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      Even after five years as a courtesan, Evelina Comerford didn’t take comfort in sparkling balls, the wicked masquerades or the erotic dance of the chase. No, she was, at heart, still a simple woman. And tonight, since her longtime protector, Harold Talbot, the Duke of Southwater, had left her early, she was indulging in equally simple pleasures.

      She’d had a decadent chocolate tart, taken a long, hot bath sweetened with orange essence and now she sat tucked into her bed in a flannel nightrail, reading the latest gothic masterpiece she and her sisters had been sharing. And it was not even nine at night. Bliss.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy it when Harry stayed with her. She’d been with the duke for nearly two years. His mistress, but certainly more than that. He was the love of her life. She told anyone who asked the same and she knew he loved her, even if he rarely said the words. He always handled her gently whether that was when they danced or when they fell into their bed. There was value in that, certainly no one knew that better than herself. She enjoyed his touch, they made love twice weekly at this house and he often stayed and shared breakfast with her. Life was perfectly fine.

      Well, perhaps not fine. She set her book aside with a little sigh as thoughts troubled her. The same thoughts that had been bothering her for the last few months. Ever since her beloved older sister, Arabella, had nearly been killed after their estranged father had kidnapped her. That awful night Evelina had begged Harry to help, to go with Arabella’s now-husband, Silas, to find her.

      Harry had refused. There had been no bending him. He didn’t wish to be part of a scandal and he had left her behind when she refused to depart with him. That night had shifted something between them, no matter how much she tried to forget it. To wish it away. To pretend it away.

      It was a scar on the otherwise smooth history of their affiliation, and it still hurt. Still made her angry even though she tamped both reactions down with all her might and never spoke of them to him or to her sisters. She just had to work harder to overcome those pesky emotions. Harry was, after all, otherwise a good companion and he had made a great deal of promises about her future. Even when he married to make his heirs and spares, he had declared he would continue to offer her a life as his beloved companion, one filled with comfort and his affection. A courtesan didn’t walk away from something like that just because a gentleman didn’t rush to her aid every time she requested it. To do so would be foolishness.

      There was a light knock on her door and she started from her spiraling thoughts. “Yes?”

      “I beg your pardon, Miss Comerford,” her maid, Deborah, said as she entered the chamber. “There’s been a message delivered, from the Duke of Southwater.”

      Evelina caught her breath as she set her book aside and got up from her comfortable cocoon to receive the note. It wasn’t like Harry to reach out after they’d been together for a night, but he had been a little odd that evening. They’d eaten supper and were supposed to go to the opera, but he had cried off. They’d made love and then he’d left her and seemed distracted when he said his goodbyes.

      Perhaps something was wrong.

      She nodded to Deborah. “I’ll ring if the duke intends to return or if I require anything else. Thank you.”

      Her maid bobbed out a nod and left her. Evelina rushed to the seat before her fire and sank into the comfortable cushion to break the seal on the folded sheets and read whatever was within.

      
        
        Dear Miss Comerford.

      

      

      Evelina blinked at the address. Miss Comerford? Harry hadn’t addressed her so formally for years. It was always Evelina. Her heart raced and she had to force herself to read the next line as the sense of impending doom filled her.

      
        
        I cannot express to you my appreciation of our time spent together these last two years. You have been a fine companion. However, these sorts of arrangements always have their end and I’m afraid that is where we have arrived.

      

      

      Now Evelina couldn’t breathe at all as she stared at Harry’s even, careful hand and those shocking, hateful words written in it.

      
        
        The home I have let for you will remain available to you for the next month so that you may take your time in vacating it. And I have arranged for my solicitor to settle you with one thousand pounds, to be delivered in four monthly payments of two-hundred fifty pounds. This should provide for any gap in protector you may encounter, as well as provide you with an investment for your future. Please accept it, along with my thanks for the time we have shared.

        Yours Respectfully,

        Southwater

      

      

      Evelina couldn’t stop staring at the words swimming before her eyes, blurring in and out as she tried to make sense of them. But she couldn’t.

      She stood and staggered to her door, pulling her bell with a shaking hand. Deborah reappeared in what could have been only a moment but felt like a lifetime.

      “Yes, Miss—” Her servant stopped and her hands lifted to clench at her chest in worry. “Oh, Miss Comerford, you are pale as paper. Please let me help you, I fear you’ll fall over.”

      She caught Evelina’s elbow and helped her back to her seat at the fire. Evelina tried to find her breath to speak.

      “My—my sisters,” she gasped out. “I need you to send for my sisters. Tell them I’m—I’m not ill, but I need them to come to me. Now. Please.”

      There must have been something in Evelina’s face, because her maid didn’t ask questions or say anything else, but rushed from the room to do as she was told. Evelina knew Arabella and Julia would come to her side right away, assuming they were each home when her message arrived. Since neither lived very far away, they would likely be with her soon.

      So all she could do was wait, reading and re-reading Harry’s words, trying to find an explanation in two short paragraphs that ended two years of partnership and, she had believed, affection. But she could find nothing. She folded and unfolded the letter, as if reopening it would change what was to be found inside. She rubbed her eyes in the hopes she would wake from this nightmare. But the letter remained unchanged, as did her shock and horror at its contents.

      She was startled when there was a knock on her door again. When she glanced at the clock, she realized nearly an hour had passed since she received this horrid news. She hadn’t even reached the door when it flew open and Arabella and Julia rushed in together, faces pale with worry.

      “Oh, Evie,” Julia said as she tugged Evelina in for a hug. “You look terrible. What is it? What’s happened?”

      Evelina opened and closed her mouth, trying to find words and coming up mute instead. She extended a shaking hand at last and gave over the letter that had blown up her world and all her future and paced to the window so she wouldn’t have to see her sisters’ expressions when they read it.

      “Poxy bastard!” Arabella gasped out after a few moments had passed.

      Evelina did turn then, watched as Arabella threw the letter aside, her blue eyes bright with righteous anger. Her older sister had always been like that. Certain and ready to go to war if she felt someone needed it.

      Arabella was coming toward her as Julia bent to retrieve the discarded letter and read it again, her face as pale as Evelina’s felt.

      “I don’t understand,” Julia said softly. “Harry loves you. He loves you.”

      Those words pierced Evelina’s breaking heart and she bent over just as Arabella reached her. Her sister shored her up as she let out a long, pained wail that echoed in the room.

      “How could he love me, have ever loved me, and end things this way?” she sobbed, her breath coming short, tingling pain rushing through her chest and her limbs like claws scraping along every vein and nerve. “How? How could this happen?”

      She sank down then onto the settee, Arabella’s arms coming around her, Julia rushing to flank her on the opposite side as she sobbed out her confusion and heartbreak and the loss of every dream she had apparently foolishly allowed herself to have.

      Every dream that had been ripped away in a few cold words from a man whose heart she had so deeply misjudged.
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        One Month Later

      

      

      In the end, Evelina didn’t require the time Harry had granted her to move out of the home he’d gifted her. No, that wasn’t right. He hadn’t gifted it to her because a gift couldn’t be snatched away like her home and life had been. Every time that thought passed through her mind, Evelina tasted bitterness on her tongue and felt the same rush of pain and humiliation and anger as she had that first night when he’d ended things.

      Still, by the time that last day had passed, Evelina had already been comfortably settled in the home Arabella had been truly gifted by a protector years and years ago. Her sister and brother-in-law no longer lived there. After their recent marriage, they’d started over in a beautiful new home just half a mile farther into the city, so Evelina had the place to herself.

      She had hardly left the confines of her chamber since coming there. She couldn’t bear to do so. The idea of wandering around London, pretending all was well? Bumping into friends who would look at her with interest and pity? Potentially even seeing Harry for the first time and finding not love or affection in his stare but…nothingness?

      Impossible.

      And even if she had been strong enough of character to endure those things, she felt physically weak at present. She only wished to sleep and cry and revisit every moment of her relationship with Harry as if she could find the one scrap of time together that had caused the unexpected break.

      She had been pacing her chamber with these thoughts and flopped back on the bed at last, resting her forearm across her eyes as she let out a shuddering sigh.

      “Why?” she whispered, just as she had been whispering through every moment, every dream, every nightmare.

      There was a light knock on her door and she lifted her arm. “Yes?”

      When it opened, Julia stepped in. Her younger sister had moved out of Arabella’s house at just about the same time that Evelina had moved in. She’d made a match with a new protector and was settling into life as the mistress of…God, what was he? An earl or a viscount or something? He never came around, so it was hard to make a measure of him or even create a memory strong enough to recall any facts about him.

      “Julia,” she said, and tried to force a smile so her sister wouldn’t give her the same worried and pitying look that both her siblings seemed to have permanently ready to flash across their lovely faces.

      “Dearest,” Julia said, and entered. She crossed to Evelina and sat beside her on the bed, enveloping her in the kind of hug one gave someone with a terrible illness or a broken bone.

      Sometimes the situation did feel so dire.

      “What are you doing here? I thought you’d be flitting about with your new protector.”

      “Laurence was busy with his cousin this evening,” Julia said with a slightly sour look to her expression. “Alexander Castleton doesn’t approve of me, I suppose. Gives me the most irritated looks when he deigns to look at me at all.”

      “Castleton!” Evelina said. “Viscount Laurence Castleton. I couldn’t recall his name.”

      Julia gave her a playful glare. “I hope you’ll have a great deal of time to learn it. At any rate, I was free and longed to see you. Not just see you, I so want to go out with you.”

      Evelina let out her breath in a little huff. “Oh, good Lord. Has Arabella sent you here to perform charity work? Did you two draw straws for who would have to beg me to go out and then ferry me around while I looked ghostly and tragic?”

      “Of course not, you’ve been reading too many novels,” Julia said, folding her arms. But her sweet sister had never been very good at covering her emotions and it was evident Evelina had struck close to the truth. She rolled her eyes when Evelina arched a brow at her. “We did discuss that one of us should approach you with this idea. Arabella thought you’d use Silas as an excuse against her, so I volunteered most enthusiastically.”

      “Silas as an excuse?” Evelina said. “What does that mean?”

      She truly adored Arabella’s new husband. He was devilishly handsome, quick to laugh, entirely wicked and also completely devoted to her sister. Plus, he had been nothing but kind to Evelina since the end of her relationship. He’d helped whenever he was needed and treated her with nothing but care. He’d even made her laugh a few times when all she wanted to do was cry. How could one not adore him?

      “Oh, Arabella says that anytime she tries to push you, you tell her to go spend time with Silas. You tell her she’s a newlywed and ought to still be wearing out every piece of furniture in that big new house of theirs.”

      Evelina pursed her lips. “Well. I’m correct on that score. She really should be enjoying her marriage, not worrying about her silly sister who should have known better than to trust the promises of a protector.”

      Julia’s expression softened and she covered Evelina’s hand. “Oh, Evie. That wasn’t your failing, but his. He never should have made those promises if he didn’t intend to keep them.”

      “We don’t need to talk about it in circles all over again, everyone must be getting tired of it.” Evelina withdrew her hand and got up to pace to the window. “I truly don’t wish to go out.”

      Julia frowned. “Please.” She moved to the window, as well and reached up to brush some hair away from Evelina’s forehead. “Come on, lovie, it’s just you and me, isn’t it? I miss spending time with you. I miss laughing with you. Please, won’t you come with me and go gaming at Flynn’s?”

      Evelina shut her eyes with a long sigh. This was the last thing she wanted, but she’d very rarely been able to deny her sweet baby sister. Julia knew exactly how to bat her eyelashes and get what she wanted. And she’d picked the location of her request well, too. Harry hadn’t ever liked Flynn’s and had only gone there when Evelina dragged him. It was almost impossible that he would be there now.

      “Oh, very well,” she said with a shake of her head as Julia clapped her hands in delight. “I suppose the longer I stay locked up in my sad little dungeon, the harder it will ever be to return to the world. Might as well face the whispers now and start anew.”

      Julia squeezed her hands. “We are going to make you look so beautiful that no one will whisper about anything except how glorious you are. Come, I’ll ring the bell and we’ll pick a gown. I’d say either the blue with the silver roping or that pink thing that makes men drool when they look at your cleavage.”

      Her sister rushed across the room to ring for Deborah and Evelina found herself laughing, though it sounded rusty, indeed. She didn’t want to go out, but perhaps her sister was correct. Perhaps it was what she actually needed.

      And it was happening either way. So she might as well make the best of it.
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        * * *

      

      The last six months of the Earl of Blackburn’s life had been a living nightmare. Divorce was almost unheard of in any class, but certainly not often in the Upper Ten Thousand. And yet that was what Vaughn was enduring, first in private and now in scandalized and gossiping public. His wife of five years, Florence, had demanded the official divorce and the more he’d uncovered about her behavior behind his back, the more he’d realized this was truly the only way. Those facts didn’t reduce the humiliation when he went out in public and all eyes followed him.

      Even here in Flynn’s gambling hell where everyone was usually doing something worth talking about, he felt them watching him, heard his name flicker by on the wind. Wife. Divorce. Affair.

      Vaughn downed his second drink in less than twenty minutes and let the burn of the whisky recenter him. That was the idea, anyway, but it didn’t work. His mind kept spinning, kept taking him to dark places. Dark feelings. He hated everything and everyone, including himself. Perhaps mostly himself. What he wanted most was to lock himself away like some beast in a fairytale and never come out again. He was well on the way to that end, given that whenever anyone came close, he found himself growling and snapping.

      He never should have come out. And he was preparing to down yet another drink and then head back to his home and its drawn curtains when he saw a woman enter the hell.

      Evelina Comerford. Seeing her made the sting in his chest even worse, considering what he now knew about the end of his marriage. But he didn’t blame Evelina for that. He’d always liked the pretty courtesan, with her gentle disposition and bright laugh.

      As always, she stood out. She was wearing a bright pink frock that was dangerously low cut with paste jewels in a tantalizing trail along the midline. Her dark hair was spun up in soft curls that trailed artfully along her very bare shoulders. But her face…he saw the pain in her face even though she tried to hide it. A pain very like his own.

      She was with her younger sister, Julia Comerford, another of the infamous Comerford Courtesans, a group which included Evelina’s oldest sister, Arabella. Though, one could hardly call her a courtesan anymore. She’d recently married Silas Windham, who Vaughn had known vaguely in school and liked well enough.

      Evelina looked around the room for a moment, her lips pursed as if she were troubled. He understood that better than most. Then her gaze caught his and she gave a little smile and a tiny wave. She said something to her sister and then began across the room toward him. He was rather shocked she was doing so when it would only cause more talk, especially given the last twenty-four hours.

      But he had no intention to refuse her and stood as she arrived to him, inclining his head slightly. “Miss Comerford,” he said.

      She gave a rusty laugh. “Oh, my lord, you cannot revert back to Miss Comerford after years of calling me Evelina. Just because I’m no longer with Southwater doesn’t mean we aren’t friends.” She hesitated and there was a flicker of concern that entered her gaze. “Unless it does?”

      He shook his head. “Indeed, not. I would be honored to be counted as one of your friends. I think I prefer your friendship at any rate. Far less damaging.”

      She cocked her head as if she were confused by that statement and then her expression became lined with pity. “We haven’t seen each other in some time. I wanted to say how sorry I am, my lord.”

      He reached out for the drink he’d set on the bar top behind him when she approached and downed what remained in one burning gulp. “As am I for you. How are you coping with all this?”

      “Well, it’s been a month since Harry and I parted ways.” She smiled but it was clearly forced. “And a courtesan must be sensible, mustn’t she?”

      He wrinkled his brow because it felt like they were holding two separate conversations. “I suppose. But I meant about everything that’s come out in the last day or so. It must trouble you, even if you play off the importance of the affiliation.”

      “I—” She struggled for words for a moment, her brow wrinkling. “I’m not sure I take your meaning, my lord.”

      He felt the blood spiral away from his cheeks as he realized why there had been a disconnection in their interaction so far. Lord, what had he just done? He cleared his throat. “You—you didn’t know. You haven’t heard the news.”

      She was staring at him like a doe who’d been startled by a hunter. Like she was frozen with fear about whatever horror he was about to reveal. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He drew in a sharp breath and that self-loathing he’d been contemplating earlier rushed forward even more powerfully. “My good friend, your former lover, the Duke of Southwater has been fucking my wife. For over a year. And now they’re no longer hiding it. Apparently when this wretched divorce mess is finally resolved, he intends to marry her, scandal be damned.”

      Not a fragment of Evelina’s expression changed despite the words that burned his own soul. She was now blank and pale, the only revelation that this shocked or horrified her was the slightest flare to her nostrils. Slowly, she stepped back, hands clenched at her sides, and then she whispered one word.

      “Liar.”

      He had hoped she was being pretending her denial that she knew about anything going on. It was apparent now that she wasn’t. No matter how she schooled her reaction, his words had hit her like a sword in a battle and he hated himself for being the one who struck her down.

      “I’m sorry, Evelina, I truly thought you must have known. The courtesan network…”

      She shook her head. “I’ve been in hiding. And my sisters have been spending much of their time with me lately. Or else they knew but didn’t tell me. But no. No. You are wrong.”

      “I wish I was.”

      “No!” she repeated, this time more loudly and now those around them started to stare. She didn’t seem to care, not when her cheeks were bright with anger and hurt, her eyes wide with the same. “I don’t know why you would say such wretched things, but I don’t wish to speak to you anymore. Good night, Lord Blackburn.”

      She pivoted on her heel and stormed back off through the crowd.

      “Fuck,” Vaughn said, gripping his empty glass. He glared at the few people near him who were still staring and started across the room himself. However much he’d hated himself ten minutes ago, the feeling was now doubled. All he wanted to do was go home and bury himself in darkness and drink and ledgers so he wouldn’t hurt anyone else.
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        * * *

      

      Evelina dragged her sister onto the drive and waved frantically at her driver. The man appeared perplexed as it had hardly been a quarter of an hour since he brought the sisters here, but he started back up to the seat of the carriage regardless, tossing his cigar over the side of the vehicle as he did it.

      “What is wrong with you?” Julia asked, pulling her arm free and rubbing it like Evelina had gripped her too hard. “We only just arrived and then you grab me and drag me out to go home. What happened?”

      Evelina could hardly breathe and it took a few gasping attempts to formulate words. “Did you know?”

      “Did I know what?”

      “Don’t lie to me!” Evelina ground out. “Did you know?”

      Julia shook her head and her concern was becoming more and more clear, as well as her confusion. “I promise you, I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Evelina tended to believe her. Not only did her sister look truthful, there was the fact that she’d told Julia that she was going to speak to Blackburn upon their arrival. Evelina had to assume that if Julia had known anything about his horrible accusations she would have said something. Surely her sweet sister wouldn’t be so cruel. Arabella wouldn’t either, but Arabella was also far more likely to know the truth and hide it.

      The carriage pulled up to where they stood and she looked up at her driver as Julia got into the vehicle. “Take me to Arabella and Silas’s.”

      “Yes, miss,” he said, and she must have appeared quite wild, because he seemed as concerned as Julia. That seemed to be what she inspired now: quiet pity and worry. She ignored the humiliation of that fact and threw herself into the carriage across from Julia.

      “Please, what is going on?” Julia asked. “I know you didn’t want to go out at all tonight, but when you came across that room like the demons of hell themselves were at your heels and dragged me out…you are frightening me.”

      “Is Harry with Lady Blackburn?”

      Julia blinked a few times. “I—what?”

      “Countess Blackburn,” she repeated. “The earl’s wife. They are divorcing, it’s all the scandal. Is Harry with her? Has he been fucking her for a year?” Her voice elevated on the last word and she struggled for breath to calm herself.

      “That cannot be possible,” Julia said with a small shake of her head. She looked as shocked as Evelina felt. She wasn’t certain whether to be relieved or even more horrified at that fact.

      “So you hadn’t heard this horrible rumor, you didn’t drag me there knowing it?”

      Julia caught her hand. “You ask me that, truly? You think that I would bring you to a lion’s den without warning you if I’d heard such a dreadful thing?”

      “No.” Evelina whispered, trying desperately to control her wild emotions so she wouldn’t burst into loud tears. “No. I cannot think you would ever be so cruel. You aren’t capable of it. But Arabella…”

      “Arabella isn’t capable of such a thing, either!” Julia burst out.

      “Not of cruelty, no. But of trying to protect me by lies of omission? Oh, yes.”

      “But she wouldn’t have sent me to take you out without telling me, at least.”

      That made sense and it calmed Evelina a little. “No. You’re right. Still, I need to ask her. To look her in the face and see that she didn’t try to protect me even while she left me open to such a horrible revelation.”

      The sisters stared at each other a moment and Julia shivered. “Oh, Evie, is it true? Could the duke have done such a thing?”

      “It’s a lie!” she said. “Harry may be many things, I may not understand his motives in ending things with me, but I cannot and I will not believe that he would be so cruel as to take his friend’s wife in such a public manner. He is not so craven as that.”

      Julia didn’t seem fully convinced, but she asked, “And who told you?”

      “Blackburn himself.”

      “Oh.”

      Her sister’s gaze dropped away and Evelina folded her arms. “Why do you say it like that? Why oh like you pity me?”

      Julia shifted on the carriage seat. “I-I only wonder what motive the earl would have for lying. The scandal around him is so loud and horrible already that it will likely never be fully forgotten. Why would he add to it?”

      Evelina shifted. She didn’t want to consider that very rational question overly long. Or think about the true pain and burning rage in Blackburn’s startling green eyes when he told her.

      “Well…” She tried to find a reason. “As you say, the scandal is complete anyway. Why wouldn’t he say something so horrible about the countess, even if just to form some kind of sympathy for himself?”

      “But haven’t he and Harry known each other since school?” Julia asked. “Why would he be so cruel to his old friend? You knew him a bit before, was that his character?”

      “No.” There was no hesitation to her answer. As much as she wanted to paint Blackburn with a liar’s brush, she couldn’t act as though he hadn’t always been decent and honorable in any interaction she’d exchanged with him. He’d actually always been her favorite amongst Harry’s friends. The one she enjoyed talking to and interacting with most.

      But to believe Blackburn to be honest was far more painful than to think she’d simply misjudged him for years.

      “Perhaps he’s been misled,” she said, trying to find some middle ground where they could both be right. “Told this untruth by some third party in order to put a wedge between him and his dearest friend in a time of need. There are some who might find sport in such behavior. The men of the ton can be wretched.”

      “That is certainly true,” Julia said softly, and then took Evelina’s hand. “One way or another, we’ll determine the truth of it. I’ve been out of the courtesan network loop these past weeks as I’ve settled in with Laurence, and I know Arabella is still solely focused on Silas and the life they’re building, but no one can get to the crux of a rumor faster than our dear sister.”

      “Yes,” Evelina said, and yet she felt dread not anticipation of that fact. A deep fear that Blackburn hadn’t been lying. That the very small shreds she had left from her life with Harry were about to be burned at last, disintegrated on a fire of humiliation and lies and pain.

      The carriage slowed as it turned into the drive in front of Arabella and Silas’s new home. Evelina exited the vehicle without waiting for assistance and hardly looked up at the lovely white brick-faced home with its latticed terraces and brightly painted shutters.

      She pushed past Barnaby, Arabella’s longtime butler who had gone with her to the new home, and strode down the hallway, Julia at her heels, saying her name, though it sounded like it was all underwater. Far away.

      The door to the one of the parlors was partially shut, but there was bright light flowing from it into the hallway and Evelina went to it. She pushed inside and found her sister perched on her new husband’s lap, fingers threaded through his thick hair as he looked up at her in pure, unadulterated love and passion.

      Evelina flinched and dropped her gaze. Walking in on something sensual was one thing, but intruding upon such connection felt wrong. It also made her chest ache, like she’d lost something, though she didn’t know that she’d ever felt such naked affection as what she saw on her sister’s face.

      The couple glanced toward her and there was no embarrassment on their expressions. Not that there ever could be. Silas and Arabella were like two sparks who had come together in explosive flame. They gave very little care to how others saw them and were known to passionately kiss on the street, race in the parks and cackle at bawdy jokes they whispered to each other no matter the company.

      Evelina had never been so happy for her sister, but at that moment she had to shove all her complicated feelings aside as Arabella slowly got up from Silas’s lap and tilted her head.

      “Evie? And Julia. What in the world are you doing barging into my parlor at eleven at night?”

      Silas’s gaze flitted over Evelina’s face and any softness he’d exhibited toward Arabella fled. “What’s wrong?” he asked, coming to his feet, his posture suddenly on guard.

      Evelina swallowed. She’d come here to confront Arabella, but now that she was standing before her, she didn’t know how to formulate the words. How to demand answers that she didn’t truly want. That she didn’t think she could bear.

      “Is it true?” she asked, and hated how her voice shook and barely carried.

      “True?” Arabella repeated with a blank expression. She stepped forward slowly and reached out to take Evelina’s hand. “I don’t know what you mean, dearest.”

      “Is it true?” Evelina repeated, this time sharper. “Is Harry with the Countess of Blackburn? Has he been with her since long before we parted? Is he…is he planning to marry her when this nastiness of the divorce is over?”

      Arabella caught her breath as Evelina asked every pointed, painful question. She glanced at Silas and their eyes met, and in that moment Evelina had every answer she’d sought. She felt her knees give out a fraction and Silas leapt forward to catch her elbow, steady her.

      She yanked away and took a long step back. “You did know!”

      Arabella let out a shaky breath. “I-I had heard a few whispers in the last few days. I’d heard he had someone new and that there were hints of a scandal about it all. But⁠—”

      “And why didn’t you tell me?” Evelina interrupted, fisting her hands at her sides and wishing it made them shake less.

      “Because he hurt you,” Arabella said. “And I didn’t want to hurt you further until I could meet with Simone and get all the information available.”

      Evelina flinched. Simone was the courtesan who had helped Arabella and both her sisters when they entered into the life years ago. She was a true friend and one of the sharpest people Evelina had ever met. Of course, Arabella would look to her for the truth.

      She reached out to steady herself on the nearest chair before she collapsed into it with a thunk. She stared at the fire rather than her sisters and brother-in-law. “Could it be true? That Harry could really be with Lady Blackburn? That he was with her behind my back all the while he told me I was the true love of his life and that he would only marry for duty?” She flinched as she thought of Lord Blackburn’s crestfallen expression earlier in the night. “Could it be true that he would do something so horrible to his friend, a man who I never saw be anything but kind and supportive to him?”

      Arabella dropped down to her knees before Evelina and cupped her cheeks. They held gazes for a long moment and she could see how much her sister hurt for her. That had always been their way. Their pains were shared, they protected each other, sometimes to their own detriment.

      “I will go to Simone first thing in the morning,” Arabella said. “I’ll detangle her from the arms of whatever lover she’s entertaining at present, and I will find out.”

      Evelina looked past her sister to the fire again and shook her head. “No. No, I need to find out myself. I need to do this myself.”

      “Evie, that cannot be wise,” Arabella whispered. “It could only hurt you more.”

      Evelina blinked down at her. “Nothing could hurt me more, could it? There must be an end to it at some point.”

      Her sister’s expression softened, but even as Arabella embraced her, as Julia joined their sisterly hug and Silas went to pour her a very strong drink, Evelina already knew the answer in her heart. Just as she’d known it when Blackburn told her, no matter how strenuously she denied it.

      She just couldn’t understand it.
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