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  Chapter 1
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January 1880


Mr. Ethan Martens was not at all what Memory expected.  
She’d been expecting someone plain and paunchy, with thinning hair and abundant muttonchops. Perhaps some spectacles. Those little ones that perched on the tip of a nose, so the wearer might peer over them and convey deep disappointment in embarrassing relatives with naught but a single look. 
In short, she’d been expecting her brother. 
She was wholly unprepared for the lean, broad-shouldered man who regarded her now from his armchair. A man with a full head of chestnut brown hair, and a clean-shaven jaw that had no business being that chiseled.
She was also unprepared to be tossed from his house before she could even speak. 
Afterwards, perhaps. But certainly not before.  
“I’m afraid you have traveled here for nothing, Miss Bane. This will not work.”
Memory gaped. 
“Pardon me, sir?”
“This will not work,” he said again. “You are too young for this role. My sister needs a mature and experienced companion to see to her needs. I’m sorry to have wasted your time. Bodley, the coach please.” A curt address to his butler. Then, to Memory, “He’ll return you to the train station.”
Too young? Memory had been called many things in her nine and twenty years — too old, too poor, too scandalous — but never too young. Why, just yesterday she’d discovered a single strand of grey lurking among her dark locks. And who was he to say she was too young? He could not possibly be a day over thirty!
Bodley scurried into the white void from whence Memory had come not ten minutes earlier. It had been a miserable four-hour journey from the train station, with nothing but the snow and wind for company and nothing but a wool blanket for warmth. The Martens residence had been a most welcome sight — an old Tudor affair, timbers warped with age, hunkered on the desolate moor like a grizzled sentry at the edge of the world. Smoke streamed from its red-brick chimneys, promising warmth and food and rest. She'd nearly cried with relief upon stepping inside, thinking it the end of her frigid ordeal.
Apparently, it was not.  
Memory swallowed back a laugh. Or perhaps a sob. She was too much in shock to tell.  
A deep breath shifted the chain around her neck, its delicate links still chilled from her wintry journey. Determination took hold as she felt the small weight of the pendant between her breasts. She would not go back. She needed this position. If Mr. Martens wanted ‘mature,’ then she would give it to him. 
“I assure you, sir, I am more than qualified. I have cared for nieces and nephews much younger than Miss Emily. I have faced dirty diapers, and fevers, and frogs let loose in my bedchamber. Miss Emily’s needs cannot possibly be more challenging than that. I’m confident we’ll get along famously.” 
Memory looked to the young woman seated at the window, quietly engrossed in her embroidery. She’d said not a single word since Memory arrived, and in fact seemed hardly aware of her surroundings. Memory was not perturbed – she had expected this. The advertisement had been quite forthright about Miss Emily Martens and her condition. If only it had mentioned her insufferable brother…
“Your experience sounds more suited to a governess, or a nursemaid.” Mr. Martens rose from his chair, passing Memory with hardly a glance, and went to stand by his sister. “Emily is a woman of twenty, and a very quiet one at that. No doubt you’ll be bored.”
“On the contrary, sir.” Memory struggled to keep her voice even. “That sounds like a welcome change of pace.” 
He made no reply. The cursed man was staring out the window now, his back to her. Dismissing her.
Memory followed his gaze, heart sinking as a gust of wind rattled the windowpanes. The snowstorm had only grown more fierce since she arrived, sleeting down in horizontal sheets and collecting in the windowsill with alarming rapidity. Surely he did not mean to send her out in that?
She stared at his broad, arrogant back, an awful suspicion beginning to take hold. The advertisement had been everything she’d hoped for: companion to a young woman, in a remote house on the moors, owned by a gentleman of comfortable means but no social standing – at least, no standing that mattered to those in her circle. Memory had been ecstatic. Here was a chance to make her own way, to lead a quiet, comfortable life away from all those who knew her, and knew what she had done. 
Or so she had thought. Perhaps she’d been too optimistic about that last part. Why else would he be so eager to see her gone?
“You voiced no objection to my experience when you offered me this position, Mr. Martens. Or was that not your letter I received?”
That arrogant back stiffened. A satisfying sight – petty though it was to admit. However, if Memory was to be dismissed out of hand, after traveling an entire day to get here, he could at least do her the honor of explaining himself. She stiffened her own spine, bracing for the inevitable discomfort.
“As your objections did not arise until you met me, I can only surmise there is something about my person that offends you. I would know what it is, sir, so that I might avoid such embarrassment in the future.”
He turned sharply at that, brow furrowed as he met her gaze for the first time. 
Here, again, she was unprepared. 
Memory’s breath caught as eyes the color of a spring sky locked on hers. The look in them was far from disappointed. Warmth suffused her cheeks as they traveled over her hair, her lips, her neck, and lower still before darting guiltily back to her face. 
She ought to have been outraged. A proper woman would have been outraged. But her own gaze was too fixed on the curve of his lips, her mind too preoccupied with that chiseled jawline. Was the rest of him equally well-defined?
The weight of the pendant against her pounding heart brought Memory to her senses, that stirring heat doused by a rush of shame.    
Not again.
This man was about to throw her out in a blizzard. She ought to be slapping that jaw, not admiring it. 
“I do not find you offensive, Miss Bane,” Mr. Martens said gruffly, turning back to his window. “You are simply too young for this position. That is all.”
Memory narrowed her eyes. Odd, that he should continue to hide behind this excuse. For an excuse it surely was. But if he did know of her past, what purpose was there in hiding that fact, when she had so blatantly invited his candor?
“If there was an age requirement, sir, you might have mentioned that in your advertisement. Had I known, I would not have bothered to reply. Nor traveled all this way. In the snow.”
He ran a hand over his face, releasing a weary sigh. “An oversight I shall soon correct, I assure you.”
A blast of freezing air announced Bodley’s return. White powder coated his jacket and clung to his eyebrows and mustache. “I’m afraid it’s no good, sir. The snow’s too deep. We’d be lucky to make it to the front door, nevermind the station.” The butler eyed Memory sympathetically. “My deepest apologies, Miss. I hate to detain you, but it’s simply not safe.”
“Don’t trouble yourself on my account, please,” Memory assured him, beaming. Thank goodness! Mr. Martens could not possibly throw her out now.
Could he? 
He remained at the window, fists clenched, jaw ticking. Memory watched apprehensively, wondering if she had imagined that heated gaze of his, or the claim that he did not find her offensive. He must be offended by something, for why else would this turn of events make him so angry? Even if she were not fit for the job – which she was, she was sure of it – surely it was no great burden to provide shelter for the evening?
The air in the room stilled, its occupants holding their breath as they awaited its master’s edict. Even Miss Emily emerged from her introspection, stitching hand paused as she stared at her brother.
“You may stay the evening, Miss Bane,” he finally ground out. He spun from the window, blue eyes flashing in displeasure. “But first thing tomorrow, you must be on your way.”
She forced a grateful smile. As if he were granting the greatest of favors, and not the bare minimum of decency. Her eyes darted towards Miss Emily as the girl resumed working, stoic expression giving no hint to her feelings. Memory felt a stab of pity for her – not only for her condition, but for having no company but a handful of servants and a rude, overbearing lout of a sibling.  
“As it seems we are all to be trapped inside this evening, I wonder if I might pass the time with Miss Emily? Even if I am too young to be her paid companion, I hardly think I am too young to be her friend.”
Mr. Martens’ gaze softened as he looked at his sister. An undeniably tender expression that tugged at Memory’s heartstrings. 
Very well, perhaps he was not a lout. But he was still rude and overbearing. A fact only reinforced when he turned to her once more, eyes growing cold and hard as he took her in.
“Do as you wish, Miss Bane,” he grumbled. “But you will not change my mind.”
Triumph swelled in her breast, but Memory pushed it down, striving for a look of serene indifference as he strode past her and left the room.
They would see about that.

      ***Memory made a valiant effort to engage her would-be employer over dinner that evening, but after an hour of monosyllabic grunts and stony silences, her determination was starting to wear thin. 
Mr. Martens perched in his chair as if expecting to rise from it at any moment, gaze darting to the windows throughout their meal. Memory could only surmise he was checking on the weather, to gauge when his unwanted houseguest might reasonably be tossed out on her rear.
She could not think what she had done to offend him. Her correspondence had been sent in good faith, answering all his questions with complete honesty. His letters in return had seemed pleasant enough. He had not forbade her from talking to Miss Emily – surely, if he found her character objectionable, he would not allow such a corrupting influence near his sister?
Memory bit her lip as dinner concluded and they moved to the drawing room, appalled to feel the heat of tears pressing against her eyes. She had been so excited to leave her brother’s house. To be considered useful, instead of a lifelong burden. To escape the lurking contempt behind her sister-in-law’s smile. She thought anything would be better than that, but now…
Her family may not want her, but at least they would never consider tossing her out in the snow. Did she really want to work for this man?
The job itself was appealing. Miss Emily was entirely pleasant. The advertisement had warned that her demeanor could be off-putting to those who did not know her well, but Memory was growing fond of her, despite their short acquaintance. She could well imagine spending days in peaceful solitude with the girl’s calm, undemanding presence by her side. 
It would be the perfect situation, were it not for him. 
A swell of righteous indignation dried her tears before they could fall. She was tired of men dictating the direction of her life. And she was never one to back down from a challenge. She still had the evening to make her case, to show him maturity. This was not over yet.
Her gaze fell upon a rosewood piano tucked in the corner of the room, a booklet of curling sheet music slumped in the stand.
“Do you play, Miss Emily?” she asked brightly. 
Miss Emily remained silent, taking a seat on the sofa as if she had not heard.
“She hasn’t in a long time,” her brother answered. 
Did Memory imagine it, or did he sound a bit melancholy?
“Does she like music?”
His eyes hardened, chiseled jaw ticking. “Yes,” he admitted.
Excellent.
“I could play, if you like? I’m not the most accomplished musician, I admit, but I’ve received no complaints.”
He glanced at his sister, that tender look entering his eyes again. “That would be nice. Thank you.”
Memory blinked, shocked by this easy victory. And a little irked. It was hard to hate him when he so obviously adored his sister. 
She shook it off and took a seat at the piano. A fine layer of dust rose as she plucked up the yellowing sheet music, and went searching for a familiar tune. She settled on “Come Into the Garden, Maud,” having played it often enough that she was sure she wouldn’t make a fool of herself.
A large form suddenly appeared at her side, giving her a start. Memory stared up at the looming Mr. Martens, wondering what biting judgment he would pass on her now. But he only stared back, cocking an expectant eyebrow when the silence stretched uncomfortably long.
“…Would you like me to turn the pages?” he asked at length.
“Oh!” Heat crept up her neck. “Y-yes. Thank you.”
She took a deep breath and began to play. Though her eyes remained fixed on the music, every other sense was acutely tuned to the close, masculine presence nearby. Starched linen and shaving soap tinged the air, private, intimate scents that evoked a sense of comfort and familiarity. The heat of his body blocked the cold air of the parlor, as well as any awareness of what lay beyond the piano bench. She had a fleeting desire to burrow into that heat, to let it surround her entirely. Elegant fingers moved in her periphery, pushing the pages with languid grace, tempting her to take a closer look.
Memory did not realize she had finished until those fingers fell away, cold air rushing in once more as that large form stepped back.
“You do not give yourself enough credit, Miss Bane.”
The low voice dragged her attention up, into clear blue eyes that were softer than she had ever seen them. The room that had been freezing was suddenly far too warm. 
“You are more than accomplished.”   
Was she? She had not even heard the music.
“That’s kind of you,” she managed to croak, her throat inexplicably dry. 
Mr. Martens dipped his head in acknowledgement, then turned to look over his shoulder. Memory followed his gaze, gratified to find Miss Emily staring at them. Expressionless, as usual, but the fact she was aware of them at all seemed like good progress. 
A smile lit Memory’s face as she caught Mr. Martens eye again – then fell when his expression shuttered, becoming cold and distant once more.
“This changes nothing. You’ll depart first thing in the morning.”  

      ***Insufferable man.
Perhaps it was a good thing. Memory had come dangerously close to liking Mr. Martens. That in itself was not terribly concerning, but when combined with the way her body reacted to his nearness? That could become a very great problem indeed.
It was a cruel joke the universe played, that the most odious of men should often be the most beautiful. Or perhaps she had it the wrong way around. Perhaps they became odious because they were beautiful. But the order was of no consequence. The outcome remained: odious. She must remember that.  
Her pendant thumped lightly against her chest as she followed the housekeeper, Mrs. Lowell, up to her room that evening.
“I am sorry you won’t be staying with us, Miss Bane,” Mrs. Lowell said as they climbed the stairs. She was a pleasantly round woman with an equally pleasant personality, so far as Memory had seen. Most unlike her employer. “You seem a kind-hearted sort, and the company would be nice for Miss Emily.”
“I am sorry, too,” Memory replied. 
Some bitterness must have crept into her voice, for the housekeeper flashed a sympathetic smile.
“I apologize for Mister Ethan’s mood. He’s a nice man, truly. But he’s had a rough time of things these last few years. Ever since he lost his sister.”
“Miss Emily?” 
“Oh, aye, she’s part of it.” Mrs. Lowell beckoned her into a bedroom, glancing furtively into the hallway before closing the door. “But Miss Emily had a twin, you know. Miss Elizabeth.”
“I did not know.” Memory felt another pang of sympathy for the silent young woman. “I’m so sorry. How did she die?”
“Well…I do not like to gossip,” the housekeeper whispered, with an anticipatory look that said she very much did. “But we can’t rightly say that she is dead. Poor thing simply vanished one night. They found a trail of her clothes out on the moors, like she’d been tossing them off as she walked. Shoes and everything. Headed towards the river, it was, only they looked far and wide and never found her.” 
“How dreadful!” Memory shuddered to imagine anyone walking that desolate landscape in the middle of the night. Her lonely carriage ride had been awful enough. “Do they think the river carried her off, then?”
“That’s the strangest part, aye? That river’s hardly deep enough to drown a cat, let alone a girl of sixteen. And it goes to a mill a few miles on, so someone ought to have found her there, were it the case. They even dredged the mill pond, but…” Mrs. Lowell shrugged helplessly. “”Twas a terrible strain on the family. Mr. Ethan and his father — the late Mr. Martens — got into a great big row. Don’t know what it was about, but Mister Ethan stopped talking to him, and Miss Emily stopped talking to…well…everyone.” She shook her head. “Miss Emily has always been a little different, but she wasn’t always so quiet. I suspect the poor dear saw something. But if she did, she can’t say.”
Memory remained silent for a moment, absorbing this woeful tale. That would be a terrible strain, to lose a loved one and find another indelibly altered. Against her better judgment, she found her opinion of Mr. Martens softening a little. 
Just a little. 
A miniscule amount. 
He was still rude and inconsiderate. But then, stress and grief did not often leave people at their best.
Mrs. Lowell bade her goodnight and slipped out, leaving Memory alone with her thoughts as she prepared for bed. 
She could not help remembering the melancholy in Mr. Martens eyes, when they’d spoken of music. Nor the soft look he’d fixed on her afterwards, when he’d complimented her playing. Nor that intense look they’d shared in—
No.
She lifted the chain from her neck, pausing to clutch the small silver match safe suspended on it. It gleamed in the candlelight, M.B. engraved in elegant script amidst a swirling border of daisies, some parts rubbed nearly smooth from years of touching. Its hinged lid remained firmly closed, hiding three matches that had resided there since she first received it, and would reside there until she died. 
Memory’s vesta case. Her reminder of what happened when she allowed anything besides her head to do her thinking. 
Rubbing her thumb over it once more, she placed it on the nightstand and crawled into bed, though her thoughts were too turbulent to sleep just yet. She lay awake, staring into the dark, wondering how she might convince Mr. Martens to let her have this position. Would it be too undignified if she simply dropped to her knees and begged?
The storm seemed to have gentled. The wind no longer howled and battered the windows, leaving only the heavy, muffled silence of a world blanketed in snow. Normally a peaceful silence, but she could find no joy in it tonight. If the snow stopped, the carriage would leave, and Mr. Martens was determined to see her leave in it.
Just as she was starting to sink into frustrated despair, a sound drifted through the quiet. 
Humming.
The opening melody of “Come Into the Garden, Maud” in a clear, feminine voice.
Memory smiled, picturing Miss Emily humming to herself in the next room as she went about her evening toilette.
Someone, at least, appreciated her presence. 






  
  Chapter 2
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Memory awoke to a cold, white morning. She stared out the bedroom window, heartened by the deep snow drifts pushed against the house. And the sky was piling on more.  
Eager to see whether her fortunes had changed, she dressed and coiffed her hair, then reached to open the door, tucking her vesta case out of sight beneath her bodice. The moment she stepped out of the room, a large, solid body nearly knocked her back into it.
An involuntary squeak escaped her throat as a hand clamped around her arm, steadying her as she stumbled from the sudden collision. Her heart skipped a beat as she met the equally shocked face of Mr. Martens.
“I’m sor—” 
“Are you—?”
Memory stopped, waiting for him to finish, but the protracted silence suggested he was doing the same. Finally, he cleared his throat.
“Are you all right?” 
“Yes, thank you,” she replied unsteadily. He was still holding her arm, the heat of his touch warming her through the cotton sleeve. “I apologize, I should have watched where I was walking.”
His eyes widened as they glanced towards his hand, as if he had only just realized he was touching her. He let it drop, brows contracting in a scowl as he drew back. 
“Yes, you should have.”  
Equilibrium returned swiftly on the heels of indignation. ‘Mature.’ Show him ‘mature.’ Do not stoop to his level.
She nodded, pasting a sheepish smile on her face. “Am I still to depart this morning? I see the storm has resumed.”
His scowl deepened. He glanced over her head, to the window in the bedroom, and sighed. 
“No, Miss Bane. You may have one more day.”
She nodded again, trying very hard not to grin. But it came out anyway after he stalked away in an irritated huff.  

      ***“That is a lovely design.” Memory tilted her head to better view Miss Emily’s embroidery hoop, trying to ignore the third presence in the room. “What do you intend to make with it?”
Miss Emily, curled up in the bay window, remained focused on her stitches.
“Mine is a pillowcase,” Memory continued after several beats, lifting her own hoop to show. She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Try as I might, I fear I have never been the best needlewoman. That’s why I like to make pillowcases – they’re most often used after dark, when one is less likely to notice the stitches.”
Miss Emily’s eyes darted briefly in her direction, then returned to her work. A heartening sign. Memory soldiered on.
“Someday you must share your secret for such perfect satin stitches. Mine always seem to have gaps.”
Her musicale had gone over well, and Memory was determined to continue that trajectory. Though he had numerous faults, Mr. Martens had at least proved himself to be a loving brother, and if she could demonstrate her ability to bond with Miss Emily, he may be less likely to separate them. She’d been pleased when he joined them in the drawing room, thinking this the perfect opportunity to prove her worth.
But she was questioning that opportunity now.
Memory’s needle was even less steady than usual, her focus unsettled by the figure at the edge of her vision. She glanced surreptitiously at him, seated in his usual armchair with a book in his lap. Though ‘seated’ wasn’t quite accurate. ‘Coiled’ may be the better term. 
Mr. Martens was behaving much like he had at dinner last night. A storm cloud of nervous energy, like he anticipated needing to leap to his feet at any moment. She hadn’t heard him turn a page at all, and no wonder – his attention kept darting to the window again.
“Do you never cease staring out the window, Mr. Martens?”
He arched a brow, finally looking at her.
“Do you never cease chattering, Miss Bane?”
“Your advertisement requested ‘a woman of cheerful disposition, who is comfortable conversing with someone who is unlikely to converse back.’ Were those not your words?” 
His mouth thinned. 
She smiled sweetly. “You failed to answer my question, sir. Is your book so dreadfully boring? Or are you simply captivated by the snow?”
“You might find your stitching improved if you simply minded your work, instead of everyone else’s business.”
“And you might find that avoiding questions only makes one more determined to hear the answers.”
Memory arched a brow of her own, and waited. Within his glowering gaze, a hint of mischief sparked to life, sparking an unnerving little flutter in her chest.
“If you must know, I am very interested in the progress of this storm. For when it’s over, I can pack a certain lady into a carriage and send her on her way.”
“Oh dear.” She pressed a hand to her cheek in mock sympathy. “Is she dreadfully boring?” 
“If only. She has a habit of darting into hallways of a sudden, and nearly giving one an apoplexy.” 
She couldn’t help the grin tugging her mouth. “It’s a wonder your delicate constitution survived the encounter.”
“I’m fortunate to be alive, I daresay.” 
A wry smile curled his lips, giving him an irresistibly roguish air. Memory’s hopes soared.  
“Is there anything this lady might do to redeem herself?”
He remained quiet for a long moment, studying her with a heated look that turned the flutter in her chest into a full-on riot. 
“I may be inclined to forgive her if she’ll play a song for us again tonight.”
Her cheeks flamed. The cool weight of her vesta case pressed against her skin, warning her. She swallowed and turned back to her embroidery. “Well, for…for her sake I hope she does,” she finished lamely, all sense of playfulness fled.   
What was she thinking? She was supposed to be impressing him, not antagonizing him. And what was he thinking? Where was that curmudgeon she’d become acquainted with? 
His gaze weighed on her as she returned her attention to Miss Emily, who gave no indication she had heard nor cared about that exchange. Memory did her best to focus on her charge and her own stitching, but his long, lean form and mischievous blue eyes continued to plague her thoughts, even after he stood and left the room. 
It was ridiculous that Mr. Martens should preoccupy her so. Yes, he was pleasant to look at, but he was also capricious. One would think she’d have learned by now.
He was not a potential suitor. He was not a friend. He was a prospective employer, and nothing more. 
She could not afford to think of him as anything more.    

      ***Memory tossed and turned in her bed that night, unable to find a comfortable position that would carry her off to sleep. The snow-laden silence felt oppressive, reminding her that its pleasure was the only thing keeping her here. As soon as it stopped, her fate would be placed in Mr. Martens’ hands. Had she done enough to change his mind? 
Despair crept in at the thought of returning to her brother’s house. She never called it ‘home.’ ‘Home’ was a place one belonged, where the people welcomed you instead of simply tolerated you. A place where the neighbors left calling cards and came for tea, instead of avoiding your eye on the street.
She did not wish to go back there. Hence why she was so desperate to stay here, with another man who seemed keen to be rid of her. 
But, as the memory of a heated blue gaze made her pulse jump, she feared there might be more to it.     
A soft sound broke the silence. Memory held her breath, listening.
Humming again. 
A smile twitched her lips, a little glow of tenderness chasing away her worries. She had played for the Martens again that evening, choosing some jauntier tunes this time, but Miss Emily was once again humming “Come Into the Garden, Maud.” It must be a favorite.
However, it was very late for the young woman to be awake. Everyone had turned in hours ago. Memory frowned and rose from her bed, deciding to check. She wasn’t sleeping anyway. Perhaps she might help.
The moonlit snow outside spared her the need for a candle. Cool, dim light bathed the hallway as she stepped out and padded to the door beside hers. The humming’s volume grew, then receded, then grew again. As if someone were pacing the room.
“Miss Emily?” Memory whispered, knocking softly. 
The humming continued, uninterrupted.
“Do you need anything?” 
She waited several beats before turning the handle, cracking it open just wide enough to peer inside.
The humming stopped.
Miss Emily lay in bed, one arm thrown up around her head in restful abandon. It was too dark to see whether her eyes were open, but the soft snores and utter stillness in which she lay gave every impression of a deep sleep.  
Memory glanced around the room, wondering if perhaps she had heard someone else. But she found nothing and no one that might explain it.
Nonplussed, she quietly slid the door shut, and returned to bed. 






  
  Chapter 3
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Sunlight had always been a pleasant thing to wake up to, but Memory struggled to remember why as she peeked out her window the following morning. The light on the snow nearly blinded her and sent her reeling back, heart in her throat. Birds fluttered and chirped against a clear blue sky, sending up little puffs of powder as they alit on branches of the garden’s single, lonely tree.   
This was it, then. Today she would know if she had managed to save herself. 
She dressed and stepped carefully into the hallway, inexplicably disappointed to find herself alone in it. She found no sign of the house’s residents until she reached the dining room, where Mrs. Lowell was setting a fresh pot of tea on an unoccupied table. 
“Good morning, Miss Bane,” the housekeeper said cheerfully.
“Good morning.” Memory glanced around the room, hands fisted in her skirts to keep them from fidgeting. “Is Mr. Martens about?”
“He and Bodley just left to check the roads.” She gestured towards the sideboard, laden with platters of toast, herring, and eggs. “Enjoy your breakfast, Miss, they aren’t like to return for a while. Miss Emily’s already eaten and will probably be found in the drawing room when you’ve finished.”     
Memory thanked her, heart sinking as the housekeeper bustled out of the room. So, he still meant to send her away. She filled a plate and sat down at the lonely table, though she had no appetite. After forcing down a few bites, she gave it up as a lost cause and went to find Miss Emily.
The young woman was curled in her usual spot in the window, eyes fixed on her embroidery hoop as she pulled a long blue thread through the fabric.
“Do you know why your brother is so keen to be rid of me?” Memory asked morosely, pulling up a chair alongside her. 
Miss Emily said nothing. 
Memory sighed and sat down, watching the hypnotic push and pull of her needle. “I’ll be sad to go. I should have liked to become your friend. Truly. It’s been a refreshing change, to meet a woman who does not judge me.” A wry grin split her face as another thought occurred. “Or, perhaps you do judge me, and are simply too polite to show it.”
She let the silence fall for several moments, but there was no peace in it this morning. It only tempted her to wallow in her misery, and Memory found no use in wallowing. 
“Shall I read to you?” She jumped to her feet and began inspecting the bookshelf, anxious for a distraction. When Miss Emily expressed no opinion on the matter, she pulled out a book of poems and returned to her seat. 
For a few minutes, the task of reading helped to calm her mind, requiring her to focus only on the words before her. But then Miss Emily’s head rose from her embroidery hoop, drawing Memory’s attention. The words in her mouth faltered as a prickle of awareness crept up her neck.
She turned to find Mr. Martens leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest, a thick woolen coat straining across broad shoulders. A few stray locks of hair fell over his forehead, partially concealing one eye, the blue somehow brighter against cheeks turned ruddy from cold. The entire effect looked boyish, and disheveled, and entirely too appealing. 
Memory held her breath as he glanced between the two women in his drawing room, eyes finally staying on her. The look in them was oddly soft. And sad. As if he regretted whatever errand brought him here. 
Silent tension stretched between them, until the anticipation grew unbearable. But she couldn’t bring herself to speak first. She couldn’t prompt the words which were surely coming. 
He cleared his throat and straightened.
“The snow is still too deep to bring the carriage out.”
Breath left her in a whoosh.
“I’m afraid you must stay one more day, Miss Bane.”
Memory’s shoulders sagged, a relieved smile tugging her lips. She opened her mouth to thank him, but he was already walking away, boots shedding little clumps of snow as he went. 
She turned her smile on Miss Emily, who appeared to be paying them no mind. “It seems I will not have to say goodbye, after all.” She glanced back at the doorway, half-hoping to see him return. That little flutter in her chest started up again, but she was too pleased to be bothered by it. 
She had another day. Another chance.
“All his songbirds are cold and quiet.”
Memory jumped at the unfamiliar voice. A young woman’s voice, cracked and scratchy from disuse. She whipped her head towards Miss Emily.
“What was that?”
Miss Emily remained curled in the window, her needle busy, face impassive as ever.
“What did you say about songbirds?” Memory leaned in eagerly, hopes soaring. Mr. Martens’ letters had warned that his sister rarely spoke, even with people she knew. Surely it was a good sign, that she had spoken now?
But the occasion proved rare indeed. Despite gentle encouragement, Miss Emily said nothing more for the remainder of the day.

      ***Memory drifted towards the piano after dinner that evening, arching a questioning brow in Mr. Martens’ direction. He gave her an affirmative nod, mouth twitching in what she could have sworn was a smile. She flipped through the book of sheet music, pulse jumping when he settled on the bench beside her.
“That one again?” he asked when she propped the book on the music stand, displaying “Come Into the Garden, Maud.”
His linen and soap scent caressed her senses, tempting her to lean closer. She blew out a breath to dispel it, concentrating on the weight of the match safe hanging against her chest. “I believe Miss Emily enjoys it,” she replied, trying to keep her voice steady.
He flicked a puzzled glance at his sister, seated quietly on the sofa, but made no comment as Memory began to play. 
She was prepared for her body’s reaction this time, which made it easier to resist. Well, marginally easier. She did a fair job of ignoring the heat pouring off him, warming her side. The weight of his leg pressed against her skirts. 
Then those damnably elegant fingers came into view. Moving the pages with sure, graceful movements that had her traitorous mind wondering what else they could do. She was so fixated on his hands, she forgot to mind her own until an unpleasant jumble of notes snapped her back to attention.
Memory winced, face burning as she scrambled to find her place again. She resumed the melody, eyes fixed doggedly on the page. But her fingers felt stiff and clumsy, and she finished the piece with considerably less aplomb than she had planned.
“You seem distracted this evening, Miss Bane. Are you well?”
No, I bloody well am not.
Even his voice was tempting. A smooth, deep vibration that started in her ear but ended somewhere in her lower half. 
She forced herself to meet his eye. A terrible idea. That mischievous spark was back, the little curl to his lips hinting that his question was borne not of concern, but a desire to tease.
“A rich assertion, coming from you, sir,” she replied peevishly. “One who is so distracted by simple snowfall he can barely acknowledge a house guest.”
He at least had the grace to look shamefaced. “I am acknowledging you now, am I not?”
“Yes,” she drawled. “You are the very picture of a gracious and attentive host.” She lifted her chin imperiously. “Now that you have finally deigned to give me your attention, I would make my case as to why I am the best companion you could possibly find for your sister.”
He opened his mouth to speak, but Memory talked over him as if she had not noticed. “Firstly, I am patient. I intend to give her all the love and attention she needs, even if our relationship is entirely one-sided. However, given her words this morning, I have reason to hope that may not always be the case.”
“She spoke to you?” Mr. Martens shocked glance darted to his sister.
“She did. Secondly,” she stressed, determined not to let the conversation run off track, “I am unattached. I have no suitors, no expectations of marriage, and my family has no reliance upon me, which means my services are at your disposal for as long as you wish.”
His shocked glance turned on her this time. She realized then how her words could have been interpreted. What in the world had possessed her to mention suitors? But she’d gone too far now; might as well finish it.
“Lastly, I am competent. You may say what you like about my age, or experience, but I challenge you to find anyone who will be as attentive, devoted, and focused on Miss Emily as I.”
Memory released a shaken breath, staring him down as she awaited his verdict. 
His brows rose. “Attentive and focused, you say?”
“Indeed, sir.” She straightened her spine, eyes narrowing as a hint of mirth played about his handsome features.
“Then, of course, you are already aware your charge fell asleep some moments ago?”
She stiffened and leaned over to look. Miss Emily’s head was tipped back against the sofa, eyes closed, mouth slightly agape. Memory sprang to her feet, fit to die of embarrassment.
“Oh! I’m terribly sor—” 
Her words dissolved on a gasp as a warm hand grasped her wrist, halting her. Mr. Martens rose from the piano bench, standing so close she fancied she could hear his heartbeat. Or maybe that was hers. It was certainly racing now.
“It has never been a question of your competency, Miss Bane.”
His low murmur raised gooseflesh on her arms. Her eyes fluttered shut as his thumb brushed lightly against the inside of her wrist. Maybe he meant it as a comforting gesture. Or maybe he didn’t even realize what he was doing. But that featherlight touch sent a bolt of sensation straight to her core that was anything but comforting. 
Lord, but he will be the death of me.
She dragged in a breath, forcing herself to meet his gaze. Blue eyes bored into hers, full of some complex emotion that perhaps she could name, were her own riotous emotions not clouding her mind. Was it guilt? Sadness? 
“What is the question, then?” she whispered.
His eyes flicked to her lips, expression shifting.
That one, she knew: longing.
Her breath grew shallow, limbs frozen as she awaited his reply. Or his touch. She was no longer sure. Her match safe was practically burning a hole in her chest. But in this moment, with her senses overwhelmed by shaving soap and linen and spring blue eyes, she struggled to remember why.
His throat bobbed as he swallowed, brows creasing as he squeezed his eyes shut.
“You simply cannot stay,” he said raggedly. He released her wrist. “This is not the place for you.”
Cold air rushed in as he pulled away. Her eyes stung from the sudden bite of it as he moved to rouse his sister, sparing not a single glance for Memory as they left the room.    






  
  Chapter 4
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She was the greatest of fools. For one heart-stopping moment, she had been certain Mr. Martens would kiss her. And Memory would have welcomed it.  
She ought to be relieved by his good sense. He had saved them both from a terrible situation. No good came from such feelings, she knew that very well.      
So why, then, did she suddenly want to cry?
Memory’s hand shook as she pressed it to her chest, feeling the small, rounded shape of the vesta case through her bodice. She forced herself to think of the man who gave it to her.
Henry had been kind, and charming, and far too handsome for his own good. He was also the oldest son of an earl, so his visit to their town had caused a great stir among all the unattached young ladies. Memory had been thrilled when he sought her out at a ball and requested a dance. To her delight, that dance became more dances. Then carriage rides in the park. Then chaste kisses. Then unchaste kisses. Then other clandestine activities that an unmarried woman should not have been privy to.
Her father warned her. Her sister-in-law warned her. But Memory, with all her nineteen-year-old wisdom, had known better than them. It didn’t matter that she had a paltry dowry and a family tree whose branches only briefly brushed the aristocracy’s. She and Henry were in love. He even gave her expensive gifts, like a silver vesta case with her initials engraved on it.
She should have known then. It was a beautiful gift – and practical. The sort of gift one gives to a treasured housekeeper. Not a future countess.
One of her young nephews discovered them in the midst of those clandestine activities. He thought it great fun to tell everyone he had seen his aunt ‘wrestling,’ and Memory’s entreaties for silence only made the game more appealing. By the end of the week, Memory was a pariah, and Henry had disappeared. She read about his marriage in the paper shortly thereafter – to a viscount’s daughter he’d been engaged to for over a year.             
Memory knew she was supposed to hate him for taking advantage of her. For destroying her marriage prospects. But she didn’t. 
She didn’t fear homelessness, nor destitution; when her father died, her brother and sister-in-law had taken her in, however grudgingly. She didn’t miss the chance to be a mother; living with a gaggle of nieces and nephews ensured that.  
The one thing her family couldn’t give her – the thing she missed the most – was a man’s touch. Stubble tickling her skin as he kissed her neck. Strong arms holding her close, making her feel safe and desired. Fingers and tongue bringing her to that blinding, breath-stealing peak of pleasure. Sensations Memory tried to recreate herself many a night, yet it was never quite the same. 
She hated Henry because he had made her downfall so very, very sweet. She could have been content with her lot if she had never known such things. But now she did, and she feared those desires would plague her until the day she died. The vesta case and its matches were her reminder of what happened when she gave in to those desires. 
Memory stood in the empty drawing room, hand pressed to her chest as she tried to quell her racing heart and racing thoughts. Mr. Martens’ scent lingered in her nose. The goosebumps he’d raised with his touch lingered on her skin. 
She shouldn’t stay here. She should cut her losses and go back to her brother. This position was not worth the trouble.  
And yet, some dangerous little voice in the back of her mind whispered: it might be.
Mr. Martens was callous. He was rude. He was secretive. He seemed to delight in teasing her. He doted on his sister. He was thoughtful enough to turn the pages for her. He had gorgeous eyes that one could fall into like a pool of water. He…  
Good lord. She would never sleep tonight. 
Memory forced herself to move, not to bed, but to the kitchen. She needed a calming cup of tea. Or perhaps something stronger. 
The servants apparently had the same idea. She stepped into the kitchen and found Mrs. Lowell, Bodley, and the cook all seated around the table with a steaming pot between them. 
“Oh, you’re welcome to join us, Miss!” Mrs. Lowell replied when Memory explained the reason for her presence. Bodley was already pulling out a chair, and Memory accepted it with a smile, grateful for the distraction.
“Did you warn her about the fairies?” the cook asked as Mrs. Lowell poured a cup for Memory.
The housekeeper shot her a quelling look. “I’ll not be discussing that foolishness in front of a fine lady like Miss Bane.” 
“Fairies?” Memory raised her brows, an amused smile dancing about her lips.
“Aye!” The ruffles on her cap bobbed as the cook nodded emphatically. “They haunt the moors ‘round here and kidnap pretty young women. Leave nothing to find but their clothes.”
Memory’s amusement faded. “I did hear about Miss Emily’s twin. Such a dreadful thing.”
“Weren’t just her.” The cook shook her head sadly, voice lowering. “We had a maid. Sweet little thing from the village. Sent her out to fetch water from the well one morning and she never came back. Her apron, dress, and shoes were all strewn about, but no sign of her. Then there was that lass Mr. Ethan was courting a few years before that.”
Memory stiffened. “He was courting someone?”
“Aye. A friend of Mr. Martens – the senior Mr. Martens – had a daughter about his age. They were here visiting for a week or so. We were all pretty certain Mr. Ethan was sweet on her, they spent so much time together. But the house woke up one morning and the girl was gone. Just vanished. They found her nightgown caught up in a tree some days later.”
“Goodness…” 
Memory looked to the others for confirmation. Bodley nodded absently while Mrs. Lowell stared at her tea, a grim set to her lips.
“Fairies, I tell ya,” the cook said seriously.
“Could be ghosts,” Bodley piped up. “They disturbed all those graves renovating the church some years back, you remember that?”
“You’re both daft,” Mrs. Lowell muttered, but the troubled look in her eye belied her conviction. 
Memory clasped her steaming teacup, trying to ward off a sudden chill. One strange disappearance was disturbing enough, but three? And all from this house. All from Mr. Martens…
He had contemplated tossing her out, leaving her at the mercy of the elements. Is it possible he’d done so before? 
No. Surely not. He could not be that awful. And Memory struggled to picture him harming a sibling. He was kind and patient with Miss Emily, and cared enough to hire a companion for her – she must assume he loved his other sister just as well.
The servants’ conversation turned to more innocuous topics. Memory listened and did her best to participate, but her thoughts kept turning to Mr. Martens and their fraught encounter in the drawing room. And the fact he had been courting someone. Someone he may have loved, who had disappeared. 
This diversion was not as effective as she’d hoped. Declaring it a lost cause, Memory thanked the servants for the tea and the company, and headed to bed.          

      ***Someone was humming again. 
Memory sat up in bed, holding her breath as she strained to listen. 
The same voice. The same song. It must be Miss Emily. Why was she awake so late? Memory knew why she was awake – visions of elegant fingers and too-blue eyes were far from restful – but she doubted Miss Emily suffered the same affliction.
She rose and shrugged into her wrapper, floorboards cold and creaking as she stepped into the hallway and approached the next door. 
“Miss Emily?” she whispered, knocking lightly as she cracked it open.
Miss Emily lay unmoving under a pile of blankets, dark hair splayed over her pillow. Snoring softly. 
The humming continued.
Hairs raised on the back of Memory’s neck. She whipped around, certain she heard the voice behind her, but the hallway appeared empty. The cook’s comment about fairies sprang to mind – but that was silly. One of the servants must be up and about. 
Odd, that they were humming “Come Into the Garden, Maud.” She did not think they’d been nearby for her piano performances. But then, this house wasn’t extravagantly large; perhaps the sound carried more than she realized. Or it was just a coincidence. It was, after all, a popular song.
Curiosity urged her along, determined to find out who would be walking the halls and humming at such an ungodly hour. She found no one upstairs. The sound grew muffled as her search led her down the staircase, to the main floor. Memory paused, frowning. 
Was it coming from outside?
Fairies and ghosts. 
Mrs. Lowell was right – it was daft. But, as Memory followed the distant voice, she struggled to think of a better reason why anyone would be walking through the snow in the middle of the night. She stepped off the last stair and wandered into the dining room, breath misting the glass as she peered out the window.
It was snowing again. Softly falling flakes glittered in the moonlight, the only hint of movement. She saw no sign of a woman, nor anyone. Nothing but a seemingly endless stretch of cold, white hills.
“Do I dare to ask why you’re wandering my house in the middle of the night?”
Memory gasped and whirled towards that growling voice. A tall form stood silhouetted against the bay window in the opposite room, head turned in her direction. Glaring, presumably. But her traitorous heart leapt to see him all the same. 
She subconsciously reached for the pendant around her neck – only to find empty space. It was lying on the nightstand upstairs, where she had placed it before crawling into bed.   
Indecision froze her in place. She should apologize and go back to bed. She should leave him be. The disappearances were only one of several reasons she should not be alone with this man. 
But, when Memory’s feet finally moved, they carried her towards him. A foolish moth to his flame.
As she drew up alongside him, his linen and soap scent washed over her again, tinged with a hint of alcohol – likely the contents of the half-empty glass clutched in his hand. Her heart raced as she once again considered the intimacy of those scents, the feeling exacerbated by their respective states of undress: she in her nightgown and wrapper, he in only a shirt and trousers. His collar was open, revealing the long column of his throat, his sleeves rolled up to the elbow. The moonlit window threw his form into stark relief, and Memory blushed to realize the rest of him was indeed as chiseled as that handsome jawline.
He watched her with an expectantly arched brow.
“Someone is—” Memory began, then paused. The humming had stopped. “I heard someone humming, and was simply seeking the source. I thought they might be outside.”
A strange look flashed in his eyes, lasting barely a second before his features settled into cool disinterest. He turned back to the window. “Merely the wind, no doubt. It can be harsh out here.”
“Does the wind know popular music?” she asked caustically.
He lifted the glass to his lips, gaze fixed on the snowy expanse beyond. Memory peered at him, seeking any hint of emotion or reaction, but his impassive mask stayed firmly in place. She could have sworn he looked scared for a moment. Had he heard the voice too? Why would he deny it?
“I have never met a man quite so obsessed with staring out windows.” 
That got a reaction. His mouth thinned as he cast her a sidelong glance. “You should be in bed.”
Yes, she should. But she couldn’t bring herself to step away. And aside from that comment, he made no effort to send her away. They stood side by side for a long moment, watching the gentle snowfall, the silence only broken by an occasional sip of his drink. 
“Am I to be sent away tomorrow?” Memory asked at length.
The answer was a long time coming. His gaze remained fixed out the window, his voice almost sorrowful when he murmured at last, “You should not stay here.”
Had he been cold or snappish, she might have believed him. But that quiet, half-hearted answer revealed some different, deeper feeling. A feeling he seemed reluctant to acknowledge. 
Memory stepped in front of the window, determined to have his attention. “You tell me so often what I should do, Mr. Martens. Yet I don’t believe you’ve ever said what you want me to do.”
He met her eye at last, piercing her with a look so full of anguish she feared her own heart might break in response. 
“What I want would destroy you, Miss Bane.”
An infuriating answer. And a terrifying one – because it gave her hope.
It all made sense now. The disappearances. His insistence on sending her away as soon as possible. 
He was afraid. 
She ought to be afraid as well. Perhaps she was too far removed from what had happened here. Or perhaps this burgeoning warmth in her stomach was muddling her senses, encouraged by the naked longing in his eyes and the proximity of his body. Whatever the reason, Memory could not bring herself to feel fear. Only an overwhelming desire to touch him. To soothe away that crease in his brow, and chase the sadness from his eyes. 
“What if I do not want to leave?” She took a step closer. “What if I have come to care for your sister?”
He stiffened, nostrils flaring. But he did not move away. “Only her?”
“…No.”
Slowly, he leaned forward to set his glass on the window ledge behind her. Memory’s breath caught to have his face so close. To see so clearly the desire and fear warring in those beautiful eyes. He probably saw the same in hers. He remained suspended there, his heated, whiskey-laced breaths filling the scant inches between them.
That burgeoning warmth grew to a bonfire. Pinpricks of awareness raised all across her arms, as if her very skin were reaching for him, begging for contact. Some tiny, distant voice insisted this was wrong. This was everything she had tried so hard to avoid. But a louder, stronger voice no longer cared. She knew what was happening this time. She had no expectations of him. She was already ruined – what did it matter if she ruined herself a little more?
She placed a trembling hand against his chest, gratified to find his heart beating as wildly as hers. 
“I think you have been very lonely, Mr. Martens,” she whispered. “So have I.”
His eyes closed as he muttered something on a ragged breath.
“What was that?” Her hopes sank, brought down by the rigid set of his shoulders and pained look on his face.
“Ethan.” He cleared his throat, voice rough. “I want you to call me Ethan.”
And then he kissed her.






  
  Chapter 5
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Memory’s breath left her on a whimper as he captured her face in his hands, the desperation in his kiss echoing all the need and longing burning in her breast. She kissed him back with equal fervor, fingers clutching his shirt.  
The rough, yet sweet, glide of his lips weakened her knees, and the trace of his tongue along her upper lip sent her stumbling backwards. Her legs hit the ledge, landing her in the seat of the bay window. Ethan followed, mouth never leaving hers, and her knees spread of their own volition to allow his waist to settle between them. 
“You have been tormenting me since you arrived, Miss Bane,” he murmured against her lips when they finally parted. “I’ve wanted to do that every time I looked at you.”   
Memory grasped for a coherent response, struggling through an intoxicating fog of whiskey and linen and shaving soap. “I believe ravishing me in the drawing room puts us on first name terms. If you are to be Ethan, then it’s only fair you call me Memory.”
Amusement flickered in his eyes. “I hardly call that ravishing.” His lips brushed over her throat, pausing for a soft nip at her ear. “Is that what you want me to do, Memory? Ravish you?”
His breath on her neck set every nerve alight. Her nipples tightened as an anticipatory shiver raced down her spine. “Yes,” she whispered, against her better judgment. “Is that what you want?”
All trace of amusement fled, his expression one of pure desire. “More than anything.”
Casting shame to the wind, Memory threaded her fingers through his hair to draw him in for another deep kiss. She hardly noticed the cold window at her back, too consumed with the searing heat of the body pressed against her front, and the deep ache between her legs. Warm hands slipped beneath her wrapper, seeking her breasts and caressing their tender peaks into hard points. She tipped her head back with a blissful sound that was half sigh, half sob. It had been so, so long since she’d been touched.
With trembling fingers, she popped a few buttons on his shirt and reached inside. Her hands sifted through a light dusting of hair to the solid planes of his chest underneath, then left the warmth of his shirt, traveling down to the hard shape straining against his trousers. She popped those buttons, too. Satisfaction surged at the catch in his breath as she released the hot, velvety length inside.
Ethan braced his arms on the window ledge and leaned over her, lips and tongue playing at her mouth while her hands played between his legs. He sagged a little closer with every stroke, kisses growing rough and haphazard. Then he wrenched her hand away and grasped the skirt of her nightgown, exposing her knees to the cold air. 
Memory shuddered as his fingers delved between her legs, pressing through the slick heat. They drew out, then in, an inexorable rhythm that brought all her pent-up yearning roaring to the fore. She clutched his shoulders, shaking from the building pressure as he sent her barreling towards the brink of ecstasy.
His rapid breaths mingled with hers, eyes dark with desire. “I want to see you come.” He buried his fingers deeper, drawing a moan from her throat. “I want to feel it.”
His thumb circled that tender little nub, and Memory fell apart. 
It was all she could do to keep silent as her vision went white as the snow outside. Every limb seized as the peak of pleasure crashed over her in a giant wave. Dimly, she heard Ethan groan as she pulsed around him, her fingers digging hard into his skin as she jerked and shuddered.
The aftermath left her weak and panting. She hardly had a moment to catch her breath before he grasped her bottom and jerked her forward, seating himself inside her with one, quick thrust. 
Memory gasped at the sudden invasion, the echoes of her climax still throbbing and intensifying the deep, sweet ache. Ethan stilled, hands grasping her thighs, forehead pressed against hers as he sighed into her mouth. Every doubt and reservation fell out of reach as she met his heavy-lidded gaze. She could think of nothing but the taste of his lips, the heat of his fingers on her skin, the exquisite fullness where their bodies joined. She didn’t care what happened tomorrow. All she knew was that she needed this. Needed him.
He kissed her again, slow and sweet. His hips rocked, commencing a gentle rhythm that grew steadily more forceful when Memory’s own hips thrust forward to meet him. She buried her face in his neck, grinning against his skin as his breaths grew ragged, his grip on her thighs tightening. She wanted to see him come, too. Wanted to feel this stubborn man fall apart in her arms as she had done in his. 
One hand clutched the back of her head, the other diving between their bodies as he withdrew with a grunt. Memory sighed as he stiffened, her nails stroking his back as she felt the evidence of his pleasure spill onto her thigh. 
Heaving breaths filled the silence. They remained suspended there for several beats, until Memory’s racing heart began to slow and the hand on her head fell away. She leaned back, uncertainty creeping through the ebbing haze of pleasure. Ethan’s gaze flickered briefly over her face, seeming reluctant to linger there. Tension charged the space where passion had burned just moments ago. 
What now? What should she say? Should she return to her room and pretend it never happened? It would be easier. They both got what they wanted, there was nothing else that needed to be said. And yet, the idea left an empty, hollow feeling in Memory’s chest. 
Finally, Ethan cleared his throat. 
“I’m sorry. About…” He dipped his head towards the mess on her leg. It was too dark to be sure, but she could have sworn he was blushing.
A sheepish smile trembled on her lips. “It’s no trouble.” She wiped it with the hem of her nightgown and slid off the window ledge. “I can…there’s the water basin in my room…” Slipping past him on shaky legs, she said over her shoulder, “Good night.”
“Memory.”
The soft voice froze her in her tracks. Her name on his lips sent a bolt of longing through her, sharp and sweet and utterly terrifying. A longing for something she shouldn’t want. For something more dangerous than the physical pleasure they’d just shared.
She turned, knowing whatever he was about to say would crush her, or doom her. Either way, she was lost.
“Would you—?” He stopped with a huff. “I want to stay with you tonight.” Raking a hand through his hair in an endearing, nervous movement, he added quietly, “Would you like that, too?”
Doomed it is, then.
Warmth sparked in her chest, filling that empty space and making her grin like a fool. She took his hand and led him up the stairs. 

      ***It was an unfamiliar sensation, waking next to a man in bed. Her affair with Henry had never allowed for such a thing. Their encounters had been secretive and often rushed, stealing brief moments whenever and wherever they could find them. Memory had never met the dawn with another’s skin warming her beneath the blankets, listening to the steady rhythm of their breathing. Never knew the calm, quiet stillness that allowed her to study a lover’s profile at her leisure, and appreciate the strong line of his nose, or the way his lashes splayed against his cheek.     
She rather liked it.
Ethan inhaled deeply, his eyes fluttering open. Memory hastily averted her gaze, afraid to be caught staring.
“Good morning.”
The deep voice, husky from sleep, drew her attention back to his face.
“Good morning,” she murmured, cheeks heating as she recalled all the things they had done after falling into this bed the night before.
He reached up to brush a lock of dark hair from her face. Her throat tightened at the tender gesture, spirits sinking as a hint of sadness crept into his expression.
“What now?” she whispered, fearing the answer. 
Did he still mean to send her away? She shouldn’t have imagined otherwise. Yet, despite her best efforts to dislodge it, a little seed of hope had taken root.
She caught his troubled look just before he turned away and rose from the bed. He strode to the window, his back to her as he opened the curtains and stared out. Though she could not see his face, the persistent silence and tight set of his shoulders proclaimed his inner turmoil just as clearly.  
Memory picked at a thread in the quilt, unable to keep from fidgeting as she waited for him to say something. Anything. She no longer cared what, only that he would put her out of her misery one way or another. 
A sharp intake of breath stilled her hand. Her gaze shot to him once more, brows furrowing at the sudden tension in his posture. He turned abruptly and dove for his clothes, discarded on the floor.
“Stay here,” he hissed, barely looking at her as he began to dress.
Apprehension turned to alarm. “Ethan?”
She slid out from under the covers and pulled on her wrapper, unnerved by his haste and the inexplicable shift in his demeanor. What could have brought this about? Had he seen something through the window? Memory moved to look for herself, only to be halted by a rough hand around her wrist.
“Don’t!”
She whirled to meet Ethan’s gaze, flinching back at the harsh, almost wild look she found there. “What in the—?”
A faint knock from below interrupted, the sound of someone rapping on a door. Ethan stiffened, his mouth settling into a grim line.
“Stay here,” he demanded in a low voice. Completely different from his usual grouchy, half-hearted commands. This command sounded darkly sincere. “Stay away from the windows. Do not leave this room.”  
He strode out the door, closing it firmly behind him before Memory could even say a word.
She gaped at the back of the door, until shock and confusion gave way to a rising sense of hurt. That was not at all how she’d imagined this morning going. Yes, she had expected some awkwardness. Yes, she had expected the outcome might leave her feeling sad and rejected. But that was…unacceptable.
How dare he.
How dare he!
Clearly, someone had come to visit, and he meant to hide her away like some shameful secret. Regardless of last night’s tryst, she was still here under legitimate, perfectly respectable circumstances. He had advertised for a lady’s companion, and she had answered that call – no one could find fault with her presence in the house. 
Which meant he must find fault with her. 
Well, he most certainly could have been kinder about it. He’d made it clear he did not wish to employ her, so he had no right to behave like her employer and boss her around. What an appalling way to treat a guest. Or an employee. Anyone, really. 
Memory dressed with rough, jerky movements, trying not to think about his kiss, or the warmth of his arms, or how sweetly vulnerable he had looked when he’d asked to spend the night with her. She would probably cry about it all later. But in that moment, she felt nothing but a contrary stubbornness that would have put a mule to shame. 
He had invited her here. He did not get to pretend she didn’t exist.
She settled the chain of her vesta case around her neck, and left the room.
Murmured voices drifted from the foyer as she descended the stairs. She lifted her chin, pasting a pleasant expression on her face, determined not to show the hurt and righteous indignation burning through her veins. A mature response. 
Ethan saw her first. He halted mid-speech, eyes widening in horror. Good.
But she forgot all about him when his visitor turned, and Memory came face-to-face with the most beautiful woman she had ever laid eyes on. 
Long, dark lashes lined eyes the color of spring grass. A sharp nose was softened by round cheeks and a rosebud-shaped mouth, framed by hair so black and glossy the highlights shone blue in the cold winter light. Her porcelain complexion and scarlet lips should have been impossible without cosmetics, but if she used such things, they were so masterfully applied that Memory could not believe they weren’t natural. A fine gown of deep green velvet and silk draped her like a second skin, hugging fashionable curves before sweeping away in a long train that looked none the worse for its recent journey through the snow.         
Those impossibly green eyes widened as they raked Memory from head-to-toe, mouth curling in a delighted smile. 
“Oh, Ethan! Why did you not say you had a guest?”
Lord, even her voice was beautiful! A clear, rich sound that drew Memory a step closer before she registered the words.
Ethan. She called him Ethan.  
Anger and indignation vanished as Memory stared dumbly at the pair, gaze darting between Ethan’s stricken face and this goddess of a woman.
“How lovely,” the goddess cooed. As if Memory were a puppy, instead of a woman near thirty. “What brings you here, my dear?”
It took a moment to find her voice. “I…I came to serve as companion to Miss Martens,” Memory murmured, struggling to remain calm as the full scope of the situation became clear.
Ethan’s resistance to her presence. The orders to stay in her room. The abject fear in his eyes.  
Again. It’s happened again.
Memory was the other woman. A temporary amusement until he could have the woman he really wanted. And who could blame him? Who wouldn’t want her? A woman who could have stepped straight from a painting, who was apparently wealthy enough to dress in the latest, finest fashions?
The match safe weighed like a brick against Memory’s chest. She feared she might be sick. The fault was entirely hers this time – she had all but thrown herself at him. 
She looked to Ethan’s pale face, the white-knuckled fists at his side. Dreading her next words, no doubt. But she couldn’t find it in her to be vindictive. He was right. This was not the place for her. He’d tried to tell her so many times.
“Please forgive me for the interruption, ma’am.” Clutching the tattered threads of her dignity, Memory retreated to her room. 






  
  Chapter 6
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Tear drops speckled the grey cotton dress as Memory packed it into her trunk, sniffles hot on their heels. She should have known this role was too good to be true. What a fool she was to have clung to it for so long. She felt a pang of regret for Miss Emily and her quiet, isolated existence. But no matter her feelings for the girl, the situation simply could not be remedied. Memory could not stay.  
She could already see the disappointment on her brother’s face when she appeared at his door again. The censure in her sister-in-law’s eyes. Just days ago, those looks had been her greatest fear, but they were nothing to the mortification she had just experienced.
Stupid girl. Will you never learn? 
Memory fought back the worst of her sobs — the last thing she wanted was some well-meaning servant to overhear and investigate. 
She cried out anyway when the door burst open without warning.
“It’s time to leave,” Ethan panted, pale and wild-eyed.
Her melancholy vanished. A fool she may be, but that made him no less a cad for his part in this. This abrupt entrance to her private quarters was only the latest insult. Nevermind that she had invited him there only hours before.    
Memory swiped the remnants of her tears away and lifted her chin. “I am well aware of that, Mr. Martens. Have no fear, I am packing now and shall be quietly on my way as soon as the weather permits.”
“Forget the trunk, we must go now.”
She raised an incredulous eyebrow. “Forget my trunk? The one containing all my earthly belongings? That is a new low, even for you, sir. I cannot fathom what—” 
“It’s not a request, Memory!” He surged forward, looming over her. “We are leaving. Now!”
Prickles of trepidation crept across her skin as she met hard, unforgiving blue eyes. She thought she’d become accustomed to his foul moods, but this one was different. Not grumpy, but…dangerous. 
He took a deep breath, expression softening. As if he realized what he’d just revealed and was attempting to correct it. But the tension in his frame remained, a nervous energy that spoke of some desperate need. “I will send it to you. Now please, we must go to the station.”    
Some voice in the back of her mind urged caution. Memory swallowed her tart retort, and nodded. She had just barely finished when Ethan took her hand and practically dragged her down the stairs. 
He paused just long enough for them to don their winter traveling clothes. Memory’s fingers became clumsy and awkward as she fastened her cloak, unnerved by Ethan’s obvious agitation. His…sweetheart…fiancée…whoever she was had already seen her — what would he gain from such haste? 
Perhaps it was for the best. Memory was going to leave anyway. This way, she could lick her wounds in peace without needing to find diplomatic answers for Miss Emily or the servants. Let him deal with the explanations. 
Her acceptance of the situation slipped a bit when she spotted the darkening skies outside, and the lightly drifting snowflakes. It abandoned her altogether when she stepped outside and saw their conveyance. 
Not Bodley with the carriage, as she had expected. But a single, saddled horse.
“You cannot be serious? It’s already snowing again! And I do not know the way to the station!”
“I’m taking you, you’ll ride with me.” He was already pulling her towards the steed, head whipping from side to side, as if on lookout. “This is faster.”
Memory dug in her heels, slipping on the path where snow had become tamped down and slick from previous feet. “Ethan, really!” she snapped when he yanked on her arm to keep her upright, then continued striding towards the horse. “I understand you don’t want me here, but this is beyond the pale!”
The horse seemed agitated by his master’s strange mood, tossing its head and stamping a foot as they approached. Ethan barely acknowledged it, or Memory, finally releasing her so he could turn. He held his hands out, pinning her with an expectant look.
She hesitated.
“Memory.” He still wore that desperate, almost wild expression, but his voice was hard and implacable. A warning.
Swallowing her misgivings, she stepped forward and placed her hands on his shoulders, emitting a little squeak of surprise when he swooped her up into the saddle with one swift movement. He hauled himself up in front of her half a breath later. With both legs dangling over one side, Memory was forced to grasp at his waist to keep from sliding backwards.  
“This is most improper,” she muttered, a half-hearted attempt to convey her censure. In truth, her stomach was knotting with a growing sense of dread. Not from Ethan’s complete disregard for propriety, nor from the prospect of what was sure to be a very uncomfortable ride. It was something else. She could not shake the feeling there was more at stake here. 
Ethan shifted in the saddle, the side of his coat sliding down. Memory frowned as something hard and heavy bumped against her leg. She placed a hand over his coat pocket, tracing the outline of a barrel, a trigger, a han—
The horse jolted into motion, forcing her to grab his waist again or be dumped into the snow.
Every hair on her body raised. A surge of panic lifted her pounding heart into her throat. Why? her mind screamed, though she could already guess. There was no good reason to bring a pistol to the train station. 
Memory’s woolen coat was useless against the sudden, icy chill that suffused her veins. She might have laughed at her own stupidity were her voice not frozen from fear. 
‘Fairies,’ the cook said.
No. Him. 
Her instincts had tried to warn her, when she learned of all the disappearances. But, once again, she had let something other than her head do the thinking. And now she was alone with him, galloping through the snow. 
She dared to look at him. He stared straight ahead with the same, single-minded determination he’d shown ever since he burst into her bedroom. She could not see his face, but the tick in his jaw conveyed his tension. 
What did he plan to do with her? Were they going to find her dress stuck in a tree tomorrow morning? 
Memory’s gaze raked the landscape, desperately seeking some sign of life, or a dwelling, something. Perhaps she could jump off and make a run for it. But if anyone or anything were nearby, she couldn’t see them. Only an endless expanse of bleak hills and the occasional scraggly tree. Even those were fading from sight as the snowfall grew heavier. 
Assuming she managed to land without injury, she couldn’t outrun the horse. Not on a good day, and especially not today, sunk to her knees in snow. She began to shake, despair creeping in amongst the panic.
Her family would never know what happened. Her brother might express concern, maybe even some sadness for his missing sibling. But, secretly, he’d probably breathe a sigh of relief.
No one wanted her. No one would miss her. 
She felt tears on her cheeks, freezing as the wintry air whipped her face. Some little voice urged her to just give up, to accept her fate. 
But no. She wouldn’t. Not without a fight. Perhaps no one else wanted her, but she wanted to live.       
Her eyes darted towards Ethan’s pocket. Then up to his face. He was paying no attention to her. 
She could force him to stop. Let her walk away. Maybe she would stumble upon a house before she froze to death.
And if he doesn’t stop? 
Memory had never even held a pistol before, much less fired one. Could she do it? Her stomach turned at the thought, but…desperate times, and all that…
She took a deep breath, shoring her courage, then dove for his pocket.
“What the — Memory! Don’t!”
She had just grasped the handle when a flash of movement ahead caught her eye. The horse came to a sudden stop, slamming her into Ethan’s back. It let out a terrified squeal and reared up, sending the pistol tumbling from her grip as the two of them tumbled to the ground.
Muffled hoofbeats pounded into the distance. Memory took a gasping breath, coughing on a mouthful of snow. She pushed herself up, fumbling and tripping on her skirts, and shrieked when a hand gripped her arm and hauled her to her feet. Her heart stopped as she came face-to-face with Ethan. 
“Run!” he hissed.
What? She froze, confused by the obvious panic in his eyes.
He pushed her away. “Go! Run!”
“No, please stay, my dear.”
Memory’s head whipped towards that beautiful, musical voice, shock rooting her in place.
Was she going mad? 
The woman she’d met that morning stood before them. Long, black hair fell loose about her shoulders, somehow unaffected by the howling wind around them. Instead of the fashionable green gown, a diaphanous white fabric draped her form, reminiscent of some ancient pagan queen. Memory was startled to find her barefoot and standing on the snow. As if she weighed no more than a feather. As if it were not the deepest dead of winter. 
“Such a lovely gift,” the woman purred, dragging Memory’s attention back to her face. Still impossibly beautiful, and yet more…severe than she remembered. Like all the edges had been sharpened and honed.  
Memory couldn’t gather a response. She could only stare, too dumbfounded by this sudden, strange turn of events. They were in the middle of nowhere. This woman was barefoot in the snow, wearing something that could only generously be called a nightgown. Where in the world had she come from? Why?
She turned slowly to Ethan, seeking answers – just in time to see him dive for the pistol. And aim it at the woman.
The gun fired.
Memory screamed.
Then gasped when she saw the ball had not found its target. 
It hung suspended in mid-air, a few paces from the woman’s outstretched hand. She made a short sweeping motion, and the ball began to spin, as though connected to her by some invisible string. She studied it a moment before her gaze snapped to Ethan, scarlet lips pursed in an expression Memory knew well: disappointment.
“Ethan?” Memory whispered in bewilderment. She was going mad. She had to be.
He swallowed as his gaze flicked briefly to her, then back to the woman. He was shaking, his breath coming harsh and fast. But he stood tall, jaw set with grim determination.
“My dear boy,” the woman sighed, as if speaking to a willful child. “You know she was never yours to keep.”
With a flick of her finger, the ball went whizzing back towards Ethan.






  
  Chapter 7
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Memory heard the impact. Heard a grunt and a cry. Fear for Ethan swept away her confusion, but she couldn’t turn to look. Her body wouldn’t obey. 
The woman approached, a covetous gleam in her too-green eyes. Memory wanted to ask who — what — she was, but her mouth wasn’t working either. Her limbs, her jaw, everything was frozen. All but her eyes, and lungs, and heart, now pounding furiously as panic once again took hold.
“There, now,” the woman murmured, a slow smile revealing pure white teeth. Unnaturally sharp teeth. A cold finger traced Memory’s cheek, then the woman leaned in close and inhaled deeply. 
Had…had she just smelled her? Memory would have shuddered, if she could.
A groan from behind them sparked hope even as it tore at her heartstrings. Ethan was still alive — but for how long? How badly was he hurt? She strained against the invisible force holding her captive, wishing desperately to see, but to no avail. Her body was no longer hers. 
The woman cast a sad look in his direction. “He has never come to grips with this arrangement, poor lamb. His father was much easier to deal with.” The look vanished as she returned her attention to Memory, replaced with an almost gleeful anticipation. “Come along.”
She began walking away — and, to her horror, Memory followed.
The vicious wind pulled strands from her coiffure, tossing it about her eyes and nose while increasingly heavy snowfall stuck to her lashes. Memory couldn’t swipe it away. She could only stare straight ahead, legs moving like an automaton’s, trudging through knee-deep snow as she followed the woman to lord knew where. 
Her captor stepped lightly, leaving no footprints to mark her path. Her white robe trailed behind her, hair swaying elegantly, both untouched by the gale. 
Snatches of sound drifted on the wind, sending a jolt of recognition through Memory.
Humming. A sickeningly familiar tune.
Blood pounded in her ears. She wanted to scream in impotent rage and despair. This woman — this creature — had been toying with her from the very start.   
As if aware of her thoughts, the woman glanced lazily over her shoulder, a mischievous glint in her eye. 
“Remove all of that.”
She turned away, resuming that haunting melody while Memory’s hands traveled unbidden to the buttons on her coat. A freezing blast stole the air from her lungs as it slipped from her shoulders. The buttons on her dress were next, calm, steady fingers belying her quaking dread.
Ethan had tried to protect her. She should have listened to him, trusted him. She should have stayed in her room. She should never have come here in the first place. But she was too bloody selfish and bull-headed, and now they both paid the price for her foolishness. Ethan was hurt, and may be dying. Memory had no doubt she was about to die, as well. Whatever this creature had planned for her, it was unlikely to be pleasant. Though she would probably freeze to death before she found out.  
Memory was down to her corset and drawers when she spotted a narrow black ribbon snaking through the endless white: the river. 
After another vain attempt to break the invisible hold on her limbs, she squeezed her eyes shut, despair welling a sob in her throat that she couldn’t release. Where were they going? Was this creature going to drown her? Or simply have her stand in the water until the elements did the work for her? Wind burned her arms and legs, cutting through the thin fabric of her underthings, but her feet were already beyond feeling. Her vesta case thumped against her chest as she trudged on, a stinging bite every time the frigid metal touched her skin.
Terror shot through her when she opened her eyes again. 
In those scant seconds, the world had changed. 
A great, black forest loomed on the other side of the river, where barren hills had rolled just a blink before. Her side remained unchanged, as if the water were some boundary between the known world, and…Hell. Memory could not think what else to call it. 
The trees were huge and bare, gnarled grotesquely as they reached towards a sickly, grey-green sky. Beneath their dark canopy, a thick layer of underbrush carpeted the ground. She swore something moved among the brush, something twisting and writhing in the corner of her eye. But whenever she looked directly at it, the shrubs lay still as death. A rancid, carrion scent touched her nose as the woman led her closer to the river’s edge.       
Memory’s stomach churned, bile climbing up her throat as her corset cover blew away with the wind. The creature was dragging her into that hellish forest, and she knew with a bone-deep certainty she wouldn’t come out.
No wonder they had never found those missing girls. They would never find Memory, either.
Her hands moved to the laces of her stays.
A muffled CRACK rent the air.
Memory jumped, whirling to see the—
She gasped. She could move! 
Hope flared as she glanced at her fingers, curling them into a fist. A stiff, trembling movement she could barely feel. But it was hers.
An enraged shriek drew her from this joyous discovery. The woman’s own fingers curled into claws as she stared down at her midriff, where an inky black stain bloomed on her white gown.
Ethan’s hands shook as he lowered the pistol. One trouser leg was dark and wet, red streaks in the snow marking his trail. He took a halting step forward, grimacing as his leg wobbled beneath him. His gaze met Memory’s, raking her with an anxious look, before turning back to the creature, expression hard and determined.
An aching warmth suffused her chest, throat constricting with emotion, rather than invisible shackles.
He’d come for her. Injured, and undoubtedly frozen half to death, to save a woman who wouldn’t have needed saving if she’d just listened to him. But still, he was here.
The creature snarled, jolting Memory into action. Stumbling away, she slipped on the snow and fell on her backside, legs not working half so well now that she had control again. She cringed, half expecting the creature to come after her, but the woman stood in place, fixing Ethan with a murderous glare. 
Memory blinked, certain her eyes were failing her, but no — the creature’s face was changing. Porcelain skin became corpse-pale, scarlet lips blackening as they stretched over lengthening fangs. The pupils of her eyes elongated into cat-like slits, sharpening just like her chin, and cheekbones, and fingers, unearthly beauty turning cruel and dark. 
Aside from the small stain on her torso, she gave no sign the shot had harmed her. In fact, it only seemed to have made her furious. Memory watched uncertainly. Should she try to run? Why wasn’t the creature coming after them? 
A glance at Ethan made the situation horrifically clear.
His eyes were wide and terrified — the same kind of terror Memory had known just seconds before he arrived — the pistol barrel moving for his chin.
“NO!”
Memory lunged at the creature, releasing a desperate scream when her legs locked in place, halting her before she could make contact. She slammed her eyes shut, not wishing to see as she braced for the shot.
It never came.
A cautious peek revealed the pistol shaking in his hand, ascent paused while Ethan grit his teeth in apparent effort. He was fighting it. And while Memory’s legs wouldn’t move, the rest of her could.
The creature’s hands shook, alien expression growing more furious by the moment.
She can’t control us both! 
Memory’s heart raced in combined hope and panic, praying Ethan could hold on while she cast about for some solution. She had no weapons of her own — barely had clothes of her own. She tried lunging again. Her legs remained steadfastly in place, fingertips just inches short of her target no matter how much she strained to reach. Another lunge, with the same results. But the movement shook her match safe loose, bouncing it against her chest.
Her breath caught. She didn’t need to touch the creature. She could throw something. 
She ripped the chain over her head and grasped the case, pressing her thumb against the lid to pop it open. It wouldn’t budge. Elation turned to despair as she struggled with the tiny cap, the hinge either frozen or simply resistant from a decade of disuse. She took it in both hands, releasing a frustrated growl as she pit all her strength against it.
The lid popped. The sudden release of pressure sent a match sailing out, where it promptly vanished into the snow, and Memory fumbled to save the others before they could follow. She took one in her badly shaking fingers, praying it would still be good. It had to be. Her life depended on it. Ethan’s life depended on it.
She turned the case to find the line of ridges on the bottom, and swiped the match across them.
A tiny flame sputtered to life on the match head, Memory’s elation blooming with it. She lunged forward before the wind could steal it away.
An unearthly shriek pierced her ears as the creature’s glossy black mane went up like dry kindling. A second match followed, catching on that ethereal white dress.
Memory staggered back on free legs, vesta case tumbling from her fingers. Her skin burned from the sudden flash of heat as the woman lit like a pyre, every inch ablaze as she shrieked and screamed and thrashed. 
After a few awful moments, the screaming stopped. The blackened form beneath the flames disintegrated. The fire guttered out, leaving only a lump of black ash to be swept away by the howling wind. 
Memory stared at the now empty spot, too relieved and exhausted to question it. The sinister forest beyond the river was fading, gnarled trees giving way to desolate hills once more. She turned to Ethan, just in time to see him keel over into the snow. 
Dropping to her knees beside him, her heart lurched to see his grey-tinged face, his eyes fluttering as though struggling to remain open. 
“I have suffered enough of your poor hospitality already, Mr. Martens,” she scolded, the effect marred somewhat by her chattering teeth. “It would be the epitome of bad form if you were to die on me. I’m afraid I don’t know the way to the station, so I must insist you live.”
His eyes finally lost the battle, and closed. 
“Ethan!” She shook him, throat tight with fear. “You insufferable man, I forbid it!”
A hint of a wry smile tugged his lips. His mouth moved as if to speak, and Memory leaned in to hear. 
“…Stay,” he rasped. “I want you to stay.”






  
  Epilogue
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Despite the blazing fire in the hearth behind her, a chill skittered down Memory’s spine as she stared out the window at the gently falling snow. Things had been peaceful and normal for years, yet she doubted she would ever feel completely at ease in the winter again. She had come so very close to dying, out in that snow. She would have, if not for Bodley; the old butler had gone out searching, realizing something was amiss when the horse came galloping home by itself. And Ethan… 
A large hand on her back steadied her.
“Your audience awaits, Mrs. Martens.”
She grinned, the deep voice sending a much more pleasant shiver running down her spine. “Impatient, are they?”
“I’m afraid so. You may have a riot on your hands if the show doesn’t start soon.”
Memory turned away from the window. “Well, then, I suppose I must give them what they want.” 
Ethan regarded her with that impish look that never failed to make her stomach flutter. She rubbed her thumb over the smooth gold band around her finger, grin widening. Three years she had worn it, and yet she still needed to assure herself that it was real. Still felt a surge of joy whenever she glimpsed the matching ring on Ethan’s hand. A much more pleasing token than the silver vesta case, which was probably still on the moor somewhere, or perhaps washed away by the river — she had never cared to look.    
Ethan glanced out the window, expression sobering. That day haunted him as well, perhaps more than anyone. His injury had very nearly killed him. Memory would sit by his bedside every night — ‘bullying’ him into recovering, as he would later put it — and on one of those nights he had finally unburdened himself to her.    
He did not know what the creature was, only that she’d been an unwanted inheritance from his father. The late Mr. Martens had been uncommonly lucky; he would escape life-threatening accidents unscathed, his risky business ventures always turned a profit, and life in general seemed to treat him well. Ethan had just chalked it up to good fortune — until his sister disappeared. It was then he learned that his father’s fortunes were nothing to do with luck, but rather the work of some fey creature who took payment in the form of young women. Emily had only been spared because the creature eschewed ‘damaged’ goods, insisting her prizes be of sound mind and able bodies. Ethan tried to end the arrangement after his father’s death, but the creature refused, claiming his father had made the deal on behalf of his bloodline, and it could not be undone. So, Ethan had simply made sure there was no one around for the creature to take. 
Until Memory, of course.
Inspired by his candor, she had shared her own burdens, and the reason she was so desperate to be Emily’s companion. She’d felt silly confessing, for it seemed inconsequential in light of recent events. Ethan had dryly agreed.              
She squeezed his hand to bring his attention back to the present, rising on tip-toes to place a quick kiss on that gorgeous jaw. He caught her face in his hands before she could retreat, treating her to a deep, heated kiss that chased away all dark and wintry thoughts. 
“Ma-ma!” The petulant little voice broke them apart.
“I told you,” Ethan whispered, mouth curling mischievously. The promise in his heavy-lidded gaze made Memory’s cheeks flame; no doubt they would continue that later.
For now, she forced herself to step away, shooting a quelling look at the dark-haired toddler squirming impatiently on the settee. Elizabeth quieted, though her wide blue eyes remained lit with anticipation. 
Memory joined Emily on the piano bench as the young woman flipped through their sheet music. Emily pointed to a title, eyes questioning, and Memory nodded her approval. 
Speech was still rare, but Emily had become more engaged in the world around her in recent years. Whether because she felt safer now that the creature was gone, or because she had simply become accustomed to Memory’s presence, Memory could not say, nor did she try to push the matter. She was just grateful to have a sister-in-law she liked, one who appeared to like her in return and did not make her feel like a burden.
An affectionate hand brushed across her back, making her smile as Ethan took his place next to the piano. Once he was poised to turn the pages, Memory caught Emily’s eye, and together they began to play. 
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This marriage may be her salvation. Or her doom…








  
  The Baron's Demons

Chapter 1


May 1873
London, England

The red clock tower of St. Pancras Station, Julia’s beacon, loomed on the horizon as she hurried along the cobblestoned streets. She cast furtive looks over her shoulder, half expecting to see someone running after her, though such a fear was illogical. Cook thought she was at the market, and her father was at his office; he would not notice her absence for several more hours. The bruise beneath her sleeve throbbed, an effective reminder that lent her courage to keep walking. 
Two shillings clinked in her pocket, meant for the market stalls she was supposedly visiting. They would not last long, but they would pay for her train ticket, and that was all that mattered. Afterward… well, she would deal with the future as necessary.
The closer she drew to the station, the busier the streets became. Carriages rattled past, forcing her to the side among throngs of top-hatted gentlemen, ladies wearing colorful bustled skirts, and tired women in plain clothes who seemed about as thrilled as Julia to be weaving through such a crowd. It was a relief when her route took her down a quieter lane, made up of a few worn but respectable shop fronts nestled between the teeming thoroughfares. A horse and cart waited outside a bookseller’s while two men unloaded crates, but otherwise the way was clear. Julia strode past the men, heart in her throat. 
She was close, so very close. 
A suggestive whistle pierced her ears.
“’Ello, sweet. Wot’s the rush?”
Julia glanced back, then picked up her pace, skin crawling. The workmen had paused. A thin, redheaded man stared at her eagerly while the other leered from beneath heavy, dark brows.  As if she needed more incentive to hurry.
Brisk footfalls sounded behind her. She jerked to the side as the redhead suddenly appeared on her right—only to bump into his companion, who had snuck up on her left. 
“My apologies, sir.” She resumed walking, slimy tendrils of unease stroking her spine. 
Ignoring them was the safest option. Perhaps they would grow bored and leave her alone. Please, God, let them leave me alone.
The footfalls continued, keeping pace on each side.
“Not even a ’ow you do?”
“Too good for the likes of us, me finks.”
“Is that it, miss ’igh and mighty? You too good for us?”
Julia kept her gaze fixed forward on the busy, well-populated avenue beyond. She considered abandoning all pretense and running for it when a tug on her skirt made her whirl in alarm.
Red’s hand retreated, silver glinting between dirt-stained fingers. Julia went cold.
Her shillings. Her freedom.
The man raised a skeptical brow. “Not so ’igh and mighty after all.” With the flourish of a well-practiced sneak thief, her train fare disappeared, taking all hope with it.
“Please,” she begged, her voice wavering with the effort not to cry. “I need that. It is all I have.”
“Sounds important.” Heavy Brows leaned close. “Wot you willin’ to trade for it?”
She searched his face for any hint of compassion, dread gripping her insides when she found none. What would she trade for it? How desperate was she?
“She will not be trading anything.”  
All three jumped at the deep, unexpected voice. Julia had not heard the third man’s approach, but once she saw him, she was baffled that she—or anyone—could ever miss him. 
He towered over them, the fine silk of his cravat above Julia’s eye level. The suggestion of a lean yet powerful form shifted beneath his coat, his posture indicative of a man at complete ease with himself and his surroundings. Her gaze traveled upward, taking in sharp features, curling black hair, and his eyes… 
Julia took a subconscious step back, grateful those eyes were focused on Red and not her. Pale, grey, and cold, they regarded her tormentor as a wolf might regard some yapping terrier. As though he knew he could silence the creature with one effortless bite and was daring it to provoke him.
“You will return what you took from her and be on your way.”
Not a request. An order. Spoken as if he were quite used to giving them and never doubted they would be followed.
“This ain’t your business, toff.” Heavy Brows was apparently stupid as well as mean.
Those cold eyes turned on him, the latent violence in them raising the hairs on Julia’s neck. She looked to the end of the street, wondering if it might be best to abandon her shillings and run.
“Just ’avin’ a bit of fun, is all.” At least Red was intelligent. Her coins reappeared and he offered them up with a tense grin. “No ’arm intended.”
Julia held out her hand, fingers trembling as the coins dropped into her palm. The gentleman remained focused on Heavy Brows, who finally seemed to realize the depths of his folly. He swallowed and jerked his chin, then he and his companion hastened back to their cart.
“Are you all right?” her savior asked as he watched their retreat, his features narrowed in distaste.
“Y-yes. Thank you.” 
His attention finally shifted, and his eyes widened as they landed on her. Julia stiffened. It was just as uncomfortable as she’d imagined, being the focus of that steely gaze. 
“May I ask your name?” he said at length, a strange expression on his face.
Such a query should not make her so uneasy. It was an innocent question, one anyone would ask upon meeting for the first time. Julia pushed the feeling aside. “Miss Woodrow.”
“And your given name?”
Less innocent. She glanced at the thoroughfare once more, longing for the crowd and the anonymity it offered. 
“Julia,” she replied after a moment’s deliberation. He had helped her, after all. And something about him gave the impression he would know if she lied. “Julia Woodrow.”
That strange look again, like the answer pained him. It vanished before she could examine it further, replaced by a cool, detached expression.
“What are you doing out by yourself?”
Unease changed to alarm. He was a stranger. It should not matter if he knew, yet Julia could not bring herself to share that. “Going to the market.” 
Her alarm grew as he raised an eyebrow, glancing at their quiet, market-less surroundings. “That is quite far from here, I believe. May I offer you the use of my carriage? It is waiting at the end of the lane.”
“No!” Julia cringed at her hasty reply and amended, “I… I thank you. But I am sure you must have important business, and I would not wish to keep you from it.” 
She braced for his insistence, scrambling for a polite way to extricate herself. Running seemed more and more tempting as he studied her with those unnerving eyes. 
But he shocked her by dipping his head. “Very well. Good day, Miss Woodrow.”
Long, gloved fingers touched the brim of his top hat, and he walked away.
Julia stared after him, coins cutting into her palm as she clutched them. Only once he disappeared into the bookshop did she realize she had not learned his name.
Her would-be robbers had made themselves scarce. Their cart was disappearing around a corner, leaving her alone on the narrow street. She sagged against a nearby lamppost, hands shaking as the impact of the encounter took hold. The memory of the workmen’s leers still crawled on her skin, the terrifying sense of helplessness weighing her down. Who knew what they might have done had that gentleman not stepped in. And somehow, he had left her even more shaken than they had.
What was she thinking? Supposing she arrived at her destination without being robbed again, her funds would only last a day or two after she purchased her ticket. And she did not even know her destination. She had thought to pick whatever train was departing soonest, no matter where it went. She had no employment lined up, no place in mind to stay. London was familiar, and yet she could not seem to travel in it without attracting trouble. What hope did she have elsewhere? Leaving had been appealing during her panicked flight this morning, but now…
The red clock tower loomed overhead. No longer a beacon but a stark reminder of her insignificance and how little care the outside world would show for her. 
Despair crept in at the thought of returning home. But at least she knew what to expect there. In hindsight, perhaps it was better than being at the mercy of the streets. 
Her decision brought some measure of relief. Only slightly greater than the sense of defeat. 
It won’t be forever.
Swallowing the burn in her throat, Julia pocketed her shillings and walked back the way she had come.

      ***“At last!” Cook stepped away from the stove as Julia entered the kitchen with her arms full of food. “The market that busy, eh?” 
Julia remained silent, leaving Cook to draw her own conclusions as they unloaded her burdens on the counter.
Cook was their last remaining servant, a plump elderly woman who had worked in the Woodrow house since before Julia was born. She must have had a real name at some point, but as no one ever used it, Julia had only ever known her as “Cook.” Lord only knew what kept her there besides some strange sense of loyalty, but Julia was glad of it, whatever the reason. The others had been driven away some time ago—several by Mr. Woodrow’s temper and the rest by his inability to pay them. Cook’s companionship was not always the most scintillating, but she meant well, and seeing as she was Julia’s only companion, that was more than enough.
“Is this all the beef?” The older woman frowned, holding up the small, paper-wrapped parcel.
“If I’d purchased more, we could not have afforded the eggs.”
Cook scoffed and shook her head. “That man is a criminal, he is, raising his prices all the time.”
The prices had not, in fact, been raised. Her father had simply given them fewer funds than usual, but Julia declined to mention that. Most likely, the extra pence that should have paid for their beef now belonged to the gin palace up the road. Julia had, on occasion, imagined that gin palace going up in flames. Yet she had equal occasion to be grateful for its presence, for if Mr. Woodrow was there, then he was not at home. 
A sizzling sound reached her ears just as the scent of char reached her nose. Both women whipped their heads toward the stove and the pot bubbling over on top.
“Oh, blast!” Cook hustled to attend it, flapping her arm at the oven. “And that would be the buns burnin’!”
Julia grabbed a towel and dove to rescue them, relieved to find some were not too browned. Enough to serve her father, at least. “They are not all lost.” She poked at a hard, blackened shell as she moved them to the table in the center of the room. “If we cut the rest open there may be something salvageable inside.” 
“Bless you, child.” Cook sighed as she stirred her now-simmering pot. “I don’t know how I’d manage without you.”
Julia mustered a weak smile, unable to meet the woman’s eye. How incredibly selfish she had been to consider leaving Cook with no word and only half their dinner. If she had gone straight to the market in the first place, she would have been home in time to help and they might have no burnt buns. 
A cloud of shame followed her as she went about her chores the rest of the day, the work more grueling than usual due to the time lost that morning. Fair penance for the poor decision she had nearly made.
The clock told her to expect it, but Julia stiffened nonetheless when she heard the front door open some hours later.
He was home.
She and Cook scurried to put dinner out before he entered the dining room. By the time he stepped in, Julia was safely seated in her place at the table. 
There was very little resemblance between Julia and Alfred Woodrow. Where he had greying brown hair, she had golden curls, and his blue eyes were a far cry from her dark brown. She always assumed she must take after her mother. Assumed because she had not seen her mother in over twenty years and could not recall exactly what she looked like. 
Mary Woodrow had vanished when Julia was five years old. Simply disappeared, never to be heard from again. Julia possessed only a few fragmented memories of her: a whiff of violet perfume; a brightly colored dress; tinkling laughter, which had often stopped when Mr. Woodrow entered the room. Young Julia used to hope her mother would return one day and whisk her away from that house, but that hope dwindled with every passing year. Adult Julia still wondered where her mother had gone, but cynical acceptance now tinged that curiosity. Her father and the gossipmongers must have been right: her mother had left her.
If one believed the rumors, Mrs. Woodrow had run off with another man. Some of the older servants used to whisper that Julia might not be Mr. Woodrow’s child, but her nurse had put a stop to that, assuring Julia that her mother’s supposed paramour had appeared well after Julia was born. This knowledge disappointed her, for it would have been a great comfort to know she had no true ties to the man now seating himself across the table. 
Julia forced a smile and launched into their established script. “Did you have a pleasant day?”
“It went well enough.” He reached for a bun, oblivious to his daughter’s relief when he bit into it without comment. Narrowed eyes studied her as he chewed and swallowed. “Did you do anything interesting today?”
Her palms began to sweat. This was not part of the script. 
“J-just visited the market this morning.” 
He couldn’t possibly know, could he? She hadn’t gone anywhere near his office.
Her father’s mouth pursed in disapproval. “You know I do not care for that. Cook should be running those errands.”
Julia relaxed ever-so-slightly. They were treading familiar ground once more. “I know, but it is a long walk and her foot still pains her if she is on it for too long. It is faster if I go in her stead.” 
A dropped soup pot had left Cook hobbling several weeks back. Julia did not like to see the poor woman in pain, nor had she enjoyed cleaning a full pot of soup from the kitchen floor, but, there had been one silver lining. Previously, she had not been allowed to leave the house unless accompanied by her father or Cook. That decree was no longer reasonable if he wished to eat.
He took a knife to the beef on his plate, slicing it with brisk, agitated motions, though his voice was smooth as he replied, “Well, I hope it did not keep you away from your responsibilities too long.”
“No, it was no trouble.” 
“Good. Oh! Did you have a chance to mend that shirt of mine?”
As if it were an afterthought. As if he had not seized her by the arm that morning and shoved the shirt in her face, leaving his fingerprints in black and blue. All over a missing button that had gone unnoticed in the wash. 
Julia’s gaze dropped to her plate. She set her fork down, no longer able to hold it steady. “Yes, it is in your wardrobe. I am very sorry about that.”
She held her breath, feeling his eyes on her. Assessing whether she had been sufficiently cowed. He kept her in suspense for a long, terrible moment, then—
“Excellent! I am sure you will pay closer attention next time. I do so hate when I am forced to remind you.” 
All she could do was nod, a grateful smile trembling on her lips while resentment burned in her heart.
There was little talk after that. The tension finally left her shoulders when he finished eating and abandoned her for the company of a bottle. She helped Cook clean up their dinner, then escaped to the relative safety of her bedroom and locked the door. 
Julia sank onto her bed and stared at the peeling wallpaper, fighting back tears. She had come so close to being free of this place. Even with the fear and guilt, some part of her still wished she had gone through with it. The more she considered it, the more she realized there may not be any way to leave without hurting Cook in the process. Cook cared for her, no question about that. But when it came to defying Mr. Woodrow, the older woman could not be trusted. Her ultimate loyalty was always to the man who paid her, and Julia could not resent her for it; they both did what they must.
Regardless, Julia needed a better plan. Her encounter with the workmen had made that clear. But what else could she do? Her father would never consent to her seeking work, and without a reference she had no hope of finding employment in a respectable house with room and board. 
Most women left their parents by being wed, but no man wanted to court the penniless daughter of a disgraced barrister, never mind one so dangerously close to spinsterhood. Assuming she could meet a man in the first place. Difficult to do when one’s father did not socialize and did not want his daughter socializing either. 
It was challenging enough to determine how she might escape, but when was equally important. Her window of opportunity may close at any time. She could only take advantage of Cook’s injury for so long before he stopped accepting that excuse.
Julia blew out a frustrated breath. She was tired, and fretting would not solve anything tonight. Better to revisit the subject tomorrow. Hopefully it would be a more peaceful morning, and then she could look at the problem with a clearer head.
She reached under her bed and pulled out a tattered novel, rescued from her mother’s things before they were sold. It was a dark story about a woman who was kidnapped and taken away to a creepy old castle, where she had to fend off the less-than-honorable advances of her captor. Julia had read it many times before, and it was rather ridiculous, really, but she liked to revisit it every now and then. It helped to escape into a world so completely unlike her own.
Except tonight, she found it hard to escape. Her thoughts kept wandering to a tall, well-dressed man with unnerving grey eyes. After she had read the same page four times and still failed to retain it, she snapped her book shut and sighed. 
Why should he affect her so when their encounter had been so brief? Perhaps it was merely the sense that she had narrowly avoided something dangerous. She had no doubt the encounter would have turned violent, had the workmen not come to their senses, and even two-to-one, she suspected they would have come out the worse for it. And then the gentleman had been so strangely interested in her name.
Julia snuffed out her lamp and crawled under the threadbare quilt. It did not matter what that man would or would not have done, for she was unlikely ever to see him again. Things would look better tomorrow. Then she could forget him and start thinking of a new plan. 

      ***Julia woke with the dawn as usual. She dressed in a blue cotton frock before pinning her curls back in a simple knot, then headed downstairs to the kitchen. Cook was already there, speculating over the bacon.
“What do you think?” She held up the meager slab, the issue immediately apparent. If they tried to split it in three, they would have little more than a bite each.
Disappointment surged. Julia liked bacon and had hardly enjoyed any from the last slab. “I do not need any. Divide it between the two of you.”
“Oh, Miss…”
“I am not that hungry,” Julia assured her, even as her stomach rumbled. “Eggs and bread will suit me just fine.” She turned away before Cook could argue and busied herself with preparing the eggs. She still felt as if she owed the woman for nearly abandoning her yesterday. 
They had already finished their own breakfasts by the time her father rose. Julia stood in the larder, mulling over their luncheon options, when the telltale creak of floorboards announced his descent.
It being a Sunday, Mr. Woodrow would be staying home all day, and the family’s Sunday routine did not include church. He had not attended since his wife’s disappearance, which meant Julia did not either. She had yet to see evidence of God’s wrath, but her father’s was real enough. This made Sundays her least favorite day of the week, for she had no reprieve from whatever mood happened to seize him that day.
Julia assessed the cadence of those creaking floorboards. Unhurried. Heavy. A bit uneven. She hung her head in relief when she heard him plop into his chair in the dining room and lift the cover on his breakfast plate. Apparently he had enjoyed the bottle’s company a bit too much last night. He was unlikely to bother her today, so long as she remained quiet.
With that in mind, she and Cook set to mending clothes that afternoon. They settled in what used to be the drawing room, now converted into a work room, since they had not had guests in years and therefore no need for a place to receive them. The sofa—once a deep blue velvet, now faded to more of a slate hue—had a pile of garments in the middle, covering a patchy spot on the seat where the nap was wearing away. She and Cook sat on each side of the pile, a basket of finished items at their feet.
Normally they would chat, but Julia was glad for the silence today. It gave her space to plan.
Perhaps she had been thinking too narrowly when it came to employment. A position in a house would require a reference, yes, but did shopkeepers care about such things? Maybe she could slip into one next week and ask. Just for educational purposes, of course. Remaining in London seemed unwise. But she would need funds to go elsewhere and certainly more than two shillings. If she cut back on her portion of meals like she had this morning, she might save a few pence from their food allowance every—
A strange sound from the foyer startled her. 
Julia craned her neck to view the doorway behind them. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. She shared a questioning look with Cook, who seemed equally perplexed.
There it was again. Realization finally dawned. 
Someone was knocking.
Cook stood and stared at the front door as if she could not believe it was there. “Well, now, who in the world could that be? And calling on a Sunday, no less!”
Julia twisted around to watch while the woman moved to answer it. The doorframe blocked her view of the person outside, but Cook seemed taken aback by whoever it was. 
“Afternoon, sir! Can I help you?” 
A hand came into view, extending a card between two long fingers. “I have come to see Mr. Woodrow. Is he at home?”
Julia’s fingers clenched around the skirt she was mending. She suddenly found it difficult to breathe. 
No. It could not possibly be.
Cook opened the door wider to admit their guest, and the tall, steel-eyed gentleman stepped into the house. He removed his hat and surveyed his surroundings with a sharp, almost condescending gaze.
Julia whipped around before that gaze could land on her. She bowed her head over the skirt and continued stitching, praying he would pass her off as just another servant, though her heart pounded so hard she feared the noise alone might attract his notice. 
How had he found her? Why? 
Cook scurried upstairs to fetch Mr. Woodrow. A muffled, cantankerous grumbling could be heard, then the tone soon shifted to incredulity. Heavy footsteps, much brisker than they had been that morning, announced his arrival.
“Lord Arevale. What in the world are you doing here?”
The recognition in her father’s voice shocked Julia into looking back. 
“Woodrow. It has been a while, has it not?” A small grin tugged the corners of Lord Arevale’s mouth, though his look did not seem entirely friendly.
“Indeed.” Mr. Woodrow descended the last few steps, eyes narrowed on their guest, a sour look about his face. “What brings you here? As I recall, you were not the sort to drop by for a pointless chat.”
“I wish to speak with you about your daughter.” 
Julia’s stomach bottomed out as two pairs of eyes turned on her, one grey and impassive, the other blue and suspicious. She could see her father putting the pieces together, his expression darkening. He knew she had done something to catch this man’s attention, and whatever it was, he did not like it.
He gave her a look full of awful promise before addressing Lord Arevale. “Very well. Follow me, if you please.” The two men climbed the stairs to her father’s study, and the closing door echoed through the house like a death knell. 
Dread seized her. Lord Arevale must be telling him about their encounter yesterday. What else could he possibly have come for? She had been so concerned about her father catching her in the act of running away that she had not considered an acquaintance of his might do it instead.
Cook returned to her seat in the not-drawing room, a look of wonder on her face. “Never thought I’d see him again.”
“He is a lord?” Julia asked lightly, her stitches suddenly fumbling and uneven. 
“Aye! Baron… summat-or-other. Can’t quite recall.” 
“How does Father know him?” 
“They belonged to the same club, I think, when your father used to go there.” Cook’s brow furrowed as she drew a shirt from the garment pile. “Your father represented one of the lord’s friends in a case—was it Pearsall? Perrin? Bah, something like that. Your father left the club a while ago, though. Hasn’t seen either of them in years, so far as I know.”
Julia was willing to bet his departure from the club coincided with her mother’s departure from the house, but she could not confirm that with Cook. Mrs. Woodrow was never spoken of, and Julia learned long ago not to ask about her. Even when her father was away, she received nothing from Cook but tight-lipped silence, sometimes even a scolding for daring to be curious.
Her ears strained for any indication of what was being said above, expecting a furious eruption at any moment. She was in deep trouble. The only question remaining was how deep. At the very least, her days of visiting the market were over. She would be lucky to step foot in the garden again. At the very worst… Julia’s arm still hurt from the morning before. If her father had become so enraged over a missing button, what would he do over this?
She jumped at the creak of the study door opening and hissed as the action drove the needle into her finger.
Two sets of footsteps left the room, but only one man descended the stairs. Lord Arevale appeared in the doorway, looking just as composed as when he had arrived.
“I wish to speak with Miss Woodrow alone, please.” 
Cook shot a dumbfounded look at Julia before scrambling to her feet, making a hasty curtsy to the baron on her way out, and then disappearing around a corner—where she would likely be staying to eavesdrop.
Julia fought the urge to squirm while Lord Arevale remained in the doorway, studying her. At long last, he moved into the room and settled himself in a chair on the opposite side. “I trust you have recovered from yesterday?”
She nodded, her gaze falling to the skirt in her hands. Blood welled from the needle’s bite, and she pinched her thumb over it to hide it. “Thank you. For helping.” Her eyes darted toward the stairs and the upper landing where her father was undoubtedly listening in. She lowered her voice. “May I ask… what did you tell him? About…?”
“Only that you were accosted yesterday on your way to the market, and fortunately I witnessed it and stepped in to assist. That is what happened, is it not?” He gave her a knowing look and dropped his own voice to a murmur. “I did not go into detail. It seemed irrelevant to mention where it occurred.”
“Yes, of course,” she breathed, shoulders slumping in relief. “Thank you.” Perhaps her trouble was not so very deep, after all.
He dipped his head in acknowledgment. “As you may have guessed, your father and I are old friends.” His tone sounded a bit sarcastic on that last word. “Unfortunately, we have not been in touch for many years, and had I known of the struggles facing this household, I may have called sooner. I wish to offer you some help, Miss Woodrow.”
Her brows drew together. Was he about to offer her employment? Charity?
“I believe the best way to ease the financial pressure on your father is to provide you a home elsewhere. If you were to become my wife, I can promise you would be well-provided for.”
The skirt and needle dropped from her hands. 
Her ears had played a trick on her, certainly. He could not possibly have said that.
“M-marry you?” She was probably gaping like a fish, but the shock seemed to have stolen her wits.
“Yes.” Lord Arevale regarded her with unsettling calm. “Your father has already given his blessing, but the decision is ultimately yours.”
Marry him? Why in the world would he want to marry her?
“I will not insult you by feigning feelings I do not have,” he continued. “This offer does not stem from any particular affection on my part. We hardly know each other, after all. I must also be frank and let you know that I have no desire to start a family. However, I could see to it that you would never want for anything for the rest of your life.”
She should be jumping for joy. She had been seeking a way out, and here one had just been handed to her on a silv—no, golden platter. Yet Julia could think of nothing to say but, “Why?”
One sharp, black brow rose. “Pardon?”
She swallowed and tried again. “You… you say you do not desire a family. What do you want from a wife?”
Did she imagine it, or did his gaze become more guarded? 
“Nothing, Miss Woodrow. I only wish to help, and this is the best way I can think to do so.”
Nothing.
It was simply too good to be true. 
And therein lay the problem.
Granted, she was no expert when it came to the opposite sex, but Julia was fairly certain men married because they wanted something. Affection. Children. Money. Someone to manage the household. No one wanted nothing.
If he were old and grizzled, she could understand. She could tell herself he was simply in need of a nice young arm decoration, one desperate enough not to balk at the disparity. But Lord Arevale was neither old, nor grizzled. He looked like a man in his prime. A rather attractive man, at that, if one ignored the haughty look that seemed to be his default expression. If he lived as comfortably as he implied, she could not imagine he would have any trouble finding a wife among his own set.
Which begged another question: Why was he not married already?
“I won’t take offense if you refuse,” Lord Arevale assured her after she failed to speak for several moments. 
She should not refuse. She would be mad to refuse. But she recalled the promise of violence in his eyes yesterday and could not bring herself to say “yes.”
“Would you like some time to consider it?”  
Julia released a shaken breath. “Please.”
“Of course.” He stood, appearing completely unaffected by her indecision. As if he truly did not care either way. “I will return the day after tomorrow. Might I expect an answer by then?”
She nodded, hoping she looked more certain than she felt.
“Very well. Good day to you, Miss Woodrow.” Lord Arevale donned his hat again and moved to leave. He glanced toward the upper landing as he passed the stairs, lip curling. “Mr. Woodrow.”
And with that, he was gone. 


      ***
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