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A duke shattered by darkness. A woman who refuses to pity him. A love that doesn’t need eyes to see.

Nicolas Whitmore, Duke of Castlemere, was once considered the most brilliant scientist in England... until a catastrophic explosion robbed him of his sight and killed his assistant. Now he lives in seclusion in the shadows of Castlemere House, bitter and furious at the fate that condemned him to darkness. He has dismissed eight readers in two years. None can endure his impossible temperament, his cruel sarcasm, or the way he treats them as though they were made of glass.

Eliza Bancroft has no time for difficult dukes. With a sick brother and not a penny to her name, she accepts the position of reader knowing she will likely last less than a week. But when the blind duke challenges her to a battle of wits at their very first meeting, something unexpected happens: for the first time in years, Nicolas Whitmore laughs.

What begins as a clash of wit becomes something far more dangerous. Every book she reads in her velvety voice. Every passionate debate about science. Every accidental brush of hands that leaves them both breathless. Nicolas may have lost his sight, but his other senses are heightened in ways Eliza never imagined, ways that make her burn with forbidden desire.

But their love is doomed from the start. She is a penniless clergyman’s daughter with no title. He is a duke with centuries of legacy to uphold. His family threatens to disinherit him. Society calls her a fortune hunter. And Lady Penelope Fairfax, the widowed cousin who has always expected to become duchess, will do anything to tear them apart.

When Nicolas’s sight begins to miraculously return, he must face the hardest choice of his life: his place in society, or the woman who taught him that true love doesn’t require eyes to see, only a heart willing to risk everything.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


The explosion shattered Nicolas Whitmore’s world in a single blinding flash. One moment he was leaning over his workbench, adjusting the proportions of nitric acid with the precision of a man who had run the experiment hundreds of times. The next, the heat struck him like the fist of God, followed by the sound, that deafening roar that would echo through his nightmares for years.

Then, nothing.

When he woke, hours later, days later, he was never quite sure; the pain in his eyes was like white-hot knives. He screamed until his voice gave out. Hands held him steady; voices murmured soothing words he couldn’t register.

The only thing he registered was the darkness.

“Thomas?” His voice was hoarse, unrecognizable. “Where is Thomas?”

The silence that followed was answer enough.

“I’m terribly sorry, Your Grace.” Dr. Ashford, though Nicolas didn’t know who was speaking then. “Young Mr. Clarke... did not survive.”

Nineteen years old. Thomas was nineteen years old. Son of a country vicar, brilliant as sunlight, with his whole life ahead of him. Nicolas had hired him six months ago, impressed by his sharp mind and boundless enthusiasm.

And now he was dead.

Because of Nicolas’s mistake. Because of arrogance. Because he had believed he could control volatile chemical reactions as though they were neat equations on paper.

“And my eyes?” he asked, though part of him already knew the answer. “When will I be able to see again?”

Another silence. This one was worse.

“The damage is... extensive, Your Grace. The chemical burns have affected the corneas. There is severe inflammation of the optic nerve. It is too soon to know whether...”

“Tell me plainly. No softening it.”

“You may never recover your sight. Or you may recover some of it, with time and treatment. I cannot promise you anything.”

Nicolas closed his eyes, the eyes that might never see again, and let the darkness swallow him.

That was two years ago. Two years of darkness. Two years of guilt that gnawed at him like the acid that had destroyed his sight. Two years of refusing treatments, exercises, hope. Because men like him didn’t deserve hope. Murderers didn’t deserve second chances.

And when he looked in the mirror, or rather, when Higgins stood him in front of one, all he “saw” was the ghost of Thomas Clarke, nineteen years of life stolen by the arrogance of a duke who had played at being God.

Two Years Later...

Eliza Bancroft had learned long ago that hope was a luxury she couldn’t afford.

The room she rented in Cheapside smelled permanently of boiled cabbage and damp. Three pounds a month for two narrow rooms where the wallpaper peeled at the corners and the wind whistled through poorly sealed windows. It was all she could manage after her father died, leaving behind nothing but debts and a worn pocket watch.

She sat on the edge of her narrow bed, counting coins for the fifth time that morning. Two pounds, seven shillings, four pence. She spread them across the threadbare blanket, as though the act of counting might somehow multiply them.

It didn’t. It never did.

From the adjoining room, she heard William cough. Wet, deep, the kind of cough that chilled her blood every time she heard it. The doctor had been brutally clear two weeks ago: without treatment, her brother’s asthma would worsen until...

No. She wouldn’t think about that.

The treatment cost twenty pounds. Twenty pounds that might as well have been twenty thousand for how impossibly out of reach they were.

“Eliza,” William’s voice was barely a thread from the other room. “Are you there?”

She tucked the coins quickly into the small cloth pouch she kept hidden beneath the mattress, wiped away tears she hadn’t noticed falling, and walked into his room wearing the smile she had perfected: bright, confident, entirely false.

“Right here. How are you feeling?”

William lay propped against his cot, so pale he nearly blended into the gray sheets. At sixteen, he should have been robust, full of adolescent energy. Instead he looked ancient, hollowed out by an illness neither of them could control.

“Like I’ve got eighty-year-old lungs in a sixteen-year-old body.” He tried to smile, but another cough bent him double. “Better than yesterday, worse than tomorrow, hopefully.”

Eliza sat on the edge of his bed and took his thin hand. His fingers were nothing but bone. When had he lost so much weight?

“I have good news.”

William studied her with those brown eyes that were far too old for his face.

“You found work?”

She had found work at the fabric shop. She had also lost it when Mr. Pemberton suggested that “additional services” after closing time might increase her wages considerably. Her knee to his groin had ended that conversation, and her employment, immediately.

“That one didn’t work out,” she lied with practiced ease. “But Mrs. Morrison’s agency has another possibility. Better pay.”

“Doing what?”

“Reader. For a gentleman with... vision difficulties.”

William’s brow furrowed.

“A blind gentleman? In his home? Alone?”

“I won’t be entirely alone. He has a full staff. Butler, housekeeper, all very respectable.”

“Liza...” He sat up, which triggered another cough. “It’s dangerous. What if he expects... what if he thinks he can...?”

“Then he’ll discover that his reader has a very well-trained knee and absolutely no patience for libertines.” She kept her tone light, but squeezed his hand. “I’ll be fine. I always am.”

“Not always.” His voice softened. “I saw how you came home yesterday. With your dress torn. You didn’t say anything, but I know Mr. Pemberton...”

“Mr. Pemberton is no longer a problem,” she cut that line off firmly. “And this position, Will, it pays five pounds a month.”

The quality of the silence in the room changed.

“Five pounds,” he repeated. “That’s...”

“Enough for your treatment. Decent food. Coal for winter. Maybe even a better apartment, somewhere far from this rathole.”

“And if he’s like Pemberton?”

Eliza thought of Mrs. Morrison’s description: “The Duke of Castlemere is... challenging. He has dismissed eight readers in two years. Temperamental. Demanding. Frankly, Miss Bancroft, I don’t expect you to last more than a week, because to put it plainly, the man has a devil of a temper, but he pays exceptionally well, and you are the last candidate willing to try.”

“He’s not. According to the agency, he’s simply... difficult.”

“Difficult how?”

“That I’ll find out today. I have an interview at three.”

William studied her for a long moment, then sighed, a sound that was equal parts laughter and resignation.

“You are the most stubborn person I know.”

“It runs in the family.” She leaned over and kissed his fevered forehead. “Rest. When I get back I’ll tell you all about the impossible duke.”

“And if they don’t hire you?”

Eliza paused in the doorway, looking back at him. Her little brother, too thin, too sick, his eyes full of a fear he was trying to hide.

“Then I’ll find something else. I always do.”

But as she walked through the grimy streets of Cheapside toward the elegant neighborhood of Mayfair where the duke lived, a small voice in her head whispered the truth: There is no “something else.” This is the last chance. If you fail, William dies.

No pressure whatsoever.

*****
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NICOLAS WHITMORE WOKE in darkness, as he did every morning of the past two years.

Not the darkness of night , he remembered that with painful clarity: black velvet scattered with stars like diamonds on silk , but this gray and empty darkness that had been his constant companion. Light without form. Shadow without definition. A blurred world of nothing.

He reached toward the nightstand, counting in his mind: thirty centimeters to the right, ten forward, five up. His fingers found the pocket watch exactly where Higgins left it each night, chain coiled with precision.

Six o’clock. The metal was cold against his palm.

Another night without real sleep. Only that light half-sleep, interrupted every hour by the same nightmare: the laboratory, the correct proportions , he was certain they were correct , the moment of adding the final reagent. Then the explosion. Thomas screaming. Blinding light becoming permanent darkness.

He always woke at the moment the flames reached Thomas’s face.

“Good morning, Your Grace,” Higgins’s voice came from the doorway, followed by the familiar sound of heavy curtains being drawn back. “Beautiful day. The sun is particularly bright this morning.”

Nicolas didn’t respond. What did the sun matter when it existed only as an abstract concept, a memory of something he had once been able to see?

“Mrs. Carter asks what you’d like for breakfast.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You said that yesterday, Your Grace. And the day before. And every day this week.” Higgins crossed the room with the footsteps Nicolas had learned to identify: firm, measured, thirty-two steps from the door to the dresser. “If you don’t eat properly you’ll oblige me to send for Dr. Vance, and we both know how much you enjoy his lectures on nutrition and health.”

Despite himself, a smile tugged at his lips.

“You’re dismissed, Higgins.”

“You have dismissed me one hundred and eighteen times this year, sir.” The sound of water being poured into the porcelain basin. “The system clearly isn’t working.”

“Perhaps the hundred and nineteenth will be permanent.”

“I doubt it, sir.” A pause, then, in a more serious tone: “The new reader arrives today.”

The smile evaporated.

“Cancel it.”

“I have already canceled the last three interviews. Mrs. Morrison at the agency threatened not to send us any more candidates if we do so again. Her exact words were, ‘His Grace may be a duke, but my patience is not infinite.’”

“Good. I don’t need a reader. I don’t need anyone reading to me as though I were a child.”

“You need to read your estate reports, Your Grace. The lease agreements expiring this month. The letters from your steward in Yorkshire about urgent repairs. The legal documents regarding...”

“Enough!” He sat up abruptly, the movement sending a wave of dizziness through him. “I understand my responsibilities perfectly well, Higgins.”

“Then you will also understand that ignoring them will not make them disappear.” Higgins began helping him with his shirt, his hands efficient but gentle. “The dukedom does not run itself, sir, no matter how much you might wish it did.”

That was the problem, wasn’t it? The wretched dukedom. The title he had never wanted, the responsibility that had fallen on him like a guillotine blade when his father and elder brother died in that carriage accident five years ago. He had been a scientist then. Happy. Free. Doing work that mattered, making discoveries that would change the world.

Now he was “the blind duke,” as people called him behind his back. A duke who couldn’t even read his own damned letters.

“One hour,” he finally growled, allowing Higgins to dress him like a doll. “I’ll give this... what’s her name?”

“Miss Eliza Bancroft. Daughter of a deceased clergyman, according to Mrs. Morrison. Twenty-seven years old. No family except a younger brother.”

“Wonderful. Another desperate spinster who will treat me with sticky pity and a voice full of false sweetness.”

“Mrs. Morrison specifically mentioned that Miss Bancroft has ‘considerable character.’” There was something in Higgins’s tone, a note Nicolas couldn’t quite place. “I believe, sir, that this one may be different.”

“They are all the same. They arrive with nervous smiles and condescending whispers. They last a week before fleeing in tears because the blind duke is ‘too difficult’ or ‘too demanding’ , or his personal favorite: ‘too frightening.’”

“Perhaps the problem is not that they are all the same, but that you treat them all the same.” Higgins spoke quietly, but the words landed like blows.

Nicolas went still.

“Watch yourself, Higgins.”

“I have been with you for fifteen years, Your Grace. Since you were twenty years old and more interested in chemistry than ducal protocol. I saw you before the accident: passionate, kind when you chose to be, full of life.” He paused. “That man is still there. Buried, but there. He only needs a reason to resurface.”

“That man died in the explosion alongside Thomas Clarke.” His voice was pure ice. “What remains is this. Accustom yourself to it.”

Higgins did not reply, but Nicolas felt his disapproval in the silence that followed.

Two hours later, when Miss Eliza Bancroft stormed into his life like an unexpected tempest, he would discover that Higgins, as always, had been right.

She was different. And that made her infinitely more dangerous.

*****
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ELIZA ARRIVED AT CASTLEMERE House fifteen minutes before the appointed hour.

The mansion was... imposing. There was no other word for it. Formidable gray stone, windows that reflected the afternoon sun, marble steps that likely cost more than everything she owned combined. A footman in immaculate livery opened the door before she even knocked.

“Miss Bancroft, I presume,” an elderly butler appeared in the entrance hall, his expression a mixture of professionalism and , was that pity? “I am Grieves. His Grace will see you in the music room. This way, please.”

She followed him through corridors lined with portraits of Whitmore ancestors who seemed to judge her with painted eyes. Her shoes, discreetly re-soled the previous week, sounded far too loud against the marble floors.

I don’t belong here, a voice whispered in her mind. These people have money to burn while William drowns in his own breath.

She clenched her fists, burying the voice fiercely. She belonged wherever she decided to belong. And right now she needed to belong here.

Grieves stopped before a pair of double doors.

“Wait here, miss. His Grace will come when... when he is ready.” His expression was almost a warning. “And miss , a word of advice: the duke values honesty above empty courtesy.”

Before she could reply, Grieves disappeared, leaving her alone. She waited five minutes. Then ten. Twenty. By thirty minutes, irritation had replaced her nerves. This was an obvious power play. Make her wait. Remind her of her place. Show her who was in control.

Well. Two could play that game, except she had no patience for games when William was coughing blood at home.

The music room was dusty, clearly unused. But what caught her attention was the magnificent pianoforte in the corner, covered with a white sheet.

Her curiosity , that particular curse that was constantly getting her into trouble , defeated her common sense.

She lifted the sheet, uncovering a beautiful instrument of walnut wood with ivory inlays. Her fingers brushed the keys almost without thinking. The sound that emerged was atrocious. Completely out of tune, every note clashing with the next in a painful cacophony.

How could anyone let such a beautiful instrument fall to ruin?

Before she’d thought it through she lifted the top, examining the internal mechanism. The strings were misaligned, the hammers needed adjustment, but the main problem appeared to be... yes, there it was: uneven tension in the middle strings.

Fascinated, she leaned in closer, tracing the problem with practiced eyes.

“Do you make a habit of destroying other people’s property during job interviews?”

The voice struck her like a lash of ice. She straightened so quickly that her head struck the lid of the piano with an audible crack.

“Oh, damn it all!” The words burst out before she could stop them.

Dead silence.

Well, she thought as the pain pulsed through her skull that has to be the shortest interview in history.

Then she heard something entirely unexpected: laughter.

Not quite laughter. It was a rustier sound, rougher, as though it hadn’t been used in years. She turned slowly, one hand pressed to her throbbing head.

Nicolas Whitmore stood in the doorway, and her mind came to an abrupt halt.

Oh, Lord.

“Devastatingly handsome” wasn’t nearly sufficient. He was like a Greek statue brought to life. Tall, with broad shoulders that filled his perfectly tailored jacket. Hair black as midnight, swept back to reveal a face of aristocratic angles: a jaw that could cut glass, high cheekbones, perfectly sculpted lips currently curving into something between a smile and a grimace.

But it was his eyes that caught her. Light gray, almost silver, unsettlingly beautiful. They didn’t focus on her completely , his gaze was slightly off, searching without finding , but there was a sharp intelligence in them. Intelligence, pain, and rage. So much rage it practically vibrated in the air.

He leaned on an ebony walking stick with a silver handle, but his posture was pure military arrogance. There was nothing “invalid” about this man. He was a predator, barely contained.

And he had just heard her curse like a sailor.

“An excellent start, Miss...”

He paused, expectant.

“Bancroft. Eliza Bancroft.” She forced herself to lower her hand from her head, standing straight. “And I wasn’t destroying anything. I was examining why your pianoforte sounds like fighting cats.”

Another silence. The gray eyes blinked.

“I beg your pardon?”

Too late to take it back now.

“The instrument is out of tune. Terribly. The strings are misaligned and the tension is uneven.” She gestured toward the piano, then remembered he couldn’t quite see her. “I was only trying to identify the problem.”

“Ah.” He entered the room with measured steps, the walking stick tapping the floor in a steady rhythm. “And you are an expert in pianoforte mechanics as well as a candidate for the position of reader?”

Sarcasm dripped from every word like venom.

Eliza felt her temper , already short by nature , ignite.

“I am not an expert in anything, Your Grace. I simply have functioning eyes and a sense of curiosity. The notes were out of tune.”

A glacial silence followed. She could see Grieves appearing behind Nicolas in the doorway, his expression horrified, clearly poised to intervene and escort her out.

But then something extraordinary happened.

Nicolas Whitmore smiled.

It wasn’t a warm or welcoming smile. It was more the expression of a wolf who had just found an interesting quarry. But it was genuine, transforming his face from marble statue to something dangerously appealing.

“Grieves,” he said, without turning his face from Eliza’s direction, “leave us.”

“But Your Grace...”

“Now.”

The tone permitted no argument. Grieves withdrew, closing the door with a softness that somehow managed to sound like disapproval.

Nicolas turned toward where she sat. His orientation was almost perfect, as though he could see her clearly.

“You have nerve, Miss Bancroft.” His voice was dark velvet. “Stupidity as well, but nerve, certainly.”

“Is that a compliment or an insult?”

“A statement of fact. Facts are neither one nor the other.” He settled into the armchair across from her with elegant movements despite the walking stick. “Let us discuss why you believe you will last more than a week when eight women before you failed miserably.”

Here it was, Eliza thought. The moment to be sweet, submissive, everything men like him expected. But if she started apologizing now she’d never stop. And she was far too tired of apologizing for taking up space.

“Because I don’t pity you.”

He raised one perfect eyebrow.

“I beg your pardon?”

“The other readers probably treated you as an invalid. They spoke to you in soft voices, walked on eggshells, acted as though the wrong word might shatter you.” She held his unfocused gaze. “You are not an invalid, Your Grace. You are blind. There’s a difference. And I suspect you despise it when people confuse the two.”

For the first time in two years, Nicolas Whitmore felt something... different.

The irony did not escape him.

“And you will not pity me?”

“No. I can offer patience when you deserve it. Respect when you earn it. But not pity.” Her voice was steady, without a trace of false sweetness. “That would be an insult.”

He studied her blurred silhouette against the window. There was something different about this woman. Something he couldn’t yet name, but which made him feel... something. After two years of gray numbness, something in his chest shifted.

It was uncomfortable. It was unsettling. It was absolutely fascinating.

“You are hired.” The words came out before he had truly thought them through. “A week’s trial. If you irritate me too greatly I will dismiss you without remorse.”

“Fair enough.” There was a flash of something in her voice , relief? “If you irritate me too greatly I will resign without remorse.”

“Audacious.”

“Honest. You said you preferred honesty.”

“Touché, Miss Bancroft.” He rose, indicating the interview was over. “Begin tomorrow. Nine o’clock sharp. And be punctual. I detest tardiness almost as much as I detest pity.”

“Understood, Your Grace.”

She rose and crossed toward the door with a step she hoped was more confident than she felt. Her hand was on the handle when her curiosity , that wretched curiosity , betrayed her once more.

“Your Grace?”

“Yes?”

“Why do you allow your study to remain in such disorder? If you cannot see well enough to organize it...”

The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees.

“Because I like it that way.” His voice was pure ice. “And because it is my desk in my study in my house. Any further remarks about my life, Miss Bancroft?”

She should apologize, she thought. She should take it back. She should close her mouth and leave while she still had a job.

Instead she heard her own voice say:

“Only that if you truly liked it that way, you wouldn’t be clenching your jaw every time you reach for something and don’t find it immediately.”

She was out the door before he could respond , but not before hearing something that sounded suspiciously like a laugh being swallowed.

In the hallway Grieves was waiting for her with an expression that was equal parts horror and admiration.

“Miss Bancroft, that was... extraordinarily reckless.”

“I know.” She smiled despite herself. “But it worked, didn’t it?”

Grieves shook his head slowly, but there was a spark in his old eyes.

“You may last after all, miss. You may last after all.”

Eliza walked back to Cheapside as the sun set over London, painting the sky in oranges and pinks that seemed too beautiful for such a dirty city.

Five pounds a month. She had a position that paid five pounds a month.

William would live. They could afford the treatment. Decent food. Coal for winter. Perhaps even a move to somewhere they couldn’t smell the neighbor’s supper through the walls.

She should have been euphoric. Instead she felt a knot of apprehension in her stomach.

Because Nicolas Whitmore was not simply a difficult duke or a demanding employer. He was something far more dangerous.

He was a broken man who reminded her too much of herself. And broken people, in her experience, tended to cut each other on their sharp edges.

The evening air carried the smell of burning coal and freshly baked bread from the bakery on the corner. Her feet ached in her worn shoes, but there was a strange lightness in her chest. For the first time in months, the future didn’t seem entirely black.

Dangerous, yes. Uncertain, absolutely. But not without hope.

When she entered their small rooms, William was awake, propped against the wall with a book he had read a hundred times.

“Well?” he asked, setting it aside.

“I’m hired,” she said simply.

Her brother’s shout of joy ended in a cough, but his eyes shone when he caught his breath.

“Really? What’s he like? Is he as terrible as they said?”

Eliza thought of gray eyes that couldn’t quite see her but had somehow seen her more clearly than anyone had in years. Of rusty laughter that had transformed a marble face into something almost human. Of a rage that vibrated beneath aristocratic control like a volcano on the edge of eruption.

“He’s... complicated,” she said at last. “And I think he could destroy me if I’m not careful.”

“Then be careful.”

“I will,” she promised , though part of her knew it was already too late for careful.

She had seen something in Nicolas Whitmore that she recognized in herself. That desperation hidden under layers of control. That hunger for something beyond mere survival.

It was dangerous to recognize your own darkness in another person’s eyes. It was even more dangerous to feel drawn to it.

*****
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THAT SAME NIGHT, NICOLAS remained in the music room long after Eliza had gone, his fingers tracing absently along the out-of-tune keys of the pianoforte.

The instrument had been his mother’s. She had played every afternoon, filling Castlemere House with music that made even his austere father smile. She died when Nicolas was fifteen, and no one had touched it since.

Until today. Until a strange woman with a husky, bell-like voice and not an ounce of self-preservation had criticized him for abandoning it.

“If something mattered to me enough to keep it, it would matter to me enough not to let it go to ruin.”

Her words had been a slap. An uncomfortable truth he had been avoiding for years.

He kept the piano because getting rid of it would mean admitting his mother was truly gone. But letting it fall out of tune was a self-imposed punishment, a constant reminder that beautiful things did not last.

That he destroyed everything he touched.

The air in the music room smelled of dust and old wood. He could hear the clock on the mantelpiece ticking, counting the seconds with relentless precision. Every sound was sharper now, every texture more defined. His world had narrowed to what he could touch, hear, smell.

And today he had smelled the faint scent of lavender when Eliza Bancroft moved close to him. Cheap soap, nothing sophisticated, but clean and honest , like herself.

“Your Grace?” Higgins at the door. “Do you need anything before you retire?”

“Tomorrow,” he said slowly, “contact a piano tuner.”

A surprised pause.

“Sir?”

“The pianoforte. It needs to be tuned.”

“Of course, Your Grace.” Higgins could not quite conceal his satisfaction. “Anything else?”

He thought of Eliza Bancroft: her no-nonsense voice, her fearlessness, the way she had treated him like a man rather than a tragedy. The way her presence had filled the room with energy he hadn’t felt in years.

“Yes.” He turned toward where he knew Higgins was standing. “Prepare the study for extended reading sessions. I believe this reader will last more than a week.”

“Truly, sir?”

“She’s... different.”

“Different how?”

He considered the question, running his fingers one last time across the out-of-tune keys. They produced discordant sounds, but tomorrow they would be fixed. Tomorrow he would begin repairing what he had allowed to fall apart.

“I’m not certain yet. But for the first time in two years, I find myself curious to find out.”

He left the music room, his walking stick tapping the floor at its steady rhythm. He knew every inch of this house in the dark. Every step, every turn, every door. It was his prison and his refuge.

But tomorrow Eliza Bancroft would walk back into it, bringing her brutal honesty and her complete absence of pity.

That night, in his room, as the familiar gray darkness wrapped around him, Nicolas Whitmore found himself looking forward to morning for the first time in two years.

And in a narrow room in Cheapside, Eliza Bancroft lay awake staring at the cracked ceiling, wondering what had stirred to life in a duke’s music room.

Something had changed. In the air between them, in the way his voice had softened when he laughed, in the way he had said her name.

Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow everything will change.

She was right. But neither she nor Nicolas was prepared for how.
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Chapter Two
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Eliza arrived at Castlemere House at eight fifty-five in the morning, five minutes before the agreed time.

She had spent the previous night awake, oscillating between excitement and terror. Employment. Money. William would live. But also , what on earth had she gotten herself into? When she finally slept, she dreamed of gray eyes that saw her without seeing, of voices that dripped ice, of out-of-tune pianos playing sad songs.

She woke at five, unable to fall back asleep.

William had been better that morning, buoyed by the news of the job.

“Five pounds, Liza. Five pounds! We could buy meat. Real meat, not just bones for broth.”

The hope in his voice had made everything worth it.

Now, standing before the imposing door of Castlemere House, Eliza smoothed her gray dress. It was the best she had, though the hem still showed a discreet mend. She knocked with a confidence she didn’t entirely feel.

Grieves opened the door almost immediately.

“Miss Bancroft. Punctual, I see.”

“The duke insisted he detests tardiness.”

“Among many other things.” Grieves guided her inside. “His Grace awaits you in his study. This way, please.”

Nicolas Whitmore’s study was exactly what she had expected and nothing like she had imagined, both at once.

It was large, probably the size of her entire apartment in Cheapside , with tall windows letting in the morning light. The walls were lined with books, hundreds of them, floor to ceiling. A rolling ladder allowed access to the upper shelves, and the smell was intoxicating: old paper, leather, something that smelled of laboratory chemicals, and beneath it all, that woody scent with notes of lemon she had noticed yesterday.

Nicolas’s scent. But the chaos. Good Lord, the chaos.

Books stacked in precarious piles on every available surface. Papers covering the massive mahogany desk in a disorder that screamed “system” but appeared to be pure anarchy. Ink bottles, some overturned. Quills, some broken. What appeared to be scientific instruments mixed in with official correspondence.

Nicolas stood by the window, his back to the door. Impeccably dressed: dark jacket, perfectly pressed trousers, a cravat knotted with the precision that only expert hands could achieve. But there was tension in his shoulders that shouted discomfort.

“Punctual,” he said, without turning. “Impressive. The last reader arrived twenty minutes late with an elaborate story about impossible traffic.”

“I’m punctual because I’m paid for my time, Your Grace. Arriving late would be theft.”

He turned, and Eliza received a second blow from his appearance.

In the morning light he was even more devastating. The sun illuminated his profile, casting shadows that accentuated the line of his jaw, the perfect curve of his lips. His gray eyes caught the light, giving them an almost silver quality.

But it was the deep circles under his eyes that caught her attention.

“Did you sleep badly?” she asked, before remembering she probably shouldn’t comment on the duke’s personal appearance on her first real day.

He went still.

“I beg your pardon?”

“You have dark circles.” She touched her own face, then remembered he couldn’t quite see her clearly. “And you’re holding your walking stick tighter than necessary. As if your head hurts.”

There was a long pause. Then:

“How...?”

“My father had migraines. Storms made them worse.” She shrugged. “I recognize the signs. There was a storm last night.”

How the devil did she notice that? Nicolas thought. The other readers barely looked at him, too busy avoiding “inappropriate” eye contact. This woman was studying him as if he were a puzzle to solve.

“How... perceptive.” Something in his voice softened by a degree. “Yes, I slept badly. Storms affect me now. Changes in pressure.”

“Would you like me to come back tomorrow? If it hurts too much...”

“No.” His tone hardened again, as if gentleness were a weakness requiring immediate correction. “You’ve already wasted enough time getting here. Sit down. There, by the window. The light will be better for your eyes.”

It was a considerate gesture that contradicted his brusque tone. Eliza filed it away mentally: this man says one thing and does another.

She sat in the indicated chair, noticing how the morning light did fall perfectly on the space. He had thought this through, had measured and calculated the best place for her to read comfortably.

While pretending not to care in the slightest.

“We’ll begin with this.” He took a book from his desk with a
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