll see.”

         
         “Of course.” Evie nodded and clasped her notebook in her lap.

         
         “I cannot go to Ireland, but I think you should. Have the holiday that you so richly deserve.”

         
         “My lady—”

         
         “You will also be doing me a great service by going. I have agreed to make a donation to the Duke of Rennick for the Irish
            Equestrian Society. I knew his father, you see. But there is also to be a small charity event that I was asked to organize
            and speak at. Since I cannot go, someone will need to do that organizing, and there is no one I trust more than you. Rennick
            can convey the little speech I’ve prepared.”
         

         
         Evie sat frozen, unsure where to begin. One thing she’d never had reason to divulge to her employer was that she wasn’t good
            at traveling. As a child, her father had taken her and Sybil to Margate for a seaside holiday, and Evie had spent her entire
            time on the train trying not to cast up her accounts.
         

         
         But Ireland. She had dreamed of visiting that isle. Even as some part of her panicked at the prospect of organizing an event in a household where she knew no one, not to mention navigating interactions with a duke and his family, something deep inside her longed to go. Get out of London. See something new and beautiful, particularly Ireland. The ancient Celts had fascinated her antiquarian father. 

         
         She might never have a chance like this again.

         
         The room quieted to the ticking of her ladyship’s mantel clock and the snapping of the fire.

         
         “You’ll go, yes?” Her ladyship often posed tasks in this way, giving Evie what felt like an option to decline. But she’d never
            suggested any task that Evie had felt the urge to refuse.
         

         
         And she couldn’t refuse this one, despite her misgivings. The opportunity felt challenging, for certain, but also like one
            she would always regret if she let her anxieties keep her from it.
         

         
         “Of course, my lady.”

         
         “Wonderful!” Lady Waverly smiled with genuine warmth and not a small amount of relief. “I felt dreadful when I realized I’d
            overcommitted. But perhaps it was meant to be, in order for you to have this time away.” She took a sip of tea and then cast
            Evie an assessing look. “Now that I think of it, I’ll be a bit lost without you.”
         

         
         “I’ll prepare everything I can before I depart.”

         
         “I have no doubt.” She ran her fingers along the seam in the upholstery of her chair.

         
         Evie had learned this indicated that something was brewing in the countess’s mind, and she need only wait for her to divulge whatever it was. While she waited, Evie opened her notebook and began making a
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