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      “He’s ready for you, girl.”

      I flinch at Mrs. Potter’s voice. Not for its sternness — I was raised in an orphanage run by the kind of nuns that make Mrs. Potter look like a wet rag — but because I’d been so lost in thought I hadn’t heard her approach.

      “Thank you.” I dip my head a little and leave it at that, not sure if she expects a curtsey from me or not. I’ve worked in homes like this before, where the hierarchy between the staff was strictly adhered to, but never for a man of this stature. I’m still trying to decide where I fit in.

      Mrs. Potter turns on her heel and I follow a moment later. The heels of our boots click against the flagstones as she leads me deeper into the manor. Her earlier tour included the entire bottom floor and most of the second. But now she’s headed for a sweeping staircase that leads to the third. Our boots are silent on the now carpeted stairs — thick fiber in dark burgundy — that twist maddeningly as we ascend.

      “You are never to enter this staircase without explicit invitation,” Mrs. Potter warns in her tight, slightly breathless voice — as if I’m just some commoner with absolutely no sense of etiquette. It’s no wonder she can’t breathe — the chest of her dress binds her breasts near flat on her ribcage.

      I’m not one for fashion, but the style of Mrs. Potter’s garments appear to be at least a decade old. Had the fabric not been so faded, it would have been a very colorful, outspoken piece. My dress is powder blue, trimmed with white, and although plain, it was only tailored a few weeks ago. My first new dress after Howie had been born.

      I pause for a moment, fumbling blindly for the railing as my eyes squeeze closed. It’s a pathetic attempt to block out that lurid splash of memory that blooms every time I think of my dearly departed child…but fortunately I recover before Mrs. Potter notices.

      Straighten your goddamn spine, Pippa.

      My husband’s voice echoes hollowly in my mind, and makes me grimace. But I push my shoulders back, and lift my chin, and even attempt a faint smile as Mrs. Potter stops in front of a massive oak door and taps the knocker three times with her thin, red-knuckled hands.

      The urge to toy with my bonnet or clasp my hands like I’m awaiting the lash is unbearable.

      “Come.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stands up at the deep baritone that calls out to us through the thick door. Mrs. Potter glances over her shoulder at me and scans me as if to make sure there’s not a strand out of place. My hand lifts before I can stop myself, running self-consciously over the tail of luscious curls bouncing over my right shoulder. Mrs. Potter doesn’t look pleased…then again, I can’t imagine what it would take to see mirth light up her flinty eyes.

      With an audible sniff, Mrs. Potter takes me over the threshold and into the baron’s apartments.
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        Brandon

      

      

      At first, I don’t see the nanny. I frown at Mrs. Potter so hard, her stern expression cracks into confusion before she steps aside.

      “Miss Goodwin,” Lydia begins. “Permit me to present to you the Honorable Baron Dunn—”

      I stand in a rush. “Thank you, that will be all.”

      Mrs. Potter cuts off, curtsies, leaves.

      The young girl standing a few feet off could be a statue carved from pale marble.

      “Mrs. Goodwin,” I say. Not that I can imagine her a married woman. She’s too young, too shy.

      “You may call me Pippa if it pleases you, my Lord.” A smile flashes over her mouth.

      “Sir.”

      Pippa ducks her head a little, and looks as if she wants to curtsy but can’t remember how. “Sir. My apologies. I, uh, I’ve never worked for a—”

      “Baron?” I cock an eyebrow at her as I move around my desk. On instinct, I reach for my cup of coffee, and then stop. It’s cold already.

      Everything in this fucking place is cold moments after it gets up here. Unless she’s blushing, Pippa’s not taking too kindly to the chill. I hold out my arm, and she shifts as if about to bolt, should I touch her. “There’s a fire in the next room. We can warm ourselves there.”

      Pippa nods, and her cheeks color even more as she keeps to my side.

      “And Rose, of course.”

      “Of course,” Pippa repeats, a touch breathlessly.

      Is it because we’re in my bedroom? If she is in fact a married woman, I’m sure she knows exactly what happens behind these doors.

      What used to, before Rose.

      As if my thoughts touch her, the tiny bundle inside its crib begins howling like a banshee. My eyes slide shut. I force a deep breath into my chest and spread my fingers out so they don’t bunch into fists. “I’m afraid that’s the only sound she makes these days,” I say.

      I expect to see Pippa standing in shock, perhaps running back the way we came. No one — no one — can endure this infernal screeching.

      But when I open my eyes, Pippa is beside the crib, a wide smile on her mouth as she peeks inside. “May I?” she asks, although she’s already reaching inside.

      I run my hand through my hair, shaking my head. “It won’t make a difference. Mrs. Potter’s tried on numerous occasions to quieten the lass, but she just—”

      Rose lets out an ear-piercing shriek, tiny fists balled as if she wants to pummel Pippa to death. The young woman simply slips an arm under her and cradles her to her chest. Rose hiccups, takes another massive breath, and goes quiet. Pippa starts bouncing the little bundle in her arms, crooning wordlessly to Rose’s red face.

      Witchcraft.

      There’s simply no other explanation.

      Rose lets out another odd little noise, and then reaches for Pippa’s face with a bright red hand.

      “The fire left its mark on—” I begin, dropping my gaze.

      “Ssh.”

      When I look up, Pippa has a finger raised, to one side. Shushing me. Me. I bristle, but then my eyes dart down to little Rose’s bright red face, and the stiffness in my shoulders melts away.

      “She’s hungry,” Pippa says quietly. She glances over her shoulder at me. “Where’s her bottle?”

      I open my mouth, and then close it again. “Honestly, I hadn’t thought you’d get this far.”

      The woman’s brown eyes narrow a little. She shrugs at me. “Well, I have. But this poor thing’s starved.”

      “Because it refuses to eat!”

      Rose hiccups in fright as my voice booms out, and then bursts into tears again. I can’t hear the words, but there’s no mistaking the way Pippa’s lips form the word, “It?”

      I pivot and storm out of my room. I wrench open the landing door and bellow down the stairs, “Bring the bottles!” I slam the door and sink down into my seat. It was a fluke, of course. The child had simply been surprised by a stranger. She was back to her demonic ways, howling day in and day out, and spitting up everything anyone can get in that little mouth.

      I’d been too eager, accepting the first candidate the agency sent my way.

      Pippa Goodwin will be gone come the morrow.
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      I’m staring down at the most beautiful face I’ve ever seen. When I’d first lifted Rose from her crib, I’d almost cried out when I saw the hot red flush covering her tiny face. Could it be a birthmark?

      But now all I see are her eyes. Big, bright, and blue. Hypnotizing.

      My heart is still thundering from the baron’s outburst, but as soon as I lock eyes with this tiny thing in my arms, I forget all about him.

      I manage to quieten her moments after Sir Brandon leaves the room. Honestly, I’m not surprised. As much of a gentleman as he makes out to be, his commanding presence fills the room like a thick, suffocating fog. His temperament is fair enough, but with his thick, wild brows and piercing blue eyes, my initial impression was of a barely-tamed beast rather than a highly esteemed baron.

      When I applied for this position, the information the agency grudgingly provided was sparse. A recently widowed gentleman required a nanny for his infant child. They claimed to have no information on how the Lady of the house passed, nor were they precisely certain where the manor lay. They were, however, adamant about a single fact: my services were required through winter, and the single road leading to the manor was impassable after the first snow. In fact, other than ensuring that I had the required experience, this seemed the caveat they were most concerned about.

      Four months. A week — perhaps less — to change my mind, should I wish.

      Why on earth I would change my mind, God only knows. Although the manor is dour beyond belief, the wages easily compensate for the fact that I will only return to civilization next quarter.

      Honestly, I couldn’t be happier. Here, no one knows who I am.

      No one knows what I’ve done.

      This chance at a clean slate is more than I could ever have hoped for…more, even, than I deserve.
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        Brandon

      

      

      Either Mrs. Potter is out of earshot or the damned woman is ignoring me. She thinks I don’t notice when she does that. Stubborn as my father was, the old hag. Especially if I attempt to alter her routine in any way. In fact, I’m convinced that — had Rose not been close to starving — Mrs. Potter would still be attempting to feed the babe herself.

      I glance over my shoulder, but the nanny is hidden behind the wall.

      Rose has grown quiet again.

      Fluke.

      I shake away the thought and storm downstairs, hollering for Mrs. Potter every second or third step. I’m sure I’m making a terrible impression on our newest employee — Pippa, was it? — but best she knows now what kind of dysfunctional household she’s inserting herself into. The agency had been taken aback when I told them about my unique situation. They requested information I was not inclined to provide, but doubling their commission quickly soothed their concerns.

      What does it matter how Lady Alaine passed? All that matters is that I need a woman who can convince my child to take a bottle, lest she perishes of hunger before the week is out.

      “Mrs. Potter!” My voice echoes back to me as I throw it down the wide passage. From here, anyone in the library, the music room, or the den can hear me. But no Mrs. Potter appears. I turn.

      The skin on the back of my neck crawls as I stare down the other side of the passage. Could Mrs. Potter be down there, perhaps dusting one of the disused bedrooms? I was content with her laying sheets over everything and leaving the rooms alone entirely, but cleaning every room in this manor is something Mrs. Potter is most stubborn about. To hear it from her, no one would want to purchase a dusty house, even one as grand as Dunnwood Manor.

      I take a step down the hall, but my body pulls to a halt of its own.

      The old nursery is down there. If I go any closer, I might catch a whiff of charcoal in the air. I step back, cup my hands over my mouth and—

      “Ya called, m’lord?”

      “Christ, woman!” I spin on my heel. Mrs. Potter’s standing a few feet behind me, wringing her hands as her shoulders stoop an inch further.

      “Yes, m’lord?”

      “Where were you?”

      “In the music room, m’lord. Dusting the piano, m’lord.” Her dark eyes remain downcast, the corners of her lips turning down. “Would you like me to bring Rose’s things, m—?”

      “Very much so,” I growl, dusting my hands as if she’s somehow transferred all the piano dust onto me. “And hurry.”

      She’s already scampering away, her tall body hunched as if she wishes she could melt into the carpet. My gaze flickers to the stairwell. I should go back up there, but for some reason I feel that my presence would deter Pippa. Instead, I hover at the foot of the stairwell, itching to go up, but forcing myself to wait on Mrs. Potter so that I accompany her.

      Blessed silence filters down from above. I’ve been this far away from Rose before, and yet I would still be able to hear her wailing. God knows where that tiny thing finds the energy to cry as much as she does, especially since she refuses to nurse.

      Could it be that Pippa’s managed to quieten her down again?

      Perhaps it isn’t a fluke.

      Dear God, I pray it isn’t a fluke.
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      It starts as a faint pressure. An uncomfortable fullness in my breasts. As soon as little Rose simmers down to unhappy hiccups, it fades away. Howie would be a week older than Rose, had he still been alive. Had his little body not eventually grown still under my pillow.

      Rose lets out a surprised sound, and I realize I’m gripping her too hard, too protectively against my bosom. Before I can pull her away, Rose reaches for my breast, her tiny hand brushing my pale skin. I break out in shivers, and hurriedly adjust my grip.

      “No,” I murmur, my voice barely audible. “Daddy is bringing your bottle.”

      The words fall out of my mouth before I can censor them. A blush heats my cheeks, and I throw a guilty glance toward the dark, gaping archway that leads to the room where I first encountered Baron Dunnwood. What if he’d heard? I tuck Rose’s bright red hand behind her blanket and rock her a little. She glowers at me with her father’s eyes, seeming cross that I’ve denied her my breasts.

      Then she tips back her head and begins howling.

      I rock her. I try and burp her. I make faces at her.

      Everything I do just seems to make her cry that much louder.

      “Don’t fret, girl. I’m sure you won’t be the last to fail.”

      I start, throwing Mrs. Potter a flustered look over my shoulder. Where on earth did she come from? I would have seen her moving through the archway from the corner of my eye — and she definitely didn’t use that entrance.

      “Here you are.” Mrs. Potter hands me a warm bottle. I give her a thankful nod, and then shift Rose in my arms. Glancing around, I spot a rocking chair a few feet away and go sit in it. Mrs. Potter stands in the middle of the room, not moving, her hands clasped behind her back.

      “Must you watch?” I ask, not bothering to take the snap from my voice. Had she not startled me half to death, I wouldn’t be rattling like this. I lay Rose in my lap and quickly test the formula on my wrist. Mrs. Potter sniffs and glances away as if I’ve insulted her deeply. I ignore her — I may not have any actual experience as a nanny or a nurse, but I know the basics of feeding a baby. And I’m not about to give Mrs. Potter any doubt in my capabilities.

      I flush a little, and dip my head to murmur soothing words to Rose so Mrs. Potter won’t see the color tinging my cheeks.

      No one can know, Pippa. They’ll send you back without a dime in your pocket.

      I position Rose against my bosom, urge her hand away from my breast, and bring the teat to her lips.

      She scowls, blows a fat bubble at me, and turns her head away.

      “It’s the same every time,” Mrs. Potter says, punctuating her statement with a sniff. I glance at her, my spine straightening when I see the contempt in her eyes. I give her a wide smile, and shrug a little.

      “Rose and I are still strangers,” I murmur, keeping my voice as low and soothing as possible. “Once we’re friends—”

      “The baron wouldn’t dare keep you that long.” Mrs. Potter tips up her chin at me. “If you can’t get her to feed before the day is out, you’ll be leaving on the coach come the morrow.” With that, Mrs. Potter pivots on her heel and struts from the room, this time using the archway and disappearing into the study.

      Rose makes another grab for my breast. I knock away her hand with a firm, “No!” and put the teat to her mouth. She spits it out, frowns hard, and promptly bursts into tears. I bring the teat back, and this time she fights it with her little red fists.

      Is her entire body covered in these red splotches? Curiosity burns in me until I can no longer bear it. I tug down the blanket wrapped over her body. It seems not a single inch of her skin has been spared. How difficult it will be for her, growing up and having to deal with the stares, all those hurtful words whispered behind cupped hands? My heart swells with sadness.

      And then that pressure starts up again. A deep ache starts up in my breasts before—

      I gasp, and blush as red as Rose. Milk seeps into the front of my dress, warm and then immediately cooling in the brisk air. Rose howls and reaches for my breast, pushing away the bottle I desperately try to urge into her mouth. I manage to dribble a little of the milk in and she coughs as if I’m drowning her.

      “No!” I push away her grasping hands, frustration welling to fury.

      Tears race first hot, then cool, down my cheeks.

      “It’s not…” I choke on my words, dipping my head low and trying to reason with Rose through my tears. “I know you miss your momma, but I can’t nurse you. It’s not—?”

      Proper? Why on God’s green earth not, Pippa? Haven’t you heard of wet nurses?

      I shove away Howard’s voice, my lips trembling as I attempt to control myself.

      It’s not what I was hired to do. The baron seems adamant that Rose needs a bottle.

      So you’ll let her starve?

      In my mind’s eye, Howard’s lip turns up into a condescending sneer. Use that fluff between your ears, Pippa, what little you have. The babe’s hungry. You have breasts swollen with milk. Or have you forgotten how you loved to feed our little Howie before you smothered him with your Goddamn pillow?

      My breath hitches. Before I realize what I’m doing, I’ve tugged down the hem of my bodice. My breast pops out, heavy with milk, and a second later Rose latches.

      The sensation of that small, hot, wet little mouth sends a shudder through me. I want to pull her away, my face burning how aghast I am at what I’ve done, but…

      But she’s nursing. Flecks of pale foam dot her lips as she sucks, and sucks, and sucks. And then I can’t pull her away anymore than I could have lifted that pillow.
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      “’Spose we’ll be sending her back then, m’lord,” Mrs. Potter says, voice like a winter twig against a windowpane.

      I turn, frowning hard as she descends the stairs above me. “How so?”

      “The babe ain’t takin’ that bottle. Not from anyone. ’Specially no’ from her.”

      My stomach turns to lead.

      I thought she’d be the one. For some reason, the moment I saw her head full of curls, and her plain yet well-cut clothes, I was convinced she was the angel I’d been praying for.

      The one I’d sell my soul to Lucifer for, had it been in a state the Devil would accept as barter.

      “Give it time,” I say through my teeth, taking the stairs two at a time and meeting Mrs. Potter halfway for my efforts. She pauses a step above me, now eye-level, and stares me down for all but a second before dropping her gaze. “As you say, m’lord.”

      With that, she hurries past me, for all the world as if I’ve offended her.

      Fuck that, it will be as I say. Time’s run out. If Pippa isn’t the nanny I’ve been searching for, then I will have to travel with Rose into town and find myself a nanny or a nurse capable of taking care of her.

      Perhaps I’ll finally have enough courage to put her up for adoption. At this point, I’d do anything to save Rose’s life…even if it meant I’d never be able to see my child again. Even if that last vestige of Alaine was removed from my life.

      My thoughts are so dour that my movements become slow and quiet. The door makes barely a sound when I push it open. My broad feet hardly seem to touch the floor. I’m a big man, and one accustomed to people knowing the moment I’ve arrived. Mayhap that’s the reason why, when I step into my bedroom, I turn to stone. Why, even though every fiber of my being is screaming at me that I’m a perverted sinner who’s surely turned away from God, I can’t look away.

      Rose is latched to Pippa’s breast. The sight of that perfectly formed breast sends a pulse of blood through my cock, stiffening it slightly, but at the same time I feel as though this stranger, this woman I’ve only just met, has wronged me on a deep, deep level.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” My voice is so thick, so rough, I’m surprised she can even make out what I’m saying.

      As if she were in a trance, Pippa lifts her head and blinks at me a few times. Then reality must finally dawn on her, because she lets out a gasp, plucks Rose from her teat, and does her best to try and cover her breast.

      I’m already storming over. I snatch Rose from her lap, avert my eyes from her puckered, dusty-rose nipple, and turn my back. Rose hiccups, and begins wailing in my ear. I’m shaking so hard, it’s an effort to put my child back in her crib, and I feel every second that I’m holding her increases her chances of me breaking apart her tiny body.

      When I turn back, Pippa’s on her feet, palms on her face as if to try and suppress the blush suffusing her cheeks.

      “How dare you?” My words shoot out like projectiles. I step up to her, expecting her to dart away. Instead, she stands her ground, merely ducking her head like a child caught in an act of mischief. “How fucking dare you?”

      Rose’s wails transform into screeches. My body still trembles in fury, and even running my hands through my hair does nothing to tame me. “Get out.”

      “No.” And then, despite my rage, Pippa lifts her chin and stares me down with wild, limpid eyes. “She will starve.”

      I splutter. My hands curl into fists. But all I can do is watch as this previously demure woman — a girl, really — hoists Rose up to her breast, bares a perfectly rounded, dusty rose nipple, and guides my infant’s mouth closer.

      Rose latches instantly. My baby girl’s eyes fall closed, and her tiny chest lifts once and then drops as she lets out a sigh. When my gaze draws up, Pippa’s watching me intently.

      This time, there’s anticipation in her wide brown eyes. The longer I stare, the darker her cheeks grow, and eventually she breaks my gaze and watches Rose nursing.

      I leave them, not knowing what else to do. Mrs. Potter’s in my study, face as pale as if she’s on death’s door.

      She shakes her head, lines appearing between her brows. “It’s not right, m’lord. It’s not right what she’s—”

      “I should let my child starve?” I snap.

      Mrs. Potter’s chin sinks, and she turns stiffly as I pass.

      “Have you prepared her room?”

      “Wh-yes, of course, m’lord, but—”

      “Then take her to it, when she’s done.” I pause in front of the door to my apartment, for a moment not sure where to go in my own home.

      Rose’s soul the only thing keeping me here. I wish I could say it was out of love, but I’m not the kind of man who turns away from the truth.

      Guilt is what moors me here. All I can do is pray that, now, that leaden chain will snap free. Perhaps, then, I can finally find release from this nightmare life.
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      A cool, bony hand shakes me awake. My eyes fly open and fix on Mrs. Potter standing beside my chair, her lips pursed with distaste.

      “I must show you to your rooms,” she says, as if she wished it hadn’t been a command she was sworn to obey. Her pale eyes narrow as if she’s trying to bore through my mind.

      “I need to feed—”

      “The babe sleeps.”

      I glance down. Rose is fast asleep, her cheek pressed to my breast. I must have nodded off myself, because I can’t remember when she stopped suckling. When I shift to readjust my bodice, Mrs. Potter snatches the child from my arms. Rose’s eyes pop open, but all she does is let out an unhappy sound before Mrs. Potter has her up, hand tapping on the infant’s back.

      “Did you forget you have to burp her?” Mrs. Potter’s face seems all the more gaunt for her disgust. “Or are you content with simply filling her with your whorish milk?”

      She turns away before I can respond. I press the back of my hands against my face, willing away the fiery embarrassment seeping into my cheeks. I move closer to the crib, and hold out my hands. Mrs. Potter sniffs and elbows me aside before laying down the child. “You go wait for me in the hallway, girl.”

      My feet move of their own. For most of my life, I’ve been expected to obey without hesitation. The nuns at the orphanage certainly didn’t allow any backchat, and nor did Howard. At least, not after our first month as a married couple.

      My hand is on the doorknob, already turning. I could stop now, argue, enforce my position as Rose’s nurse…but it would be so much easier just to step outside like Mrs. Potter commanded me to.

      Obeying is always so much easier.
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        * * *

      

      My room is small, cold, damp. It’s hidden beneath the stairs leading up to the third floor, and has no windows. There is, however, a small fireplace where steady flames lick and bite at the stack of logs placed so precisely inside. Had I been a lady of any standing, it would have been utterly disrespectful housing me in such miserly accommodations. But on my resume I claimed I come from nothing — in the baron’s eyes, this must seem like seventh heaven.

      “Breakfast is at seven,” Mrs. Potter says, and then shoves me between my shoulder blades when I don’t move. I almost end up on my knees. Fortunately, I’m right up against the bed, and can latch onto the rail to steady myself.

      “What on earth is your problem?” I swing around with a glare, only to have my bedroom door slammed closed.

      Then comes the unmistakable sound of a key in a lock, a click as the tumblers fall into place.

      My chest grows so tight, I can barely breathe.

      There’s a loud crack from the fireplace. When I swing to face it, a bright spark lands on the bare flagstones a foot away. I hurry over and grab the grate, sliding it into place with a grunt. I stare at the hungry fire, my heart beating too hard, too fast.

      Dear Lord, please keep the fire contained. I know I deserve it, but please do not let me die at the stake.
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      My breakfast is usually confined to my study, as are all my meals. I have no need for the staff to warm up any of the manor’s massive rooms; after all, I’m usually dining alone.

      But as we’d discussed before Pippa arrived — if the new nanny were still around in the morning, then I’d be having breakfast with her in the dining room.

      I wish I hadn’t been so presumptuous. I have always been an optimistic man, but after so much darkness entered my life, all I’ve been able to clutch to is pessimism. I guess the part of me that would wake with a smile to watch dawn break over the mountains and flood the forest with its glorious colors is still alive. Perhaps just buried beneath the shadows.

      This close to the first snowfall, every inch of the manor is cold, except where I’ve instructed Norm to turn up the heat. Some rooms don’t have access to heating, and thus will never be warm without a fire, but most of the living rooms warm within half an hour.

      Norm must have stoked the boiler early this morning — the dining room is so warm, I’m tempted to remove my coat and gloves. I hesitate, seeing Pippa has not yet arrived, and then take off only my coat. The dark kid gloves are supple enough not to hinder me during the day. In fact, I can’t remember when last I took them off.

      I take the head of the table, and stare sullenly down the length of the pale oak surface. Dunnwood Manor had been decorated by sober, discerning individuals who obviously lacked creativity in any shape or form. Everything inside this hulking estate is formed of thick, straight lines and dark, muddy tones.

      My mother tried to bring vibrancy and color to the place, but everything she introduced would look so out of place on the gloomy background she eventually gave up.

      My eyes dart up. Pippa walks into the dining, sees me, and freezes like a deer caught in a hunter’s sights. A serving girl comes in behind her, breaking the spell, and she hurries to take her seat opposite me. There are more than two yards between us, but in a few moments, the space is filled with enough food to feed an army.

      At least I know it won’t go to waste — Dunnwood Manor employs several staff members, even through the winter, and whatever leaves this table is always divided between them. I don’t often see anyone beside Mrs. Potter and her son, Norm, but I’m sure if I did, most of them would be bursting from their clothes.

      The serving girl pours me my coffee, and then heads over to Pippa’s side of the table.

      “No,” I bark out, swiping my hand to the side. The serving girl flinches, as does Pippa, and both turn wide eyes to me. “Everything you eat, my child eats.” I turn my gaze to the serving girl. “Bring her tea. Weak, no sugar, no cream.”

      Pippa shifts in her chair and sends a brief scowl my way, but it disappears so quickly I might have imagined it. A second serving girl moves up to the table, glancing over at me for instruction.

      “You may have whatever you want,” I tell Pippa, giving her a grim smile over my coffee cup as I inhale the decadent steam. “But no pork or eggs.”

      Her mouth opens, but she decides not to say anything. She points at the dish of beef sausages, and then at the thick slices of toast nearby. “May I have butter?” she asks stiffly, lifting her chin at me.

      I concede with a dip of my head, ignoring the tone in her voice. “But no preserves.”

      “Are you afraid I will gain too much weight to feed your child?”

      My fist slams into the heavy oak table with such force that I manage to rattle a few of the dishes. Pippa jumps, a hand fluttering to her heart before it curls into a fist that she shoves into her lap. Her scowl is back, and this time it appears to be permanent.

      The serving girls, wisely, flee the room.

      I stand, shoving back my chair with the back of my knees, and grab my plate. As I come closer to Pippa, I fill it with food. Her gaze remains fixed on my face, her cheeks growing more pale the nearer I draw.

      “What you did last night? That was inexcusable. You had no right—”

      “She would have starved if I hadn’t—”

      My fist thumps onto the table again.

      I’d often wondered if that was another reason for the manor’s staunch furniture. My father was renowned for his temper, and that’s something I inherited along with his eyes. Perhaps anything flimsier than thick oak and broad mahogany never lasted long enough at Dunnwood.

      “You have until the end of the week,” I say, resuming my journey along the heavily laden breakfast table. “By then, if my child hasn’t taken to the bottle, I’ll send you back to town.” My eyes flash up, catching her scowl as it begins to fade and deep concern replaces it. “Without compensation.” In an instant, her face scrunches up again.

      “You can’t—”

      “I am well aware of what I can, and cannot do, Mrs. Goodwin.”

      She makes an angry sound, but now I keep my attention fixed on piling my plate.

      Last night I slept like a dead man. For the first time since Alaine’s death, I wasn’t awoken by Rose’s pitiful cries. I’m dimly aware that I’ve been drinking more than eating lately, but as if my entire body reset itself last night, I feel like a new man.

      I’m close enough to catch Pippa’s scent now, and through some trickery in the air currents surrounding us, I’m entranced by vanilla and cherries instead of breakfast meat and freshly toasted bread. I lick my lips, and then again, trying to convince myself that it’s for my plate, and not for that lush, feminine scent.

      Not even Rose smells like that. Mrs. Potter is the only person I allow close to the babe, and she takes care of cleaning and bathing the infant. Now, all that Rose smells of is soap, or fouled cloth — depending on how busy Mrs. Potter is with the manor’s upkeep that day.

      I pause for a moment beside Pippa’s seat, and tap the back of her laddered seat.

      “One week, Mrs. Goodwin. One week, or you’re straight back to where you came from.”

      She stares ahead, her spine as straight as the chair’s back, hands gripping each other in her lap. “It’s Miss. And I prefer Pippa.”

      I can’t quite remember what she’d been wearing yesterday, but today her clothes are a soft pink and darker tan, hints of white at wrist and neck. A full bodice, its tiny pearl buttons closed to her throat.

      An intense urge to reach over and pop one of them open, to bare her creamy skin, nearly overcomes me before I stride back to my seat.

      A few moments later, Pippa receives her cup of weak tea, and we’re left to our rather solemn meal alone.

      “Do correct me if I’m wrong, but since you are producing milk, I assume you have a child of nursing age?”

      Pippa flinches as if I’ve struck her. She sets down the piece of toast that had been halfway to her mouth and her throat moves as she swallows. “No. At least, not anymore.”

      My muscles tighten, but I force them to relax. I take a moment to sip at my coffee, and Pippa does the same with her tea, but from the grimace on her mouth she most assuredly isn’t enjoying the warm beverage. “What happened?”

      She scowls at me for a moment, and then seems to realize what she’s doing and smooths her face. “There was an accident. He…” She looks away, shrugs a little, but when she speaks again her voice is tight. “I’d rather not discuss it, if it’s all the same.”

      I’m eager to push her for information, but at the same time I understand her reservations. I wouldn’t want to discuss my history either, black as it is.

      “Your husband must be missing you, though? Why is it you didn’t remain in the city—“

      “He’s passed.” Her voice catches, and she pushes away her plate. Keeping her gaze averted, she says, “May I go feed Rose now?”

      I watch her for the longest time, wanting her to look up at me again. I’m not sure why, but her eyes are mesmerizing, especially when filled with pain. They turn hard, like steel, instead of filling with tears as I would expect from a woman who’s suffered such tragedy, as if she’s determined not to let the past affect her, and keep moving forward.

      It’s a sickening thought that someone as young and fragile-looking as Pippa finds it so fucking simple to move on. “Yes, of course. Do you know the way?”

      She nods, still not making eye contact, and stands. When she passes me, her fragrance lingers behind for a moment before fading.

      I suppose we’re not that different, Pippa and I. We’ve both lost loved ones to tragedies. We’re both trying to look forward instead of behind. Except…her tragedy was due to a twist of fate, no doubt. Mine? Mine was deliberate, and for that very fact, I doubt I will ever be able to stop looking over my shoulder.
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      Mrs. Potter is in the baron’s bedroom, dusting the mantel above the fireplace that consumes the wall opposite the master bed. Rose is in her crib nearby, making unhappy sounds as if she’s about to start crying. Honestly, I’m surprised she’s so quiet. I fed my baby eight times a day, and — if you’d have to ask Howie — it wasn’t nearly enough. I try to ignore Mrs. Potter, especially when she turns to face me with her flinty eyes.

      Rose’s bright red little face plumps up when she sees me. She lets out a hiccup and reaches for me with balled fists, practically shivering with anticipation. I can’t help my smile, nor the wordless crooning that starts up the moment I reach in for her.

      Mrs. Potter sniffs loud enough for me to hear, and then swarms past me. I expect her to leave, but as I turn around and settle into the rocking chair, she pauses, and then starts dusting the baron’s chest of drawers.

      Rose is already moving her mouth as if she’s suckling, and her lips close over my teat so firmly, I’m suddenly glad she doesn’t have teeth yet. I push aside a fold of the blanket when one of her hands becomes stuck, and see a flash of more bright red skin.

      “Does the birthmark cover her whole body?” I ask, and then glance up when Mrs. Potter doesn’t answer.

      “Not entirely.” Mrs. Potter peeks at me over her shoulder and then does a show about looking away, as if my antics sicken her. “And that certainly is no birthmark.”

      “It isn’t?” I stroke my knuckle down Rose’s cheek, but the babe’s eyes are shut and she doesn’t even seem to notice. With the gray sky outside, and no lights on in the room, it’s just as dark and gloomy inside here as if twilight had descended hours early. “What is it, then?”

      “There was a fire,” Mrs. Potter admits grudgingly. “The doctor gave her a salve.”

      Shock jolts through me. “These are burn marks? How on earth—?”

      “You’re being paid to feed Rose, not stick your nose where it doesn’t belong, girl,” Mrs. Potter snaps, facing me with her hands on her hips. “And I don’t make a habit of gossiping with the help.”

      I’m still staring wide-mouthed after her when she leaves the room, headed for the stairs at the far end of the study. When I look down at Rose, she could have been fast asleep had it not been for her pink lips suckling at me.

      “What happened to you, sweet child?” I murmur, stroking my knuckle down her bright red cheek. But enough of that — I have to figure out how I’m going to convince this babe to start bottle feeding. A hard thump makes me start, and my gaze flies to the window. The manor must have been built a very long time ago, because the windowpane isn’t smooth and clear. The thick, uneven surface turns the gray world outside into a surreal painting created by an artist long tormented by demons. Perhaps both internal, and external.

      I desperately want to go over to the window, but I also don’t wish to disturb Rose. From what the baron mentioned yesterday, it seems all this poor child has been doing is crying.

      Whatever happened with the Lady of the house? The agency merely said that she had passed. I suppose it’s not far fetched to assume that she perhaps died in childbirth. Which is what makes me suspect that Mrs. Potter was fibbing when she said Rose’s skin wasn’t pigmented at birth. A troubled birthing could indeed have marked the child…and for something so common, why all the secrecy? It isn’t as if—

      There’s another thump, this time right behind me. I jump to my feet with a cry, spinning around as I cradle Rose to my bosom.

      A young man, perhaps only a few years older than me, is staring at me. Or, more accurately, as my breasts.

      “Get out!” I yell, using Rose’s blanket to try and cover myself. The babe starts crying, unhappy at being jarred with such a full belly. When the young man does nothing, I scream.

      His lank brown hair bobs for a second as his shoulders stoop even further. He lifts both hands as if trying to soothe me. Long, slender hands, like the hands of a pianist, but scarred and calloused. His mouth moves furiously, but nothing comes out. Behind me, the door bursts open. Boots thump across flagstone before quietening on the thick bedroom carpet.

      “What is it?” Sir Brandon barks out. He moves past me, and then glares first at me, then at the strange man standing a little ways off. For the first time, I notice a pile of logs at the man’s feet. Was that what had made that horrible racket?

      I gulp at the air. “I…uh…”

      “Norm, I thought Mrs. Potter made it clear you’re not to—“

      “Christ!” comes Mrs. Potter’s voice behind me. I turn, tracking her as she hurries across to the young boy. He falls to his knees, hands going over his head as if expecting a blow. My heart — still thundering from my earlier fright — starts galloping like a runaway horse. I’m gripping Rose so tight, I’m losing feeling in my fingers. “What I gone and tol’ you then? Shame on you, Norm. Shame!” Mrs. Potter lifts a hand, but then stops as if suddenly aware of the eyes on her. She grabs hold of the young man’s ear and drags him to his feet. “Ya dumb ingrate,” she mutters. Then she glares around at me as if I’m somehow at fault for all of this, and they disappear through a narrow, partially obscured doorway in the far back corner of the baron’s bedroom.

      So that’s how he entered without me noticing. A shiver pulses through me. How long had he been there, watching?

      The baron clears his throat. I look over at him, still mortified at the thought of a stranger watching me breastfeed, and then realize the man has his back averted. I realize why when I look down, and hurriedly button my bodice with a shaking hand. Sir Brandon turns a little as if to make sure I’m decent again, and then faces me. “Don’t pay him any mind,” he says, although his eyes are on Rose, not me. “That’s Mrs. Potter’s boy. He keeps the boiler stoked and the fireplaces lit.”

      I nod a few times, and then lift Rose to burp her, my eyes darting away from the baron’s as soon as they touch. “It’s fine, I just caught a fright.” I look at the back of the room, where the partially hidden doorway is. “I didn’t know there were two entrances.”

      “The manor is old,” he says, and there’s a faint, perhaps sentimental curve to his mouth. “It was built in an age when servants weren’t to be heard or seen.” He gestures with a gloved hand, turning a little as if he can see through the manor’s thick, stone walls. “The whole place is riddled with passages. Ghastly places — narrow and dank. Surprised no one’s broken a leg in the centuries we’ve been here.” The baron’s eyes narrow. “What is it?”

      I blink, blush, look away. Lost in his reverie, for once the frustration and anger had left his face. A snarling beast had become a handsome gentleman. “I didn’t know the estate was so old.”

      He bellows out a laugh and then tampers it down with a hand as if he can’t bear the sound. “We have no electricity, no telephone, and the roads are impassable when it snows. This isn’t exactly a townhouse in the city.”

      I shake my head, my cheeks growing hotter. What is the matter with me? Yes, I should be ashamed for squealing like a little girl, but I’d honestly not heard the young man — Norm? — until he’d dropped those logs. “He could have said something, you know.” I shift my shoulders, and bob Rose about a little harder, hoping she’ll burp and get it over with so I can be out of this room and away from the baron’s intense blue-eyed stare.

      The baron laughs again, and this time he doesn’t cut the sound short. I smile, and then press my lips into a line. “What’s so funny?” I demand, scowling even though my face wants to crinkle up with mirth. Sir Brandon has the most infectious laugh I’ve ever heard — perhaps because he uses it so seldom. Even Rose gives a surprised hiccup, and I turn her around to face her father so she can see who it is making the sound.

      Father and daughter stare at each other, and then the baron closes his mouth. “The lad’s a mute,” he grumbles. Gone is the handsome gentleman. “He couldn’t have said anything if he’d tried.”

      The glow in my cheeks is back. I hurry over with Rose, moving wide of the baron as I head for her crib. “Well, I do hope that won’t happen again. I’ve had about enough of strange men staring at my—” I cut off, rolling my eyes and then squeezing them shut as I hear the words falling from my mouth.

      Honestly, Pippa, you’re supposed to be a lady, not a crass old whore. Watch what you say.

      “Mrs. Potter will make sure of it,” the baron says.

      I almost regret my comment then. The last thing I want is Mrs. Potter beating that poor man.

      “It was an honest mistake,” I say, turning back to the baron. “Please don’t have him punished on my behalf.” And then, because I felt as if my plea needed a little extra convincing, I add, “Sir.”

      The baron watches me for a moment with unreadable eyes, hands tucked behind his back. We’re more than a yard apart, still he towers over me. I’m shocked something as tiny as Rose can be his child, but perhaps she takes after her mother.

      “Please.” I take a step closer. “Promise me he won’t be punished.”

      The baron frowns, and then stiffness leaves his shoulders. He lifts his brows, shaking his head as he says, “It’s Brandon.”

      “I thought you said his name was Norm?”

      A brief smile, instantly diffused. “My name is Brandon. It is only right that you call me by my name if you insist I call you by yours.”

      I open my mouth, and then close it again. Again, I feel the need to curtsey or kiss his ring. Yet another thing my body has been trained to do since I was young — submit. But the fact that he wants me to call him by his given name, that means he acknowledges me as more than just the help…doesn’t it?

      “I will see you at lunch,” he says, and then sweeps out an arm to the study. “But for now, I have work to do.”

      My eyes slide past that hidden doorway at the back of his room. I push back my shoulders, nod to him, and move casually into the study. There’s a definite sway in my step, and I don’t bother to suppress it, despite the voice in the back of my head.

      You’ve made it this far, Pippa. Don’t fuck it up now.

      Screw you, Howard. If he thought I was a servant like the others, he’d have made me go down those horrible, narrow stairs.

      At this, my dead husband grows silent.
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        * * *

      

      With nothing to occupy my attention until noon, I choose to wander around the manor and drink in the sight of its ancient walls and weathered furniture. The first room I find myself in is a music room, replete with a piano, a violin on a stand, and a harp. The room is circular, with plush seating arranged just so as if, at any moment, a performance might begin.

      I pluck at a harp string, and nearly jump out of my skin as the note fills the room. There are stained glass windows on the outside curve of the room, windows I can’t remember seeing when the coach delivered me at the front of the manor yesterday morning. Then again, all I could see through the fog had been the top tower of the manor, a few of the buttresses, and the double doors so resolutely shut, a green-specked lion’s head for a door knocker.

      The piano’s sleek black drawer is closed, and I risk opening it a little to peek inside. The ivory keys gleam faintly when the light touches them.

      Mrs. Potter’s kept this place fairly clean. But I suppose she’s merely the general of the army of servants this manor employs. There’s no chance someone as frail and elderly as that woman can dust and clean every room.

      The next room looks to be an art studio of some kind. The air in here smells stale, but there’s not a speck of dust in sight either. Here, the stained glass windows stretch from floor to ceiling, and describe fanciful creatures merging and twirling with each other. A ladder-back chair is placed just so near a wide, empty table. Something pink dangles down one end of the chair back.

      A robe — long sleeved, and covered with stains. The original fabric must have been red or a dark pink, but it has faded over time and many washes. Perhaps the kind of coverlet a woman would wear as she paints, so as not to stain her clothes.

      The hair on my arms stands up in a flurry. I hurriedly drop the coverlet back onto the chair and turn around, scanning the room. I can’t see a hidden doorway in this one, but that’s not to say it’s not there. But the eyes I felt on me as I was studying that fabric have disappeared now.

      Was it that same man, watching me?

      I shiver, and leave the art room. I was going to wait until after lunch to try feeding Rose with the bottle again, but I have an unnerving feeling that I’m already running out of time.
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        * * *

      

      Although Mrs. Potter hadn’t gone into detail about where the kitchens were, I manage to find my way to them easily enough. It wouldn’t have taken me quite so long, if I hadn’t stopped to stare at the portraits hanging on the landing. The older paintings are all of stern men and women rarely featured in the same portrait, and all wearing the stiff, form-fitting clothes of late eighteenth-century aristocrats.

      The one that catches my attention most is a colorful portrait of a man and a woman. I recognize Brandon in the painting, but not the woman beside him. She barely reaches his chest, and has a long, sleek mane of blond hair. Her eyes are blue, just like Brandon’s, but from the way they are standing, I’m certain they aren’t brother and sister. The inscription reads:

      Sir Brandon and Lady Dunnwood

      So this was Rose’s mother?

      What a stunning woman, if many years too young. Her face could have belonged to a porcelain doll’s. She’s wearing a pale dress that makes her blue eyes pop, and her hair that much paler in comparison. Brandon is decked in midnight blue. He has his hands wrapped around the Lady’s waist as if he’s about to hoist her into the air like a child. And wrap her waist they do — I hadn’t noticed with his permanent set of gloves, but Brandon’s hands are enormous.

      Or perhaps it’s just Alaine’s tiny waist that makes them appear so.

      A faint sound draws my attention from the painting. As soon as I look down the long passage ahead, I’m almost certain there’s a flicker of movement in the far back. But as soon as I blink and try to focus, it’s gone.

      “I hope you’re not haunting this place,” I mutter, scowling up at Lady Alaine. “Things are hard enough as it is, thank you very much.”

      Alaine says nothing, her beautiful smile that of an angel’s.

      The kitchen is a heap of organized chaos. Cooks and scullions scuttle about like crabs cleaning the ocean floor — picking up this and setting down that — all amidst a cacophony of banging pots and scraping cutlery. I stand on the threshold of the wide room for a moment, somewhat lost as I search out Mrs. Potter’s face. It’s hot and humid in here, the air so thick with the smell of roasting meat that I can taste pork in the back of my throat.

      My stomach turns over uneasily, and I flatten my hand on it to keep it steady. I still have a small hump over my belly. Howie took up a lot of room — most of which he left behind after I’d squeezed him out fourteen hours after I’d had my first contraction.

      I still can’t believe I birthed him into this world…and survived. But despite how he looked, Howie was as fragile as Rose.

      A hand falls on my shoulder. I jerk, spinning to face Mrs. Potter as my cheeks drain of blood.

      I push the visceral image of a doll-like Howie — the last one I have of him — from my mind. “I need a breast pump,” I tell Mrs. Potter.
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        Brandon

      

      

      “Where is she?”

      The serving girl glances at me, and then drops a curtsey. “Can’t say, m’lord.” Then she’s gone, scampering out as if the Devil himself is nipping at her heels. I face a long table, but the seat opposite mine is empty. Had Mrs. Potter not reminded the girl of this meal? Or was she trying to find her way down to the dining room, getting lost in the maze of stairways and passages?

      Mrs. Potter told me she’d asked for a breast pump, and then disappeared into her room. Perhaps she was still in there. I try to imagine what on earth she’s doing, and then have to force myself to stop when I realize the thought is arousing me. I take a sip of my coffee, and then shrug a little to myself.

      Nothing shameful about it. I’m a man, and she’s a very pretty girl. I happened to see her partially naked, so why wouldn’t I be aroused? The fact that my wife’s corpse hasn’t yet started rotting shouldn’t factor into anything.

      Or should it?

      Alaine wasn’t my first love. I’d lost loved oned before she passed. Perhaps what I’m feeling is normal. Expected, even. Lust would be a damn sight better than the void I’ve been suspended in for so long, even if it was sinful of me. At least it would mean I can feel again.

      My stomach growls as my gaze scans over the luncheon spread.

      The master of the house waiting on a guest. I guess it’s manners, but Pippa hasn’t exactly been the picture-perfect nanny either, has she? I grab a thick slice of bread and raspberry preserve, not bothering with butter before spreading out a large dollop over the bread. The cook ground the flour so fine, the bread is almost pure white.

      White, red.

      Alaine’s sheets, drenched in blood. So much blood. Everywhere, even on Rose. I should have seen it as the omen it was but I’d been blind with rage, mute with terror.

      I’d been slicked with blood, too, because the doctor had been unable to stop me taking Rose into my arms. I’d nearly snapped the umbilical cord before they could sever it so neatly—

      Pinned both ends, their tiny scissors so clean amid a sea of blood and mucus and afterbirth

      —And release my babe from her dead mother’s womb.

      They might have thought I was trying to save the child…But I was trying to save my wife.

      I couldn’t. Alaine died on that hospital bed, and I was left with a blood-soaked infant wailing in my arms. She’d never stopped howling, except when she wore herself out to the point of exhaustive sleep.

      Until Pippa arrived at my manor.

      Perhaps I’d been too hard on her. After all, she was merely performing her duties, wasn’t she? What did it matter what Rose fed on, as long as the child didn’t die?

      Heaven knows, this house cannot handle another death beneath its eaves — there simply wouldn’t be enough room for all the ghosts.
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      I blow a strand of hair from my face, set my jaw, and give Rose my best smile. It’s a weak attempt — I’ve been trying to get the child to take to the bottle for what feels like over an hour. I’ve missed lunch, and after the paltry breakfast I had, my stomach’s been growling at me for a while already.

      “Please, Rose. It’s the same damn milk.” I put the rubber teat by her mouth, but she closes her lips with resolute determination, scowling up at me as if I’m doing her a grave injustice.

      Letting out a heavy sigh, I shift her up, pop out my breast, and practically shove it in her greedy little mouth.

      “This is the last time,” I mutter, rocking back in Brandon’s chair and turning my attention to the window. “Your next meal is from the bottle, or you’ll starve, so help me God.”

      I do my best not to nod off while Rose is suckling, and instead study Brandon’s room in more detail. There’s a small shelf with a few well-worn books above the fireplace, but I’m too far away to make out their titles. Some are thick volumes, some thin. Maybe, the next time I’m feeding, I’ll take one down and read it. I left in far too much of a rush to bother with packing more than the bare essentials. In my frazzled state of mind, reading hadn’t factored into my plans.

      There’s the slightest of sounds, and on instinct I pluck Rose from my bosom and pull my dress up. Rose’s mouth is still open, and I don’t hesitate for a second. Before she can close her lips, I shove the bottle’s rubber teat into her mouth.

      “You missed lunch.”

      My skin breaks out in goose flesh at the sound of Brandon’s voice. “I wasn’t sure how hungry Rose would be.”

      “May I come in?”

      “Of course,” I murmur, and then send a dazzling smile over my shoulder. “She’s taken to the bottle,” I say, before I can stop myself.

      “That’s remarkable!” Brandon’s eyes light up, and he strides forward.

      Rose squirms, spits out the bottle and makes as if she wants to cry, but I lift her to my shoulder instead and burp her.

      “Sometimes, all you need is a little determination.” I blush, and will my lips to seal. I’ve already lied to Brandon about so many things, now I’m pretending I’ve managed to switch Rose to the bottle in just a day? “Of course, I’m not sure if she’s absolutely ready yet, but—”

      The baron reaches for me, and I stiffen. The air is suddenly too warm, my cheeks glowing red, my muscles so tight they’re ready to snap. He lifts the bottle from my lap and holds it up. It’s half empty — Rose’s blanket is drenched in my breast milk how we fought our battle over that bottle — but at the exact moment I should have said something…I keep quiet.

      “Half a bottle! I’m sure she won’t go back.” The baron’s eyes dart to my bosom, and then he averts his gaze. Clearing his throat, he gingerly sets the bottle down in my lap and steps back, his gloved hands going behind his back. “I’ll leave you to it,” he says gruffly, and then storms out.

      Rose lets out a warning moan, but I wait for a few too-loud heartbeats before letting her suckle again.

      Always getting yourself into trouble, aren’t you, Pippa? What’s he gonna do when he finds out?

      “Shut up,” I mutter.

      Rose glares at me from around my nipple until I realize I’d been scowling at her. I let out a soft laugh, close my eyes and give her a little squeeze. “None of this is your fault, sweet child,” I whisper, stroking at her red cheek. “But you’d really be helping me out if you’d take the bottle.”

      She squirms a little, lets out a huff through her nose, and settles in for the long haul as she closes her eyes.

      For some reason, an image of Brandon and Alaine’s portrait comes to mind. I reach up and touch my hair, bundled up in a messy nest of curls on my head. Perhaps, tomorrow, I should at least attempt to make myself presentable. Rose might take better to a surrogate who actually looked something like her mother, not this hot mess who can’t even get an infant to bottle feed.

      I begin rocking in the chair, and lose myself in its rhythmic creak. Fortunately, I have no further interruptions. It’s just Rose and I in front of the fire for the longest time.

      What I wouldn’t give for this to be my life again.

      Oh God, what I wouldn’t give.
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        * * *

      

      To pass the time before supper and another inevitable battle with Rose and the bottle, I take a stroll through the manor again. This time, I head down the other passage, away from the music room and studio. The first door I find is closed and, when I push against it, it refuses to open.

      Locked.

      But in that moment I was right up against the wood, I caught a whiff of something. I pause, glance around the empty hallway, and step right up to the heavy door. It appears as all the other doors in this manor do — thick and ancient and well used. But there’s something wrong with it.

      It takes me laying my face against the wood and staring down its surface before I realize what’s wrong. The wood is warped. This close, there’s no mistaking the scent of charcoal and ash — like a fireplace left dormant too long.

      I try the handle again, but it remains closed.

      “You canna go in there, ma’am.”

      I spin around to face one of the serving girls who’d been in the dining hall. “What is it?”

      But the maid presses her lips closed as if it would take several of her fingernails being removed before she’d dare breathe a word. And then she’s off, hiking up her skirts and running from me like I have the plague.

      A locked room that smells of smoke? What could the baron be hiding behind this warped door?
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        Brandon

      

      

      “M’lord, may I have your ear for a moment?”

      I sit back in my seat, and stare at the closed door a little ways off. Mrs. Potter knows she’s not supposed to enter my room unannounced — I only allow the staff to use those nasty secret corridors of theirs when they’re carrying firewood or somesuch so I don’t get splinters all over my carpets — but Mrs. Potter, God bless her, has a mind of her own. The fact that she’s come through the servant’s entrance is a sure sign that, whether I give her leave or not, she’ll have her damn say. “Go ahead,” I say, closing the ledger I was working on.

      “Milly said Miss Goodwin is snooping around the manor.”

      I wait for Mrs. Potter to move to the front of my desk, but instead she remains behind me, out of sight, like some demonic familiar who’s come to suggest sinful deeds in my ear. I twist in my seat, sling an arm around the back of my leather chair, and give her a long-suffering stare. “Milly?”

      “The one with the black hair,” Mrs. Potter says, waving her hand as if it doesn’t matter which of her underlings reported the news.

      “Snooping?”

      “She’s been seen going into every room that doesn’t have a lock, m’lord.” Mrs. Potter narrows her eyes. “And keeps trying those that do.”

      My hackles rise, but I force out a laugh and the feeling goes away. “She’s not a spy,” I say, turning back to my work and flipping open the thick leather-bound ledger again. I run a gloved finger down the page until I find my place. “And she’s welcome to go anywhere she wants.”

      “Even the nursery?”

      My mouth goes dry. This is the first time Mrs. Potter has ever mentioned the nursery. I push to my feet and, when I face her, she ducks her head into her shoulders as if convinced that I’m about to deliver a beating. “I’m starting to think we can do with less staff around this place if they have enough free time to stalk my guests,” I say, my voice as tight as my chest. “There’s still time to send some of them home before the snows, Mrs. Potter.”

      She drops her gaze, stiffens, and then gives me a reluctant nod. When she turns and heads back the way she came, I clear my throat at her and she spins and heads out the study door instead. As she puts her hand on the doorknob, I add, “And what did I tell you about using the servant’s passages?”

      “Sorry, m’lord,” she mutters without looking at me. “Won’t ’appen again.”

      “Damn right it won’t.”

      The door closes a touch harder than necessary, but I just shake my head and go back to my work. Time flows as it always does as I lose myself in the row upon row of numbers and dates, but before long my mind goes back to what Mrs. Potter told me.

      Even the nursery?

      I shove away the ledger and rub my eyes. When I glance up at the clock, I let out a low groan. Still two hours before I can even consider pouring myself a drink. I drum my fingers on my desk, and then shake my head and drag the ledger back in front of me.

      This is certainly not the time for self-indulgence. I need to keep a clear head when there’s a stranger in the house. Especially if what Tilly says is true. Dunnwood Manor is cursed. Not with a witch’s spell or fairy dust — but with darkness. Everyone who roams these halls has a secret they would never want uncovered. And, if they didn’t have one, Dunnwood Manor will graciously provide.
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      If it hadn’t been for the hairs on the back of my neck standing up, I wouldn’t have known I was no longer alone. Barely moving, I pull Rose from my nipple and swap out the rubber teat again. This time, the babe is so close to sleeping, she doesn’t seem to notice.

      “Are you having success?”

      I jump a little, and can only hope it comes across as natural. I glance at Mrs. Potter over my shoulder, consider giving her a smile, and then decide she’s not worth the effort.

      “I am,” I say dryly. “Is there something I can help you with?” I should probably not be so catty with the help, but then again, she shouldn’t be spying on me.

      “Sir Brandon asked me to pass on a message,” Mrs. Potter says, and then moves until she’s blocking the heat of the baron’s fireplace.

      It’s a strange dance we do, the baron and I. When I knocked on his study door an hour ago and he let me in, we stared at each other for a few seconds before either of us moved. Then he simply ducked his head and left, not saying a word.

      I would have heard the study door open — it has a very distinctive creak about it — which means Mrs. Potter must have used the hidden staircase to come in unannounced.

      “He says you are to keep to your rooms until you are needed. The manor is not yours to walk about in at your leisure.”

      My face heats up as I stare at Mrs. Potter with wide eyes. “He said that?” Indignation turns my saliva sour.

      Mrs. Potter clutches her hands in front of her hips, and dips her head down. “Are you calling me a liar, girl?” Her eyes dart down, narrow, and then she leaves via the study door.

      Rose is feeding from the bottle. Perhaps she hasn’t noticed the switch, or she’s so sleepy and satisfied it doesn’t matter, but God as my witness, she’s—

      The babe’s eyes pop open as if I’d been projecting my thoughts out loud. Then she spits out the bottle, and opens her mouth to begin wailing in protest. I press my eyes closed, let out a sigh and end her demanding cries before they begin.
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        * * *

      

      I go back to my room when Rose is asleep in the crib. I’d hoped to catch a glimpse of Brandon, wanting to demand an explanation from him, but he seems to have disappeared from the manor. Perhaps he was away on business. Perhaps he’d stay away until the end of winter.

      It shouldn’t, but the thought saddens me. The manor was dour before, but now it seems every damn brick in this place was constructed out of loneliness and desperation.

      Feeling blue again, Pippa?

      I rub my hands over my eyes and will away Howard’s voice. The last thing I need right now is his condescension.

      The fire spits in the hearth, drawing my eye. I stare at it, and for a long time I can’t decide if I’m glad there isn’t a clock in this room…or if it might be the only thing to keep me sane.

      My skin starts crawling, and I scratch my nails along the inside of my arm until I’m leaving behind bright red marks. I decided to change into my nightgown, since it’s obvious I’m not seeing the outside of this room again until the morrow. Supper should have been served by now, but it seems I wasn’t on the guestlist this time.

      Did I anger the baron in some way? Is he considering sending me home? The thought brings a chill to my bones that the heat flowing from the fireplace can’t thaw.

      I need this job. Not just for the wages — although God knows I was a few pennies away from starvation — but for the distraction. Ever since the agency contacted me and informed me I’d been accepted, the gray clouds that had been suffocating my mind withdrew. I’d glimpsed blue sky and sunshine for the first time since Howie…For the first time in what feels like months.

      It’s been less than a fucking week. That how quick you forget about us? One fucking week?

      I lick my lips, get to my feet, and begin to pace. There’s not much room for that in this room, but it’s better than perching at the foot of the bed, being hypnotized by the fire.

      Fire.

      The smell of burned wood fills my nose. It has nothing to do with my little fireplace here — it comes from memory.

      That warped door.

      Locked.

      The baron’s warning.

      Curiosity burns in me until I cannot push it aside any longer.

      Just stretching my legs. That’s all. Not enough space in here, in this Godawfully small room. I’ll just pace outside in the hallway until I’m rid of this nervous energy. Then I can fall asleep, tomorrow will come, and the world will be a better place once—

      That’s what you always think. But it’s not, is it? Nothing you do makes your world a better place.

      I turn the knob, but the door doesn’t open.

      Goose flesh pimples my arms. I step back and rub my hands over my exposed flesh.

      I never heard the key turning in the lock.

      How long have I been here? When did Mrs. Potter lock me inside?

      I hug myself even harder, until my nails dig into my flesh, and even then it’s not tight enough. I spin around and scan the tiny cavity I’ve been shoved into, left to rot until someone remembers I serve a purpose and comes to extricate me.

      The knob rattles as I will it to open under my hand, to turn. The old, clammy metal leaves the smell of tin—

      Blood, so much blood, Howard’s blood

      —On my hands.

      I pivot, scan the room again, desperate for even the slightest hint that there’s more to the world right now than these four walls.

      And then I see it.

      A trick of the light; flames dancing on the craggy walls.

      But when I hurry over and run my hands over that line, it becomes real, as if I forced my will on the manor and it provided.

      I push at that seam, then beside it. Some hidden mechanism allows the servant’s entrance to swing open, revealing…

      Nothing.

      Firelight plays on a blank wall, until I realize that there’s barely more than five feet of space before the opening turns into a staircase, its steps hugging the wall of my prison. I step out onto that pitiful landing, and my stomach twists itself into a knot when I see those tight, narrow steps descend into a murky darkness.

      I’m not sure which is better — remaining trapped in my tiny room, or gambling my life on these wickedly dark stairs.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brandon

      

      

      “She needs to eat,” I say, staring Mrs. Potter down in case she doesn’t understand the depth of my irritation. “You tell her to come down here at once.”

      “The girl says she’s taken ill.” Mrs. Potter drops her gaze, shrugs. “I wouldn’t want m’lord to catch anything.”

      I purse my lips, and glance down at the spread before me. Looks like the staff will be eating like kings tonight. “Then best you take something up for her.”

      “She’s vomit—“

      “She’s the only one who can feed my child!”

      Mrs. Potter’s throat moves as she swallows, and she drops a deep curtsey. “I will see to it at once, m’lord.”

      I scowl at the back of her gray head as she hurries away, and absently take a bite from a chicken leg.

      Making sure my nanny gets enough nutrition isn’t the only thing riling me up. Seeing Pippa has somehow become the highlight of my day.

      Then again, if you stay inside this damn manor long enough, it won’t take much to brighten the hour.

      I have a strong urge to go check on the girl myself, but it would be most improper for me to attend her in her bedchambers. Mrs. Potter will have to take care of her, as reluctant as she is.
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      Things could have been worse for me. I could have decided not to take a torch with me. Then I’d have been lost and utterly terrified in the dark. Now I’m simply lost and terrified.

      Rats skulk down here. The air is thick with disuse as if it’s stagnated and turned to gelatin. With every step, my torch casts fanciful demons on the walls who prowl and dance around me, reaching for my soul with their sharp claws.

      As if I don’t know where I’m going when I die. But that is not now, not here, not unless I miss a step and break my neck.

      I tried keeping track of the turns I took, the doorways I passed. I hadn’t even considered the fact that they would be locked, but from this side I see there’re a latch and a padlock on most of them. I go down two flights of stairs and take several twists and turns through each level, only to end up in front of a big metal door barring my way.

      Hell would have a door like this one, I’m sure. I feel warmth emanating from behind it, as if it conceals a massive fire. The air is filled with the stink of burning wood, and my mind instantly goes back to that warped door on the second floor — the one I’m not allowed inside.

      Have I somehow managed to find my way to the servant’s entrance for that room? Of course that makes no sense — that locked door is on the same level as my room was, and I’ve descended several floors…

      But that doesn’t stop the thought circulating in my mind like a ghostly carousel, rotting wooden horses sneering at me.

      A sound plays out behind that door, too muffled for me to identify.

      Wouldn’t want the master of the house to catch you out here, would you? Howard says. Best you go back to your room, little mouse.

      I huff at the thought of Brandon coming down here.

      Never. Much too inappropriate, and he’s the kind of the man for whom decorum is as important as his social status.

      The thought stings. Brandon’s been nothing but kind to me. A bit gruff in the beginning—

      Until he banished you to your room.

      My free hand is in a fist, and I’m taking the stairs two at a time. Howard’s right, though; Brandon is treating me like a simple child he’s too embarrassed to have seen in public. Because I’m nursing his child?

      My lips thin.

      Stuck up bastard. I should take my leave and…

      And nothing. This is all I have. Out here, no one knows who I am. What I’ve done. That’s the part I keep forgetting. It doesn’t matter if Brandon locks me in my room. Hell, he could chain me to his bed and it would be a better fate than the one waiting back home.

      Someone must have found the bodies by now. The big one, the small one.

      Take them a while to identify me though, won’t it, little mouse?

      I stop on a small landing and glare at the convergence of passages. Stairs lead up, a corridor leads east and west.

      Was this landing here the first time I came down, or have I gotten myself even more turned around? Is this the second floor, or am I on my way to the attic? Which means a doorway down one of these halls could belong to Brandon…or the locked room I was forbidden from entering.

      My breath comes quick and hot. My hand is sweating so much, it’s becoming difficult to hold onto the piece of wood that I’m using as a torch. When I try to move it to the other hand, I fumble it.

      It shouldn’t have, but for some reason the impact snuffs out the flame. There’s a moment when I can clearly see that splint of wood laying there on the cold stone before darkness swoops in and takes my eyes.

      Shit.

      Swallowing hard, I hold out a hand and move forward until my fingers brush stone. I can’t dare to take the stairs now — it will have to be left or right. Hopefully, one of the doors on this level is unlocked.
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        * * *

      

      Relief floods me when the first door I touch opens under my hand. A few yards away stands a ladder that can move all the way around the ceiling-height bookshelves lining the wall. More shelves form rows, angled so I can’t see to the end.

      The only illumination comes from a light source hidden from view by a nearby bookshelf. But from what I can make out, someone’s gone through this place without any apparent sense or reason. Books lie everywhere, stacked haphazardly as if someone was attempting to construct a labyrinth between the shelves. How strange for this room to be in such disarray. Brandon doesn’t strike me as a person who would allow any clutter, especially in a place like this and Mrs. Potter keeps a very clean house.

      A bout of laughter draws me from the hidden passage. The door swings closed on silent hinges, and my legs nearly melt out from under me at the thought that I may have stranded myself in this room, unable to get back to my room. At least, not without Mrs. Potter finding out I’d escaped in the first place.

      I creep forward, hugging myself as cool air stirs over my exposed flesh.

      Why hadn’t I slung a shawl over my shoulders? Oh yes — my room had been piping hot when I’d decided to go on my little adventure and catching a chill had been the last thing on my mind.

      I peer out from behind one of the three pillars supporting the domed ceiling. A little way off, a dark shape moves strangely around in the shadows. My muscles lock as my heart begins pounding.

      Are my eyes deceiving me?

      I blink hard and strain in an effort to discern shape from shadow. A tall lamp placed a few feet away from a hatstand creates a frame for the bedsheet draped between them.

      The figure I saw moving about is in fact a shadow cast on that tightly drawn fabric. There must be a lamp behind the man prancing around like a loon.

      Another laugh. This one makes my stomach turn cold.

      “Why good evening, Mizz Goodwin.”

      Ice water runs through my veins. If my throat hadn’t been so tight, I might have let out a squeak of surprise, perhaps even an excuse for why I’m creeping around in the dark. The shape straightens, suddenly a tall man with a big chest and broad shoulders.

      “So good of you to come.” Snickers interrupt the performer until he can get himself under control. “If it weren’t for you, my little girl would have starved!”

      The person on the other side of the cloth shrinks down, becoming a fat, waddling child.

      “Dada! Dada! Gimme milk, Dada.”

      If I could have moved, I’d have been running. Screaming even. Instead, my terrified body holds me hostage, forcing me to watch this hair-raising play to its finale.

      The performer jumps up and twists to the side. His silhouette becomes that of a curvy woman. “Ooh, Baron, I shall nurse your baby! These big tits of mine are just bursting with milk.”

      The shadow bulges into an obscene exaggeration of the baron. “Excellent suggestion, dear Pippa!” The man manipulates a hand by his groin, and the shadow sprouts a massive penis. “And then you shall suck my cock, Mizz Goodwin, like the good little—”

      I don’t realize I’m backing up until my heel slams into a pile of books behind me. They cascade to the floor in a series of thumps.

      My gaze darts back to the curtain, but the shape is gone. Heart stuck in my Goddamn throat, I turn and flee. I have no idea how I find the servant’s entrance again, or how I get up the stairs without twisting an ankle, but I fly back to my room as if an invisible hand is dragging me up.

      My hands slam against wood that gives way and swings open and transforms into my scorching hot prison and then I’m tripping, falling, clambering up and onto my bed and under the sheets, breath still heaving from a chest clamped down with iron bands—

      A key turns in my door. Mrs. Potter appears, walking backward, and turns to me with a tray in her hands. At the sight of me, she frowns and scans the room. Then she sniffs, apparently satisfied that there’s nothing out of place, and comes closer with the tray.

      As the flames in my fireplace dance, I catch sight of the bottom of my foot where it’s sticking out from under the sheet.

      The contrast between the white fabric and my soot-black soles is night and day. I twitch at the fabric to cover myself, and Mrs. Potter’s gaze darts to my hand.

      “The baron doesn’t need you tonight,” she says, sounding smug. “The baron gave me leave to feed Rose.”

      I don’t trust myself to speak. I’m trembling inside and out, and can’t even risk taking the tray from her. Instead, I keep her gaze, willing her to get the fuck out of my room before she spots a hair out of place.

      She must think me cowed, because with another sniff, her lips move into an arrogant sneer. “I guess you won’t be staying in the manor after all, Miss Goodwin.”

      Suck my cock, Mizz Goodwin, Howard says through a chuckle.

      I swallow hard, and drop my gaze. Mrs. Potter leaves, practically shivering with glee as she locks the door behind her.

      There’s the faintest sound behind me, and it takes every ounce of courage I possess to make myself look over my shoulder.

      The servant’s door stands an inch from the jamb. My heart climbs up my throat at the thought that I’d left it partially open and Mrs. Potter might realize it was open…but then it slides shut.

      For a moment, I can’t breathe. Then my body takes over and my lungs draw air by themselves.

      Whoever was in the library…he must have followed me up here. Had to see who had seen him act out his perverted play.

      A whiff of beef broth reaches me, and I dry retch before I can control myself.

      I was never one for signs, but even a pagan can’t deny I’m being guided by the hand of the Lord…and He’s telling me to get the hell out of Dunnwood Manor.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brandon

      

      

      The howling wind refuses to let me sleep. Every time I’m about to drift away, it batters the window panes as if intent on joining me in my bed. Such strong winds are usually a precursor to the first snows

      If Pippa is still feeling ill, it would be best to get her to a doctor before the road becomes impassable. While the wind rattles against the window, the thought of Pippa refuses to leave my mind. Her fierce eyes whenever I challenge her, yet the gentle grip she has for my daughter.

      Alaine never saw Rose; she was dead by the time Rose finally came out of her.

      I whip away my sheets and dress absently as I glare into the muddy dark outside the windows. Sometimes, I can see the forest canopy if there’s enough moonlight, but the manor could have been submerged in ink tonight.

      If I check on Pippa and deem her too unwell to remain here, then Norm can take her home with the coach tomorrow. As I thump down the stairwell, a certainty builds inside me that she will be unwell, that this is her last night in the manor.

      Thank God she’s convinced Rose to take to the bottle. Mrs. Potter can take over from here. She’s been insisting since Alaine’s death that she can get Rose to feed…perhaps all we needed was Pippa’s brief stay to make that transition.

      I hesitate in front of Pippa’s door, hand on the knob and about to turn. It’s my house, but this is a young lady’s bedroom — what if she is some stage of undress and I just burst through?

      The thought should have shamed me. Instead, it excites me. But I push away the urge to barge inside without invitation and instead I knock.

      Then again.

      Again.

      I didn’t even check the time. Perhaps Pippa is fast asleep. She is feeling ill, after all. I step back, but then I hear the faintest of sounds from behind the door. I knock again, and this time, I hear bedsprings creak as if Pippa is sitting up in the bed.

      “What?” she demands. “Are you expecting me to perform magic and open the door myself?”

      My eyes widen, and a tiny smile creeps onto my mouth. I’d never have thought on first sight that Pippa had so much fire in her. “Are you decent?” I ask, ignoring her strange query.

      The springs squeak again, and then bare feet slap on stone. “Brandon!”

      My muscles tense, leaving me rigid as the floor cants beneath me. There’s pleading, almost desperation in her voice.

      “Pippa? What’s wrong?” I grab the knob and turn, and almost walk into the door when it remains shut. In my befuddled state, the fact that it might be locked doesn’t register. I rattle the knob, and shove against the door, realization reaching me the same moment Pippa mutters, “You’d need to use your key,” from behind the barrier.

      I step back, glaring at the knob as if it’s done me a personal injustice. “Who locked it?”

      Pippa lets out a strange laugh. “Did you hit your head, Sir?”

      I turn my head to the side, frowning. When I hear footsteps approach from the corridor, my mouth thins.

      “Mrs. Potter,” I murmur, and somehow Pippa hears me through the thick door.

      “Seems everyone in this house is a performer.” For some reason, I’m convinced she’s standing on the other side of the door with her arms crossed over her chest, a scowl on her face. I have no idea what she’s on about — I have keys for every room of the house, but they are upstairs.

      I have a feeling the person approaching has one at the ready.

      Mrs. Potter comes around the corner, one spindly hand clutching at her housecoat, the other a candle holder. It is dark down this hallway, but the image of her is so archaic I feel as if this might all be part of some dream I’m having, brought on by that incessant wind banging against my window panes.

      When she spots me, her already pale face turns gray. “What are you—?” she begins, but then cuts herself off with a rough rattle in her throat and gives me a wan smile. “M’lord, it’s terribly late.”

      “What is the meaning of this?” I stab a finger toward Pippa’s door. “I never instructed you to lock her in her room.”

      “She was poking around where she doesn’t belong,” Mrs. Potter says, having the audacity to look affronted as she draws back her shoulders and lifts her chin. “Do you want her finding something she shouldn’t?” She drops her voice. “Perhaps sneaking into the nursery?”

      I fight for breath, anger holding my lungs hostage. I thump my fist into the door, and hear Pippa hurry away on her bare feet, gasping. “Open the fucking door.”

      Mrs. Potter drops her gaze and sidles past me. The tiny heat from her flickering flame seems a bonfire as it nears my hand. In the same moment I realize that I’ve left my gloves upstairs, the door swings open and Pippa hurries out.

      I shove my hands in my pockets and take a big step back, letting the corridor’s shadows partially obscure me. My heart’s beating just a little too furiously, and the sight of Pippa doesn’t help.

      Her brown eyes are large, frenzied. Loose curls frame her face, disarrayed and utterly wild. She’s not scared, but angry. So angry, she doesn’t seem to realize that her nightgown is far from decent. The barely opaque fabric clings to every inch of her body, draping her curves like a waterfall. Small hands fisted at her sides, Pippa turns her glare to me. An electric pulse jolts through me, and it takes all I have to stay where I am when all I want to do is drag her upstairs to my room and—

      I avert my eyes from Pippa’s near nakedness before any of my urges can take root. “Put on something decent, and follow me,” I say, and then clear my throat when I hear how rough my voice sounds. I stare down Mrs. Potter. “And you, you bring her trunk upstairs at once.”

      Mrs. Potter blanches, drops her gaze, and gives me a deep curtsey when I sweep past her. I stand at the foot of the stairs leading to my apartments and wait with hands still fisted in my pockets.

      Pippa reappears wearing a cloak, color staining her cheeks, and stares at the floor instead of meeting my eyes. I want to apologize, to ask for her forgiveness even though I wasn’t the one at fault, but then Mrs. Potter emerges from Pippa’s room with a suitcase, and the time doesn’t seem right.

      I lead her upstairs, holding open the door and letting her pass ahead of me into the study. On cue, Rose wakes up in her crib and starts letting out an array of unhappy sounds.

      “I will bring her bottle,” Mrs. Potter says behind me.

      I turn, snatch the suitcase from her cold, dry hand, and glare down at her. “Leave us,” I manage in a tight voice.

      Mrs. Potter gulps at the air, and then drops her chin to her chest. “M’lord—”

      “Make yourself scarce, Mrs. Potter.”

      She hurries down the stairs without another word. I slam the door behind her which sends Rose into a bout of screeching wails that makes me instantly regret allowing myself to show such anger. But a moment later, I hear Pippa whispering to Rose, and when I take her suitcase into the bedroom, she’s already perched in the rocking chair with Rose at her bosom.

      My heart clenches. Pippa glances up at me, her hand hovering by the hem of her nightgown’s bodice, as if waiting for permission. Rose is grabbing at the fabric with her tiny red hands, as if impatient with all the Goddamn societal niceties we have to go through before she can fill her tummy.

      I look away, set down her suitcase, and head back into the study. Lighting an oil lamp, I flip open a ledger, intent on at least getting some work done until I can return to sleep.

      Pippa starts rocking in her chair, the wood creaking faintly. I curl my hands into fists, and then stare at the whorls and ridges drawing taut over my skin. Without looking away from my mutilated hand, I open a drawer and take out a pair of kid-skin gloves. These aren’t the black I usually prefer, but rather a light tan. Sometimes, when I wear these, it’s almost possible to forget the horrid flesh beneath.

      Creak.

      Creak.

      Creak.

      The numbers in front of me merge and blur. I remember setting my head down for a moment, closing my eyes in an attempt to soothe their sting, and then nothing.
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        * * *

      

      I wake at a gentle hand to my shoulder. A twisted dream bursting with fire and unfelt flames disintegrates as I jerk to a sit and turn to face Pippa. Rose is at her bosom, the tiny infant fast asleep. Pippa is still wearing her cloak, but it flares open at the front and no longer offers any modesty.

      “Would you like to hold her?” the girl asks, beaming at me as if she’s proud of the fact that she’s managed to get Rose to keep quiet.

      I rush to my feet, the chair scraping back loudly on the flagstones. “No,” I snap. Whether it was my voice, or the noise I’d made, Rose wakes up and turns wide eyes to me. We stare at each other for a second before she bursts into a screeching wail.

      Surprise flashes over Pippa’s face. She cradles Rose a little tighter, her mouth moving as if she wants to say something, but the words just don’t come.

      I glare at her back as she takes Rose to her crib and tries to get my daughter to settle down again. There’s pressure around my hands, a warning tingle, and then sudden release. I glance down, my shoulders slumping at the sight of the split seam where my damaged flesh is now visible.

      How many pairs of gloves have I ruined — eight, nine?

      I rip them off my hands, shove my fists into my pockets, and leave my apartments in search of something to calm my anger.

      A fool’s errand — nothing inside these walls has ever been able to calm me except a few glasses of cognac…and I wouldn’t dare even sniff a bottle in my current state.
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            Pippa

          

        

      

    

    
      When Rose finally cries herself back to sleep, I straighten and wince when the muscles along my spine complain. I glance toward the study, but I’m sure I would have heard Brandon returning.

      I upset him, and for all I know, he won’t be back tonight. I could go look for him, but I have a feeling my apology won’t be welcome.

      All you’ve done is fuck things up for the baron. Why wait until you’ve done more damage?

      It’s more difficult to push away Howard’s bitter words this time. I was never good enough for him. I would mess up all the time, and he’d lord those mistakes over me time and time again, often with his fists.

      The only thing I ever got right, according to Howard, was becoming pregnant with Howie.

      I turn away from the crib, blinking my stinging eyes. I won’t let myself slide into dark thoughts — not now, not here.

      Not again.

      I have to be strong, even if only until tomorrow when I can leave this place and no longer pose a danger to anyone.

      A danger? Howard’s condescending laugh echoes through my mind. You?

      I purse my lips.

      It takes great effort not to give in to the urge to respond to Howard. Knowing what happens when I do, however, makes it easier to resist the temptation. I sit for the longest time in Sir Brandon’s rocking chair, willing myself not to drift away until he’s returned. But as each second streams by slower than the last, I can’t fight my fatigue anymore.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brandon

      

      

      I don’t know where to go, only that I can’t go back to my room. My darkness has returned. I am a weak soul at the moment — any suggestion the Devil mayhap whisper in my ears, I will have no choice but to obey.

      When I find myself in my mother’s studio, I’m not surprised. The darkness festered here before spreading like a cancer through the manor. It’s no wonder I’m compelled to return to the source whenever my sick urges threaten to overwhelm me.

      In the past, all I received for my efforts was another dose of perversion — until I met Alaine.

      I found solace in her. A purity this house had sorely been lacking. She was the only person who could calm me from my frightful rages.

      For several glorious months we were carefree lovers.

      All that ended when Alaine’s doctor declared she was with child.

      I’d never wanted children — I consider them the bane of a man’s existence and I informed Alaine thusly the first night we lay together.

      The lying wench assured me she had taken precautions.

      Despite her reassurances, I would only ever spill my seed over her smooth stomach, or in her mouth. Never in her womb. Not where life could cling, develop, erupt and ruin my life.

      I was convinced Alaine had taken a lover. One who didn’t care if she carried a child, who wanted only the fleeting bliss of carnal pleasure, who knew he wouldn’t have to care for the babe he spawned. But she’d been adamant that Rose was my child, that there was no other. She even went as far as to claim the only lover she’d ever had was me…even when she wasn’t willing.

      As if I was some kind of beast incapable of controlling myself? My love for her dwindled in the face of such desperate lies. But I would not shame the family name by casting her out on the street. I married her, and I made a promise to myself to cherish the bastard growing in her belly as if it were my own.

      That parasitic embryo — at first ‘the babe’ until Alaine was convinced it was a girl — inserted itself into our daily lives; Alaine would become ill the moment I kissed her, she would become fatigued whenever I was near… eventually she spent her nights in a separate bedroom just to get away from me.

      That was when our relationship fell apart like so much rotting straw.

      Rose arrived early, in a whirlwind of pain and confusion. Alaine didn’t survive her birthing, and Rose found only strangers outside her mother’s womb.

      Mrs. Potter was my guiding light back then, my North Star. It didn’t matter how much I’d drunk or how fucking drunk I was, she was always there to make my bed, clean up my vomit, counsel me when I felt this life wasn’t worth living.

      Then came the fire, and I realized I was a beast.

      Like a wild animal, I leave only ruin in my wake.
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      I rouse when the fire spits out a spark loud enough to wake Rose and she begins stirring in her crib. Half-asleep, I hurry to her and scoop her up, still attempting to clear the sleep from my eyes as she settles into a grouchy whine.

      What time is it? My body feels lame, as if I have been perched in the same position for at least an hour, but it’s impossible to tell the time in this manor, what with the black windows and constant wind rattling against the panes.

      “Brandon?” My voice echoes hollowly back to me.

      I’m tempted to calm Rose and then climb into the massive bed which occupies so much of the room…but I’d be transgressing every modicum of decorum known to civilized man if I gave in to that urge.

      Rose protests when I lay her back in her crib, but fortunately she doesn’t attempt to raise the dead as before. I smile at her, counting heartbeats until her eyes eventually flutter closed, and then I’m pacing the length of Brandon’s room — a poor attempt to diminish the negative energy surging through me.

      It’s happening again, isn’t it, Pippa?

      I shove away Howard’s voice and the connotations of his words. But they keep coming, just like before, after I’d bludgeoned him to death. Still the words came, just as Howie’s plaintive wails never, ever, ever stopped.

      Not even when they were both dead.

      Sleep.

      I need sleep so I can wake blessedly fresh and new. For every morning, comes the sun. Rebirth.

      But my mind is too frantic.

      A book. I can read until I’m too tired to concentrate, until I fall asleep. I glance over at the master bed, but I know I wouldn’t dare climb on there. I’ve already made a complete and utter nuisance of myself.

      My gaze drifts to the small bookshelf, but none of those books look interesting. In fact, most of them appear to have to do with numbers. Beating myself over the head with them is the only way I can imagine using them to go to sleep.

      It’s obvious which side of the bed is Brandon’s — there’re a few books piled neatly on the nightstand, what looks to be a robe thrown over the foot of the bed. A pair of soft boots stand nearby.

      The other side of the bed — the nightstand, the floor — they’re empty.

      Lady Alaine.

      Despite what I’d told myself earlier, I’m drawn to the bed. I perch gently on Alaine’s side and stare around the room, trying to imagine what it must have been like to be her. To bed the Baron of Dunnwood.

      My cheeks heat up as a stray thought of Brandon — naked and gleaming with sweat — claiming his wife on this massive, soft bed wanders through my mind.

      I should have jumped up, gone back to the rocking chair, and read one of those dour books until the baron returned.

      Instead, I stay where I am. I even go as far as to kick off my shoes and slide my feet onto the cool sheets.

      The pillows are soft, but firm. Scented with lavender. I trace a finger along the edge of the wooden nightstand, and then toy with the single drawer’s handle. I know I shouldn’t…

      It glides out silently, and at first glance appears empty. I prop myself up on my elbow as I peer into its dark depths and begin rooting around in the shadows. It seems only insignificant things remained behind — a hairpin, a crumpled handkerchief, a mint.

      But then my fingers brush something far in the back. I lean over on my stomach so I can get my hand all the way back there, and hot prickles dance over my skin. With a quick look at the doorway, I jump off the bed and pull out the drawer all the way.

      There, secured along the inside of the back panel, is a small book. As soon as it’s in my palm, I know what it is.

      Alaine’s journal.

      I bite the inside of my lip, and then hurriedly slip the faded red book into the inner pocket of my coat. As I close the drawer, I hear boots on stone, and I turn just in time to see Brandon enter his room.

      His eyes touch on me, and narrow when he finds me at the edge of the bed. He opens his mouth.

      I hurriedly bring a finger to my lips, shaking my head as my gaze darts toward Rose’s crib.

      Brandon closes his mouth. His frown melts away. He beckons me, and then walks into his study.

      He can’t know — it’s impossible — but still I feel like a thief in front of a judge when I follow him. When he turns to me though, and I see the small smile on his mouth, ice-cold dread transforms into warm anticipation.

      “I’m truly sorry for how poorly you’ve been treated,” he murmurs.

      We are standing so close, I catch the scent of alcohol on his breath. A glance about the study reveals its source — a crystal tumbler with barely a finger of dark amber liquid inside stands on the desk.

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

      Should leave before he tries to take advantage of you, little mouse.

      He wouldn’t do that! He’s not like you — he’s a fucking gentleman.

      Brandon’s intent eyes drop to my mouth, his dark lashes fluttering as his gaze traces the outline of my lips. On instinct, I lick them.

      He’s drunk, Howard whines. You know how drunk men get, don’t you?

      Brandon reaches for me.

      I should pull back, but I don’t. When he looked at my mouth, my stomach twisted itself in a knot at the thought that he might kiss me.

      Howard never kissed me. He’d undress, get on our bed, and holler at me to come fuck him. After, he’d leave me there while he went to pour himself a drink and have a cigarette.

      I can’t imagine what it would be like, having a man like Brandon kiss me. A baron, of all things. And me, his lady. How it would feel for his hands to slide around my waist, like the portrait downstairs.

      As if I summoned the action, Brandon takes another step toward me. There’s no space between us now — I have to tip back my head to look up at him. The soft leather of his gloves whispers against my cloak as he slips his hands over my shoulders, down my back, around my waist.

      I open my mouth, but before I can say a thing, Brandon’s lips brush mine.

      So soft. Gentle. As if he’s asking permission from me.

      There’s nothing I can do to stop myself from accepting him. I lift onto my toes, pressing our mouths harder. His beard scrapes my lips and I let out an involuntary moan at the sensation.

      “Fuck,” he murmurs into my mouth, the word half growl, half praise. The hands around my waist tighten. He lifts me, shoves aside something from his desk that lands with a hard thump on the floor, and sets me down as if I’m a piece of fine china.

      My head spins. I catch onto his broad shoulders to steady myself, again open my mouth.

      Again, he catches up my lips and forces away any hint of a protest.

      He kisses me hard and deep until I’m breathless, panting, aching for him. He pushes his hands under my cloak, then my nightgown, to the wet, throbbing slit between my legs.

      I gasp when he touches me, and again when he drags his fingers over my flesh. A shudder tears through me, leaving me weak and limp.

      The baron’s gaze pins me as he draws back, interrogating me with fierce eyes as he drags up the layers of fabric between myself and him.

      Stop.

      But the word is uttered silently inside my head. I’m too dizzy, too—

      Much of a fucking whore

      —caught up to insist he step back.

      He slides gloved fingers inside me — cool and supple — and my legs close around his hand like a vise as I urge him deeper inside. My head falls back. Kisses lavished along my strained neck keep me occupied while he unlaces his breeches.

      The hot crown of his cock is against my entrance, pressing, pressing, pressing against my slick folds.

      I snap back to reality when he thrusts into me.

      “No!” I kick back from him. Shame surges into my cheeks and burns at my eyes until they’re welling with tears. “Oh God, no! What are you doing?”

      The question wasn’t meant for him, of course. I was asking the whore who’d been spreading her legs for this complete stranger.

      But a moment after the first flash of confusion crosses his face, it empties of all emotion. He drops his gaze as he laces up his breeches with unsteady hands.

      “Please feel free to use my room,” he says evenly. “I will sleep in one of the guest suites.”

      “Wh-? No. I can sleep in my—”

      But he’s already gone. Shame courses through me until I’m ready to catch fire.

      Did he honestly just abandon me with the last sip of his drink like some cheap whore who he discovered charges too much?

      Frowning, I take the glass, sniff. Whatever it is, it’s not the cheap whiskey Howard guzzled down like cold tea.

      In my head, Howard breaks out in laughter.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brandon

      

      

      The glass is by my lips before I realize I’ve poured myself another drink. Have I lost my mind? Or am I blacking out again, like I did with Alaine? With Rose?

      I remember having a glass of cognac in the library. Wondering why the hell Mrs. Potter had let the place become so disarrayed. I’d stared at a white sheet strung up like a canvas as I’d sipped, sipped, sipped my drink.

      And then I was in the study, tasting Pippa’s neck and ready to mount her like a…

      Like a beast.

      I set my glass down in a rush, and some cognac slaps over my thumb. I flick it off my gloves, pause, and then strip them off with a muted growl.

      The leather crumples and catches alight in an instant when I toss it into the fireplace, but it burns for a long, long time. Much slower than flesh. Human skin is a treat for fire. Two licks, and it’s black and bubbling. Three, four, and it’s gone forever.

      I look away from the fire, gripping my left hand with my right as it starts aching. A physical sensation caused by nothing more than a memory.

      How strange the body is. The mind. This thing we call us.

      I pace. Every time I draw near that sparkling glass of liquor, my steps slow until eventually I’m standing stock-still in front of the small wet bar where I poured the shot.

      Pippa’s far away from here. She’s safe upstairs in my room. Isn’t she?

      I cross the room, latch my door, and storm back to the bar. I toss the first shot down my throat, grimacing at the sting, and then pour myself another. I turn my back to the latched door and go and sit closer to the fire, absorbing its heat into my bones as both my hands throb in pained memory and my cock aches with disappointment.
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      I keep expecting Brandon to return, but after an hour, I realize he won’t.

      My body still has to come down from its high. Everything tingles down there, and the urge to shove a hand between my legs and end that sensation the only way I know how is strong.

      But I’m too concerned Brandon will surprise me. Too concerned that, this time, I won’t be able to stop him.

      Sleep will never come now. Not until my body’s plateaued.

      Dragging the rocking chair over the stone floor, I position it just so that when I sit down, I’m partially obscured by Rose’s crib but I can still see the archway between the study and Brandon’s room. Hopefully, I should be able to see him before he sees me.

      Despite my precautions, invisible insects crawl over my skin when I slip Alaine’s faded journal from my coat pocket.

      The Diary of Alaine Dunnwood nee Taylor is embossed in gold on the leather cover. I run my thumb over its form. How much did this cost? There’s a little ribbon attached to the spine, but it goes all the way to the back of the book.

      The last entry she wrote was just over four weeks ago. It’s crammed onto the last three pages of the diary, and there’re two paragraphs of text on the inside of the back cover too.

      What she wrote makes every hair on my body stand upright.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brandon

      

      

      A shadow moves to my left. If I hadn’t as much cognac in me, I might have started.

      Then again, maybe not.

      Nothing seems to scare me these days anymore. It’s as if every ounce of fear oozed out of me the day of the fire.

      Norm creeps into view, hunched like always, silent as always.

      “Ev’ning.”

      He glances at me over his shoulder and dips his head with respect. Firelight plays over his face, and there’s something so very familiar about it. Oh yes — mother’s studio. I wasn’t the only one who had to endure her lewd lectures. There are hardly more than four years between Norm and I, but I at least had the brief respite of attending boarding school for a few years in my teenage years.

      Did she ask him to her studio when I wasn’t around? Perhaps she’d assumed that since he couldn’t speak, her secret was as safe with him as it was with me. Lord knows, I would rather have died than tell anyone what she did.

      Norm props another few logs on the fireplace and then disappears the way he came.

      I watch the fire consume those new logs with a strange heaviness inside me.

      No, not strange. It’s a comfort. It happens whenever I drink. My body becomes lame and heavy, my mind thick as a goose down duvet.

      I like it.

      In this state, I couldn’t hurt anyone even if I tried. That I’d be incapable of violence, or the sadistic, perverted acts Alaine had accused me of.

      For now, the beast inside me slumbers.

      For now, Pippa is safe.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Diary

      

      

      The beast visited me again last night. I have the marks, the blood between my legs, his seed on my skin.

      Three times this week, and more the week before. Every night he comes, he leaves in a worse condition than before. When I woke, I was still bleeding.

      How does he do it?

      I LOCK THE DOOR!!!

      Does he have keys to every room in this godforsaken place? Must I place furniture under the handle, hoping he won’t be strong enough to push through?

      I would leave if I could. Brandon and his babe be damned!

      But the cow downstairs refuses to let me use the coach. She pretends it’s for my own sake (says I’ll injure myself trying to drive through the snow!) but that cantankerous cunt always knew how to mince her words into the sweetest pie, didn’t she?

      The snow has trapped me here as surely as this blasted infant growing in my womb.

      Oh, God how I ache. It was the pain that woke me this morning. It won’t relent, even after I drank half the bottle of Laudanum Brandon’s doctor prescribed me.

      Migraine cure? Ha! That quack doesn’t know his foot from his arsehole. The only thing that ever helped with my migraines was moving out of Brandon’s room. But even then…even after I was free of him, he still haunts me.

      Sneaking into my room.

      Taking what I no longer wish to give.

      If that BEAST comes to me again, I swear

      …

      No, I’m not strong enough.

      But I WILL leave, even if it means I don’t make it back to town. Even if it means we both die.

      Why in the hell would I want to bear his demonic spawn into this world?
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      My stomach twists. I hurry to the bathroom and stand over the basin, convinced I’m going to be sick. But the feeling passes when I splash water on my face and the back of my neck. I remain leaned over, hands over my face, trying to rid myself of Alaine’s confession.

      But I can’t.

      The blood, the marks, his seed on my skin.

      I straighten hurriedly, and barely catch sight of my white face before I scream and spin around.

      The baron lifts his hands, blinking slowly at me. “Didn’t mean to scare you,” he says. He scans my face before adding, “Are you feeling ill?”

      Alaine’s diary — I left it on the rocking chair’s seat.

      Somehow, I manage a smile and shake my head. “No. Just…tired.”

      “Then g’to sleep.”

      My heart stutters. He’s drunk. Well and truly this time, not just a little like before. His eyes are on my mouth again.

      Beast.

      I swallow hard and walk backward without taking my eyes off of him. “That’s a good idea, Sir.”

      He smiles wide and deep. If it hadn’t been for the murky light in his eyes, how heavy-lidded with liquor they were, it would have been an intoxicating stare. One that I’m sure would have had any woman disrobing with a flick of his fingers.

      Loathing surges through me, chasing away every remnant of spine-melting shame. But as much as I want to lash out at him, I can’t. If I were to anger him, those massive hands wouldn’t be tucked in his pockets any longer — they’d be around my throat.

      How did Alaine die?

      For a heart-rending moment, I think I’ve said the words aloud. But when Brandon doesn’t acknowledge the question, my heart starts pumping again.

      “I should leave,” I say calmly.

      “Why? I have a big bed,” Brandon says, eyes little more than slits. “Won’t touch you, promise.” He shakes his head. “Not like before.” He goes closer to the bed, runs his hands over the sheets as if enjoying the sensation on his skin.

      His skin.

      Both hands, although the left more than the right, are riddled with burn marks. Those large, square hands of his.

      Red.

      Burned.

      Just like Rose.

      Just like his infant child.

      “That’s how…” my treacherous mouth murmurs. “You put her in the fire.”

      The horror of that thought nearly overwhelms me. I expect him to protest, perhaps even become enraged that I dare suggest such a thing.

      Instead, the baron simply stares at me with a slack face, his hands still spread on the sheets.

      “Deny it!” I yell.

      He flinches at my words, but says nothing. I back up a few steps, and almost yell at him again, but then he folds in on himself. His knees hit the floor. He leans forward until his head is in his arms.

      Is he crying, perhaps overcome with guilt?

      But no. A moment later, Brandon slides to the floor with a thump and lays there with a white face, closed eyes, and a still chest.

      Dead. He’s fucking dead, Pippa. You gone and killed ‘im. Howard’s laugh has me wrapping my arms around myself as I bite down on my lip hard enough to taste blood.

      “No,” I murmur, shaking my head. “It wasn’t me. I never—”

      I squeeze shut my eyes, but they spring open again, serving me a perfectly preserved portrait of the dead baron lying sprawled on his bedroom floor.

      Nausea chases acid into my mouth. I swallow it down as I make a run for the study door. But as I pass the crib, movement inside gives me pause.

      Sweet child. What pain you must have endured when your father tried to burn you alive.

      I can’t leave her behind, not now that I know what the baron is capable of. I scoop her up in my arms, breathing in the fresh scent of her linen.

      Lavender, just like her mother’s pillow.

      I push away the thought, turning toward the study. At the same moment, I hear that familiar creak.

      Someone’s coming, Howard whispers. Coming, coming, coming for you. His snicker sends goosebumps all through my flesh.

      I don’t know how I manage to make it so fast — yet so silently — to the servant’s door. Perhaps that same hand as before is leading me.

      Not the one who dragged me into Howie’s nursery last Friday night, a pillow in my hands and murderous thoughts in my mind. No…this is a different spirit. This one is gentle, and kind.

      This one wants the baby to live.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brandon

      

      

      A vise squeezes, determined to break open my skull and force my brain through the cracks.

      Rose.

      Rose.

      Rose!

      “She’s taken Rose!” The shrill voice echoes in my head, so loud I can easily hear Mrs. Potter’s words above the pounding.

      “Thank the Lord,” she whispers when I focus on her with unsteady eyes. “I thought you were dead.”

      The world shifts around me as I push myself into a sit. “What?” is all I can manage as I run my hands through my hair and then down my face.

      How have I come to be here? I locked myself in a guest room downstairs so I couldn’t get to Pippa, so I couldn’t defile her…

      I stand on unsteady legs. “Where is she?”

      “She took her ’n run, m’lord!” Mrs. Potter sidles into my view, ducking her head before peering up into my eyes. “Took Rose and run away.”

      Run away? From what? I laugh at the absurdity of the thought, but when Mrs. Potter frowns at me in concern, the sound tapers off.

      “Then find her,” I rumble, stabbing a finger at the door.

      Mrs. Potter makes as if to leave, but then shakes her head at me. “I’ve looked everywhere, m’lord. She’s hiding, she is. Hiding somewhere with the babe.”

      The room bobs when I take a step forward intent on searching every cranny of this blasted hell myself. I reach out instinctively, clutching the bedpost as I wait for both the room and my mind to settle.

      How much did I drink? I remember pouring two shots, and then nothing after that. I strain for the slightest memory, but all I can come up with is the shape of Norm as he laid some new logs on the fire before disappearing—

      The world turns lazily, and I nearly puke before it can catch up with me. This isn’t right. I’ve been drunk before, and it’s never felt like this.

      “The walls,” I murmur as I head for the servant’s door so masterfully concealed in the corner of the room. “She’s in the walls.”
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      In the dark, there are no stairs. No walls. No landing. I move through a shapeless void where my feet glide over invisible surfaces and my shoulders scrape against things unseen.

      The faint thudding of my bare soles and my own pathetic panting shroud me as I descend ever deeper into the manor’s belly.

      Rose hasn’t made a sound, and for that I’m grateful. Except if I’ve managed to smother her on the way down. My jaw clicks when my foot meets solid ground and not the empty air above another step and I pause to check that she’s still breathing.

      At the third landing, I pause a little longer. Not only to catch my breath, but to move about slowly and feel for a passage leading away from these stairs. A doorway opening into a room on the ground floor would be the perfect escape…but all my reaching fingers encounter is rough stone, and then a dead end.

      Rose squirms in my arms. It’s becoming warmer in these narrow passages, but it’s still icy on these black stairs. I can’t see my hand in front of my face, or the blank wall I’m supposedly staring at. I fumble my way back, hoping this is the opposite wall and not the same one. When I reach the small landing, I doubt myself and do another check.

      Nothing.

      What purpose does an empty passage serve? But before I can do another circuit to convince myself that I haven’t missed my escape, a sound comes to me.

      The baron, yelling my name. His deep voice distorts as it echoes down the stairs.

      The iciness of the passage seeps into my flesh as if I’m standing here buck naked.

      Rose lets out an unhappy sound and squirms again.

      “Ssh.” I wrap her a little tighter, clutch her to my bosom, and start down the stairs.

      Behind me, Brandon’s voice echoes like that of a vengeful phantom.

      “Pippa. Pippa!”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brandon

      

      

      I don’t know how long I was unconscious. It could have been a few minutes, or an hour. Pippa could already be out the manor, perhaps at the stables saddling a horse.

      Why, oh God why did I accept the very first candidate the agency interviewed? I should have had them check her credentials — I’d waved off the requirement as if Miss Fucking Goodwin was a close cousin of mine — not a complete stranger.

      I hired a woman who’s lost her senses.

      Unless I’ve done something to bring this on.

      What did I do?

      But then the memories pour in, back, returning like they always do.

      Pippa’s thighs gripping my hand. Her soft skin against my lips. How tight and wet and hot she was when I forced my way inside her. I’d been overcome with a beastly urge to fuck her, to claim her, to make her mine.

      And why? In the hope that she would stay here forever, just like Alaine?

      Forever mine.

      Just like Rose.

      But they’re all gone. Even my little Rose.

      The beast inside me is foaming at the fucking mouth when I crash through that hidden doorway and holler the Devil’s name down those stairs.
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      A muted rumbling on the cusp of hearing draws me from the stupor I fell into as I’d inched my way down the stairs. I hadn’t noticed before, but now there is a faint illuminance surrounding me. Orange and warm — it grows with every step I take. I hesitate when its source emerges from the gloom below.

      Looks like the doorway to hell, Howard says through a chuckle. Guess the Devil’s finally here to claim your black soul. Took him long enough.

      My footsteps falter. I slow to a halt. Every fiber of my being screams at me not to go further. To find a way out that means I won’t cross that threshold.

      Until the baron bellows my name. This time, he’s so much closer than before.

      I hug Rose tight and hurry down the last steps, brave now that my path is illuminated. I pass into the room beyond, dimly aware of the thick, leaden door standing open before it vanishes from my mind.

      A massive stove with its belly of throbbing red coals dominates this underground hall. Coal and ash and heated metal scent the sweltering air.

      Instantly, sweat glazes my arms. Heat strokes my cheeks as I move to the side, desperate to disappear into the room, but agonizing over the thought that one wrong move may set me alight.

      Terror knots my throat. I look around, staring at the open doorway I darted through as I move to the side.

      There must be another way out of this place. Somewhere I can hide. If the baron were to come down here, surely he’d assume I wouldn’t have enough courage to be in here?

      Assuming makes an ass out of you and me.

      Shut up. Shut up, shut up, shut up!

      Howard falls quiet, but in his place, another sound starts up.

      A baby, moaning, just on the point of crying.

      Howie would cry. He would cry all the damn time. From the moment he tore out of me, when they wrapped his blood-streaked body and handed him over to me…he’d been crying.

      He never stopped.

      Never? Howard lets out a rueful chuckle. That’s not how it goes, you fucking cunt. Howie did stop, didn’t he? You made sure of it.

      Rose lets out a small sound, and I realize I’m clutching her to my bosom with a death grip. I relax a little, swipe angrily at the tear racing down my cheek, and begin searching this massive room in earnest.

      A moment later, I see a smaller rectangle embedded in the nearby wall. So familiar that shape.

      A doorway.

      My escape.

      “Hush, sweet child,” I murmur, when Rose lets out a low moan. “Gotta be quiet for momma now, hear?”

      Rose settles as I near the door. Squirms a little when I tug at the handle. And starts howling when I rip it open and dart inside.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brandon

      

      

      My fury grows with each step. Torchlight wavers and dances on the walls beside me, mocking my stupidity, my naivety. I bade Mrs. Potter wait for my return, and left her wringing her hands in my room. At first I wasn’t sure why, but my reasoning is suddenly clear.

      I will make Pippa suffer for stealing my child. For stringing me along with her smiles, flouting her breasts.

      The thought doesn’t feel right, but the anger that accompanies it does. Oh fuck, it feels too good to be wrong.

      I’m tempted to snuff out the light and follow her tracks like an animal. I’d be able too — the smell of her consumes me now.

      Her and my little Rose.

      My bared hands ache at the kiss of orange torchlight, but I ignore their insistent pulsing, much as it reminds me of the first day I woke to the pain of blistered flesh and blackened skin. Oh, God, how much liquor it took before that agony retreated.

      The manor was a dark place back then. Dark, and haunted with my family’s spirits.

      Father. Mother.

      Alaine.

      And haunt me she did. Every night since Rose’s birth she would come to me, howling like a succubus. Riding my cock with hips that never slowed, with a pussy that never dried. She would ride me until I almost climaxed, and then cackle at me as she disintegrated into the cold flames that always came after.

      I’d wake drenched in sweat, erect, out of my mind with Rose howling into the night, just like her mother.

      I know these stairs well. Don’t even need the torch. But I fear it’s the only thing holding back eternal dark.

      And since there would be no more fitting end for this beast than dying on the stairs, alone, mewling like a gutted dog…

      I shan’t tempt fate, lest the bitch leaves me to rot in the dark like any beast should.
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      The room is not half as hot as outside, but darker. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the gloom, but as I move deeper inside I can gradually discern shapes.

      I’m in a bedroom. There’s a cot to my right, stained sheets crumpled and shifted by a restless sleeper, no longer able to hide the sagging mattress in its rusted frame.

      A wooden desk hugs the opposite wall. There’s a candle, near gutted in its saucer. Drops of wax litter the wood. Small objects, too many for my flustered mind to catalog, take up most of the space. Some even appear to have fallen on the floor.

      I hear a noise from outside. I hurry up to the door with my heart squeezing the air from my throat and gently push the bedroom door closed, instantly regretting the lack of light. I lean my back against it until Rose starts moaning, and then swing around and start backing up.

      I can read the future like tea leaves in the bottom of a cup.

      The door will open. Brandon will be standing there, filling the doorway with his bulk. He’ll have something in his hand — a hammer, an ax…no, a flaming torch — ready to slay me.

      I’m so convinced the door will open, I don’t hear the footsteps behind me. It’s only when I catch the scent of sweat and ash that I realize Rose and I are no longer alone.

      There’s no time to do more than gasp before a hand slips over my mouth, another over the bundle in my arms.

      The man makes a soothing sound and steps backward, drawing me with him.

      My heart is ready to burst from my chest.

      Bite him. Kick him. Stab out his eyes.

      No, Howard, no… He’s moving slowly, holding me ever so gently. Not taking me against my will, but instead urging me to a place of safety.

      Fabric touches my arms, my ankles. And then it covers us both.

      Hiding us from the baron moments before he bursts into the room.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brandon

      

      

      I almost dismiss the boiler room. What would a dame know about a place like this? She’d take one look at the monstrous furnace and scamper out of here like a frightened mouse.

      But this is the last doorway. And if she found her way to the cellar, then she could just as easily escape through the hatch leading into the pantry.

      I spent so much time in these secret places when I was young, hiding from my mother’s belt. I would escape my room and reappear in the library, or the nursery — back then it was just another guest room — even her studio when I knew she wasn’t inside.

      Oh, how mother loved to paint.

      Naked girls, bare men. Limbs entwined, bonds cutting deep into flesh. Erotic, perverted portraits no young man should see.

      She would march Norm and me in there on the regular, pointing out every new creation in explicit detail.

      That was when darkness first crept into my mind. She’d led it there, showed it a way in.

      But I always pushed it back. Always refused to let those sirens draw me into the rocks. If I hadn’t met Alaine, I don’t know what I would have become.

      The furnace’s heat pushes against me, but it pulls me, too. The Lord urging me to stay back, the Devil beckoning me closer.

      There is no place to hide in this dark, sweating crevice.

      But for Norm’s room.

      I burst through that thin door with a sneer on my face, but it’s empty. I scan the tiny room, showing the walls my teeth, but nothing moves. Nothing makes a sound.

      Even if she could be holding her breath, perhaps hiding under the breath, the same can’t be said for Rose.

      I spin around and leave, slamming the door so hard behind me, I’d be surprised if it’s still intact. The furnace billows when I pass its hellish maw, feeding off my anger.

      Perhaps, for just a moment, the rooms in Dunnwood Manor are a little warmer, a little cozier.
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      I jerk when Brandon slams the door, and the man behind me holds me tight for a moment as if to provide brief solace. Then he sweeps past, holding open the curtain so I can emerge from our dark cocoon.

      My muscles have frozen in place. I cradle Rose to my breasts, blinking wide eyes at him. “Is it safe?”

      He nods, beckons, and takes another step back as if inviting me into his space.

      There’s barely any spare, of course, but I gingerly step out of the curtain-closet we were hiding in, ducking my head in silent thanks.

      “It’s…Norman, right?”

      He shrugs, slices the air with hand, and watches me intently with an amicable curve to his lips.

      “Norm?” I venture.

      He nods, smiles wider. With the door closed, the only illumination is the glow that manages to ooze in through the doorframe; Norm is no more than a silhouette.

      I was sure Brandon would discover us, but glancing back, the closet appears to be just another wall in this gloom.

      “Thank you,” I murmur, and then hush Rose when she lets out a strange whimper. All the jostling about must have given her such a fright—

      But then she lets out a most-familiar whine and starts grabbing for the bodice of my nightgown.

      “This is not the time or the place.”

      But Rose’s whines and whickers simply grow louder.

      Norm is busy lighting the stub of candle on his desk, but lifts his hand toward me when Rose begins to protest as if asking me to hush her.

      “She’s hungry,” I mutter, doing my best to quiet Rose without smothering her.

      Norm cocks his head, blinks, and then shrugs. He mimics putting food in his mouth, and starts hunting about the room. Opening a drawer in his desk, he draws out a crumpled dishcloth to reveal a hard biscuit that looks as if it has been in there since Christmas.

      I shake my head. “That’s not—” I drop my gaze. “Thank you, Norm, but she needs milk.”

      I don’t know how much Mrs. Potter’s mute son can understand, so I try to keep my words as simple as possible. “Can you take me to the kitchen?”

      Norm nods enthusiastically and heads for the door.

      “Without…the baron seeing us?”

      He freezes with his hand on the knob. He’s already hunching, but his shoulders droop even more at the request. Turning to me, he gives his head a slow shake and averts his eyes.

      Damn. I’d thought there was another way out of here, but perhaps there really isn’t. Or perhaps Norm is as frightened of the baron as I am right now.

      Sensing my mood, Norm hurries forward and smooths the sheet on his bed, patting it and beckoning for me to sit.

      I oblige, my shoulders now drooping as much as his.

      No way out, and only a matter of time until Brandon realizes his mistake and returns for us.

      “What if we go back up the staircase?” I whisper, sitting forward in a rush. The bedsprings creak alarmingly under my weight. “He could be anywhere by now. If we’re careful—?”

      Norm is already shaking his head. He closes a drawer and turns to me, holding out a photo album. I frown up at him, but he gestures at me with the thing until I reposition Rose so I can take it from him. She’s gone surprising quiet, despite her proximity to my breasts. Perhaps she senses the depressive mood in this damp hole.

      How depressing it must be living here in the dark, that furnace raging day and night.

      The album contains a few black and white photographs of what I assume are the Dunnwoods. There’re an older woman and a boy. Brandon and his mother? “What happened to their father?”

      Norm looks away, pulls out the chair, and sits down in lieu of responding.

      A few photos show the estate in better repair than its current state. Norm leans over, spinning his fingers as if to hurry me along.

      I do so while bobbing Rose on my arm — she’s becoming restless again, and this time I think she’ll be more insistent on nursing than before.

      On the next page, the stark black and white lines of a newspaper clipping catch my eye. I glance up at Norm, who beams at me, and then squint to read the article in the room’s low light.

      …devastating fire, cause still unknown…

      …hero of the day, Norm Potter (26), risked his own life…

      …newborn baby, Rose Dunnwood, is unharmed aside from a few minor burn wounds that, doctors claim, should heal within a few months.

      I stare up at Norm, and then down at Rose. “You saved her,” I whisper.

      Norm’s smile turns shy.

      “That’s…that’s amazing, Norm.”

      He drops his head, shrugging.

      Meanwhile, my mind races.

      Cause unknown.

      “How did the fire start?”

      Norm looks up at me and blinks a few times as if he doesn’t understand the question.

      “The fire,” I repeat slowly, and then shrug. “How?”

      He looks away for a moment, and then he’s on his feet, shaking his head furiously. My heart does a hard gallop in my chest before I will myself to calm down.

      Rose chooses that moment to start stirring again, her chubby fingers grasping the flesh above my nightgown’s bodice.

      “Not now,” I murmur down to her, bending low so I can rub my nose against hers.

      She frowns hard, and then bursts into tears. Norm is in front of us a moment later, a hand clapped over his own mouth, eyes wide and bright with fear.

      I hurriedly cradle Rose closer, but the tiny babe refuses to be quietened this time.

      “She’s hungry,” I say, before remembering Norm doesn’t quite know what that means. “Can you…” I twirl my finger, staring at him and willing him to take my meaning.

      After a second of gaping at me with obvious confusion, he nods and hurriedly turns around.

      I stare at his broad back. He’s a large man, something that’s difficult to notice when he slouches. I lick my lips, my eyes darting around the room.

      There’s no privacy here — not unless I want to climb back into his pseudo-closet and try to feed Rose in there. But the thought of being in that enclosed space — even if there’s just a curtain between him and me — makes my skin crawl.

      “Don’t look,” I warn him.

      Rose grabs at me, and I reluctantly take out a breast and pop my nipple in her mouth. Then I tug my cloak askew, and drape the fabric over myself so it shields Rose — and my bared breast — from view.

      “Okay,” I say carefully. “You can turn around.”

      Norm stays motionless with his back to me. I decide not to encourage him to turn around — this obviously makes both of us uncomfortable.

      Time flashes past like a stream flooded with snowmelt. And Rose keeps suckling, and suckling, and suckling.

      How long until Brandon returns, having scoured the rest of the manor?

      How long till I have no choice but to face his fury?

      His violence.

      His flames.
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        Brandon

      

      

      I burst into the cellar, scan it, then hurry up a flight of stairs to the pantry.

      The kitchen is empty this time of night, and I’m convinced no one’s been through here in the past few minutes.

      I pause at the kitchen’s door, grimacing into the dark. My fist strikes the door panel. I wince, massaging the tender flesh, having completely forgotten I’m no longer wearing gloves.

      Did Pippa see my hands? It would explain why she’s running from me.

      None of the servants would come near me after the fire. Only Mrs. Potter dared, and it took her a few days before I could coax her into speaking with me. She wanted permission to clean out the nursery, perhaps get someone in to repair the damage the fire wrought, but I told her to lock the room and never speak of it again.

      Nothing can repair the past. All one can do is forget.

      I huff bitterly and push away from the door, heading for the entrance hall.

      As I pass the manor’s front entrance, a gust of wind batters against the door.

      The manor’s stood against the most violent of storms — both from inside and out. I have no doubt it will survive whatever the rest of this evening has to throw at it. But the sound of the wind gives me pause.

      I change direction and head for the front door. It’s well oiled, beautifully constructed, and opens easily.

      Wind chases a flurry of snowflakes inside. They land in my hair, on my clothes, melt against my face. I stare out at a gray landscape covered in more than a foot of snow.

      “She can’t leave the manor,” Mrs. Potter says behind me.

      I stare at the snow a little longer, relief slowly warming my icy heart. “Wake the others. Have them search every room, every closet, every nook and cranny.”

      “Already done, m’lord.” Mrs. Potter moves closer, coming into view at the corner of my eye as she stares out to the snow-dusted landscape. “You checked the boiler room, m’lord?” She hesitates. “Norm’s room?”

      “Not there.”

      Mrs. Potter’s shoulders slump, and I’m not sure if it’s relief or disappointment.
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      Norm sits stiffly on his rickety chair, and it’s painfully obvious how much he wants to look over his shoulder, and how difficult it seems to be for him to resist the temptation.

      “There’s no need to be embarrassed,” I say, and I’m not quite sure which of us I’m trying to reassure.

      As if my statement is the last straw, Norm dashes to his curtain closet and disappears behind the fabric. There’s a strange noise, and then quiet. I stare after him, and then shake my head as I shift Rose in my arms.

      Moments later, Norm steps back into the room again. He’s holding a steaming cup in his hand.

      Rose decides then that she’s full and spits out my nipple. I’m blushing as I try to cover myself without shifting the cloak, and Norm hurriedly averts his eyes and comes forward to put the cup on the desk.

      “Is there…is there another room back there?”

      Norm ducks his head, but I have no idea if it was meant to be a nod. I bounce Rose against my shoulder, glancing between the steaming cup and Norm’s shyly averted gaze.

      How lonely he must be, living in this horrid little room all his life. No friends, no conversation. And, from the looks of things, a mother who’d rather beat him than comfort him.

      “Thank you.” I give him as big a smile as I can, swaddle Rose in her blankets and make to get up and retrieve the cup.

      Norm darts forward and brings it to me.

      “It smells lovely,” I say, inhaling the tea’s steam.

      He sits on his chair again, and stares at nothing as I blow over the surface of the cup. Rose squirms a little beside me on the bed before going still.

      I hope she’ll sleep now, because soon, I’ll have to leave this place. It won’t be long before Brandon has exhausted all other rooms in the manor and comes back to check.

      “Can I see?” I ask, pointing at the curtain.

      Norm shakes his head, and slouches even more. Judging from the state of this room, the one beyond is probably messier. Perhaps he’s embarrassed for me to see it.

      I take a sip and sigh as the tea’s warmth begins to spread through me. I don’t mean to stare, but my gaze keeps drawing back to the odd man sitting less than two feet away from me. His face is a little grimy, as are his clothes.

      “How old are you, Norm?”

      He shrugs, still not making eye contact. I don’t know why I have this insistent need to speak to a mute, but the silence of this place feels heavy enough to crush my bones.

      “Have you lived here all your life?”

      A nod this time, and a shy smile in my direction.

      “You’re brave for saving Rose from that fire,” I say. “Were you scared?”

      Norm seems to ponder this for a few seconds. Then he twists in his chair, still not looking at me but at least now facing in my direction. Then he shakes his head.

      “No?” I glance at the closed door separating us from the massive furnace outside. “No, I guess not. You’re around that thing a lot, aren’t you?” I point at the door, taking another sip of tea.

      Norm nods, shrugs.

      “Was the baron there?”

      He frowns, his gaze still stuck to the floor.

      “When you saved Rose.” I duck my head, doing my best to get him to look at me. “Was the baron in the room?”

      At first, I think Norm won’t answer. But when I take another sip, he glances up at me, and then gives a reluctant nod.

      My stomach turns over. “Did he…was he the one that started the fire?”

      Again, Norm nods. His eyes latch onto my mouth, as if he’s mesmerized by my words. Then he slaps both hands over his face.

      I finish the tea, and begin to stand to put it back on the desk. Norm reaches out and snatches it from my hand, then looks almost abashed as he puts it down for me.

      My heart is beating slow but hard.

      Of all the places I could have found occupation, I root out a manor where the man of the house is intent on murdering his little girl.

      Sounds like you’re soul mates to me, Howard cuts in with a wicked chuckle. Made for each other.

      The room swims for a moment as my eyes fill with tears. Norm happens to look at me, and draws back as if he’s not sure what’s happening.

      Hell, neither am I. I’m not one to start sobbing at the drop of a hat, but suddenly I can’t seem to keep back the sadness that’s been welling inside me for so long.

      “I’m so sorry,” I mumble to him. I use the hem of my cloak to blot my eyes, but the tears keep coming. “I don’t know what’s come over me.”

      Norm gives me a sympathetic nod. For the first time, I notice his eyes are as bright and blue as the baron’s. No, Mrs. Potter’s. He’s her son. She’s his mom. Couldn’t get his eyes from Brandon.

      I cup a hand over my mouth, but my giggle escapes anyway. Norm smiles at me, and stands.

      “Gosh, you are tall.” I have to lean back to see him. “Why do you stay down here?”

      Norm glances away, shifting his weight as he considers the question. Then he points at the door and mimics dancing flames with his fingers.

      “Oh, of course.” I shake my head.

      God, I’m such an idiot. Tears leak from my eyes again, and this time I just use my hands to swipe them away.

      Norm makes a crooning noise, but I can barely see through my tears. I wave at him, trying to tell him it’s okay.

      The next moment, the mattress beside me sinks down as he settles on it. My heart thuds into my throat when he slides an arm over my shoulder. The motion is gentle, hesitant, as if he’s not sure how I’ll respond to the touch.

      Despite the smell of ash that lingers about him, despite the strange warmth of his body, I sink against him and let him hold me close.

      A sigh escapes me as my body melts. He begins to stroke my hair.

      Tension leaves my body. My eyes flutter as I try to keep them open, but they’re too heavy.

      I’m too heavy.

      Too tired.

      All I want to do is sleep.

      Norm starts rocking me from side to side, still smoothing down my hair with his big hand. Never realized how big until now, with the other draped over his thigh. Big, strong hands. Smooth skin.

      “Were you wearing gloves?” I don’t know what the question means, and perhaps Norm doesn’t either. He shrugs, and starts making shushing noises. “When you ssssaved her.”

      Why am I slurring?

      “When you saved Rose.”

      I reach out and stroke my finger down the back of his hand. He flinches away from my touch, his hand darting out of sight.

      “Ssh.”

      My eyes slide shut. The mattress shifts beneath me. I’m dimly aware that I’m laying on my back, and that feels wrong. But I can’t even open my eyes, let alone sit up. I hear Rose let out an unhappy sound, and that makes my heart patter urgently in my chest.

      A hand strokes my cheek.

      “Sleep, Mizz Goodwin. I’ll wake y’soon.”
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      Nausea forces me awake. I open my eyes with difficulty, and stare at the black void above me. My fingers dig into cold, clammy fabric filled with lumps.

      Rose is crying.

      How can she be hungry again? I just…

      The thought slips away, stranding me in a shadowy oblivion. There’s a voice, someone talking, but it’s too far away and I’m too tired to make out the words.

      The nausea returns, filling my mouth with bile. I swallow hard, dig my fingers in, and shove myself into a sitting position.

      The room whirls around me, and I have to take several deep breaths before it settles. I swallow again, but an instant later my mouth is flooded with bitter saliva.

      A lone desk in front of me. A chair laying on its back. A tiny stub of candle flickering…flickering…on the point of snuffing out.

      The distant voice beckons me. I can’t possibly stand, but somehow I do. I have to reach and grab onto anything I can for support, but hold on I do.

      Walk, I do.

      My fingers bump against something on the desk. It takes me too long to identify the sliver of white as bone. Long, slender — it could only belong to a horse. It’s sharply splintered on one end, dark on the other. Wet, when my finger touches the black.

      Blood. Is that what I’m smelling?

      The air is wrong. Everything is wrong.

      ‘Cos you’re stark naked, little mouse.

      Not now, Howard. Pippa needs to concentrate.

      There’s a door, but I can’t go that way because there’s a beast behind it. A beast I’ve angered, who wants me dead.

      Set you on fire, watch you light up, Howard snickers in my head. Then he’ll fuck your charred cunt till y’skin peels off.

      I pause, convinced I will be sick, before another voice — an external voice — once again beckons me.

      “…taste nice, don’t it? Mmm…tastes so nice.”

      I shiver, reach out, grab the thick fabric in front of me. It’s not strong enough to hold my weight — it rips free as I fall to my knees and drapes my naked back.

      My body was numb, but pinpricks of sensation start dancing through my fingers and toes. Up my arms.

      Between my legs.

      Not right. So wrong. What is wrong with me?

      I drag myself forward. My forehead bumps against the wall.

      No door. No room. I’m so confused.

      Dumb little mouse.

      Rose’s crying reaches a fever pitch. There’s no denying it’s coming from behind this wall. My fingers hunt, hunt.

      “Eat it. Eat it, y’dumb fuckin’ ingrate!”

      I don’t know that voice, but I feel I should. My fingers brush a ridge. I follow it with my fingertips until it defines the edge of a door.

      When I push close to the edge, it swings open.

      A faint smell hits my nose, but I can’t identify it, can’t process it. There’s a narrow passageway ahead, and it ends in yet another door. This one has a handle. I push myself to my feet and scrape my bare shoulder against the wall as I aim for it.

      The mute put something in your tea.

      For once, Howard sounds calm.

      “Did he?” I mumble. “Why?”

      Howard laughs. So he could fuck you, you stupid little mouse.

      “No.” I shake my head, and have to pause when the world takes a long, slow spin around me. I brush the door handle just as Rose goes quiet.

      “That’s it. That’s it.” There’s a laugh that turns my marrow to ice. “See? It’s not that bad, is it?” Another laugh. “It’s what I ate. It’s what she made me eat. Gobble it up, you greedy little thing. Gobble it all up.”

      I want to hang back, to get more feeling in my legs before venturing into the nightmare I subconsciously know lays ahead, but I’m out of time.

      The handle rattles when my fingers slip from it, but luckily I gave it just enough of a shove to send it swinging open.

      The stench of rotting flesh slams into me. I dry retch as my stomach cramps, and something warm and wet floods out of me and trickles down my leg

      “Come look, Mizz Goodwin,” Norm says.

      I force my eyes to focus, and then wish I hadn’t. He’s sitting cross-legged on the floor, a yard or two away, Rose in his lap. Glistening black lumps fill the bowl in front of him.

      Rose’s face is smeared with blood. She squirms in his arms, as naked as I am, and for the first time I can clearly see the burn marks on her skin.

      It’s not the outline of Norm’s hands scorched into her fair skin. His hands don’t fit. They’re too long, too angular. Not broad enough.

      Norm grins at me, reaches into the bowl, and picks up another glossy lump between his fingers.

      “How does a baby eat a cat?” he asks, voice rough and low. His smile widens into something manic. “Why, one piece at a time, of course.”
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      “They must’ve gotten away,” Mrs. Potter says. I’ve turned to watch the snow as I plan out my next step. Something in the woman’s voice catches my attention, has me turning to face her.

      “They?” I repeat.

      Mrs. Potter cowers for a moment before she dares peek up at me. “Pippa and the babe. Rose.”

      I shake my head and surge toward her. “That was not your meaning,” I say, pushing the words through bared teeth. “What is it you’re not telling me?”

      Her skin grows ashen. I grab her shoulder and shake, hoping it will dislodge the truth. Instead she jerks away and glares at me. “It’s my Norm. He’s gone too.”

      For a moment, I can’t comprehend what she’s telling me. I reach for her, but she sidesteps me with ease this time. “What does that have to do with—?”

      “I don’t know!” Mrs. Potter shakes her head, and for the first time I’ve ever seen, her eyes start filling with tears. “But it’s no coincidence he’s gone too.”

      “You checked the stables. Did they take the coach?”

      Mrs. Potter shakes her head.

      “A horse?”

      Another shake, this one hard enough to dislodge a tear.

      “Then what, woman?”

      “I think…” Mrs. Potter bites the inside of her lip. “I think Norm, maybe, he might…he might be hiding her.”

      “You’re sure?” I barely recognize my own voice.

      A stupid question. I’ve known since we were boys that Norm wasn’t sound of mind; the studio wasn’t the only time Norm and I spent together when I was young. We’d play together sometimes when I could slip out of the manor without mother knowing.

      He loved building fires. Found a sadistic glee in tossing insects inside those flames, giggling at the way they popped and sizzled.

      I was the one who gave him the duty of stacking logs and lighting fires. Of keeping the boiler running. The other staff seemed scared of that dark, hot place.

      Not Norm.

      He thrived in there.

      The fire.

      I’d warned Norm before. Told him countless times not to light a fire in the nursery. Rose hardly ever slept in there, anyhow. Most days and nights she was at my side. It was only when I could no longer stand her wretched screaming that I would have Mrs. Potter take her to the nursery.

      It was only there that she’d be quiet, Lord knows why.

      Mrs. Potter argued for her son, said the babe liked watching the flames…but it was Norm who liked fires.

      “M’lord, where are you going?” Mrs. Potter calls out when I storm away from her.

      I can’t answer — my throat is too tight.

      Norm didn’t always look away from mother’s paintings. And he would always come when she called. Perhaps he couldn’t keep his darkness away like I did mine.

      If his mind was any since as black as my mother’s…

      There’s only place he could be — in the heart of the manor. Close to his precious fire. It makes no sense — I know I checked thoroughly, but that’s where he is.

      Please, God…let Rose make it out of the flames alive.
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      Rose squeezes her lips closed, whining as she batters Norm’s fingers with her fists. But she doesn’t have the strength to stop him sliding another slippery morsel of offal into her mouth.

      I want to vomit up everything I’ve ever eaten since birth, and then turn my stomach inside out and rinse it clean.

      Stumbling to my feet, I force myself to step closer. Norm is surreal in his calmness but there’s no mistaking the tension in the air.

      Norm looks up. “Gotta feed m’Rose.” He rakes his eyes over me, pausing at my breasts, between my legs. “Then I’ll feed you some more.”

      I finally straighten. Something bumps into the top of my head. I don’t look. All my focus is directed on the monster sitting in front of me, slipping pieces of entrails into Rose’s mouth.

      She suckled me with those lips.

      I purse my mouth, rub my hands over my nipples, force myself not to puke.

      “Let her be,” I say, holding out a hand to Norm. “Just let her be and come over here.”

      I don’t want him near me, but if it means he will leave Rose…I was the one who brought her down here. The entirety of this sickening vignette is my fault, and my fault alone.

      Norm shakes his head. He wears his hair like the baron’s — something else I never noticed until now. In my mind, a distorted figure prances behind an illuminated sheet.

      It was him in the library, imitating the baron. Mocking him, mocking me.

      “I know you can speak — don’t stop now.”

      Norm’s eyes flash up to me. “Yeah, you liked it when I sounded like the baron, didn’ ya?”

      My skin crawls at the sudden deepness in his voice. He does sound just like Brandon, but his words are all wrong. Brandon is a baron, and Norm…he’s a beast.

      “I did,” I murmur, nod. “I really did.” A tear races down my cheek when I beckon him and take a step back. “Come. Come talk to me.”

      Norm’s laugh scrapes like nails down my back. “Alaine liked it too. Didn’a know the difference.” Norm slowly sets Rose in front of him, but his movements are more absent than cautious.

      I move to the side, lick my lips, and curl my mouth into a smile. Please don’t let him step on her. Please, God, spare her sweet, suffering soul.

      Norm steps over Rose and lunges at me. I’m crushed between him and the wall. Things rattle above us, disturbed by his sudden movements, and it’s all I can do not to look up. The sound they make isn’t familiar, but the smell in this rancid hidey-hole is. I know, without looking, what dangles above me. Above Rose. Above every inch of this foul altar.

      He shoves his hand between my legs. I gasp when he squeezes me, and stiffen when his hot breath cascades down my neck and breasts.

      “Got a bigger cock than ’im,” Norm whispers in my ear. “But ya know that already, don’cha?”

      My body quivers with terror, rage, humiliation as he works at his laces with feverish intensity. But I hold still, let my gaze drift away, and with it, my mind.

      Rose is still squirming on the floor. It must be so cold. But I’ll get to her soon. Just a little longer.

      He pushes into me, a spike of pain accompanying his pleased grunt. My body threatens to collapse until I straighten my legs and hold myself steady for him.

      Almost. My fingers tighten, relax a little, tighten. Norm grabs my throat, and from how tender the flesh is beneath his grip, I know he did this to me before—just moments before.

      The marks, the blood, his seed on my skin.

      Alaine thought it was the baron, but it wasn’t. Norm must have drugged her too. That’s how she only saw the evidence while having no memory of the man who’d left it behind.

      Tighten, relax.

      Tighten, relax.

      A prickle in my palm. Sensation slowly returning and, with it, strength.

      Tighten, relax.

      He’s moving faster now. Eyes closed, mouth caught in a rictus snarl that can only hint at the madness boiling in his mind.

      Tighten, relax.

      A horse’s tooth pricks my flesh. The sign I was waiting for.

      I draw back my arm and plunge forward as fast and hard as I can.

      The horse’s splintered jawbone slides into Norm’s neck, snags, and jars from my hand.

      A wet shriek escapes him as he staggers. I push away from the wall, my splayed legs barely supporting me as I fall against him with a ragged yell of my own.

      We tumble to the floor.

      I’m on top of him, my hands slick with blood as I try to wrestle the glistening bone from his neck so I can plunge it back inside. Tear him open, rip out his throat. He knocks away my hands, twists his hips, and sends me flying.

      Air knocks from my lungs. I gape as I haul myself onto hands and knees.

      Rose.

      Norm’s got hold of her foot. She wails as he drags her tiny body over the floor.

      He got the bone out of his neck. It’s raised high, so high. Rose opens her mouth, a bubble of blood bursting as she howls.

      That wicked sliver of wet bone plummets down.

      A boot slams into Norm’s wrist. The beast’s pained scream merges with those of the babe’s. A dark shape descends like Satan himself, and when it straightens, it drags Norm up with it.

      Brandon.

      His back is to me, but there’s no mistaking him even in this dim light.

      He hoists Norm up by a grip on his bloody throat and punches him. Blood spurts down Norm’s face, but the young man hardly seems to notice. Instead, he lifts his foot, and aims for Rose’s head.

      My body moves on its own. Pushing past the mind-numbing thought of how easily he could crush her skull, I surge forward. She’s in my arms an instant later.

      Norm’s heel slams into the back of my neck. Stars dance behind my lids. I hear a yell, a shriek. Later, terrified gurgles reach me before I’m forever claimed by the night.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brandon

      

      

      I almost didn’t find the hidden door in time. I nearly didn’t move fast enough to stop Norm slicing open my daughter.

      But I was too slow to save Pippa.

      The sound of her head slamming into the floor goes through me like a whip lash. I’m momentarily frozen as the reality of the moment washes through me. When Norm charges into me, we both crash against the wall before I have my wits about me.

      Pippa lies motionless, and I have no doubt her dead body is smothering Rose.

      Incendiary fury bursts through me. I let out a wordless yell, grab Norm’s shoulders, and spin him around.

      He shrieks when his head slams into the wall, his eyes squeezing shut in agony.

      I only wish I could draw out this moment into eternity. To torture him until he’s driven to end his own life — and then deny him such an easy escape.

      I am a God-fearing man…but that’s what’s so peculiar about Dunnwood Manor. When you step through its doors, God fears to enter behind you. Here, your prayers are never heard. There is no guiding light.

      At least, there never has been for me.

      This is Lucifer’s domain. He stalks these halls like a dread premonition — always has, always will.

      One thing is certain — the man in front of me does not deserve to live any longer. No man capable of harming a child—

      The skin on the back of my hands begins to ache, and the thought dissipates as a wall of shame rolls over me.

      My shoulders slump. My fists uncurl.

      I am no better than him. Norm and I, we could be brothers.

      Sneering, he pushes away from the wall and casually laces up his breeches, tucks his deflated cock away. The anger comes then but it ebbs when Norm’s gaze touches on my hands.

      “She don’t deserve to live,” he says.

      I should be shocked that he can speak, but somehow I always knew he could.

      “Neither did your whore of a wife, or your fucked up mother.”

      His words pour over me. I comprehend them, but I’m floating above this world at the moment. Nothing touches me, influence me. Anger is a shadow’s breadth away, but it could have been a mile.

      I keep listening, schooling my face into a serene expression, one that seems to piss him off. It’s become a competition now — me maintaining my calm, and him attempting to provoke me into a fit of anger.

      Perhaps it’s always been a competition.

      Norm isn’t a shy, hard-working mute of a boy.

      No. That’s just a fantasy I’ve spun for myself.

      Norm is a beast.

      He’s always been the beast.

      How could I not have seen it sooner?

      Norm’s black with sin, his soul tattered.

      I’m still outside of myself, noticing things about this space while keeping my eyes fixed on Norm as he gets more and more worked up.

      “You ain’t gonna stop me this time,” he says, spittle dotting his lips as they turn up in a manic smile. “This time, when she goes in the fire, she stays there till she’s nothing but a crisp.”

      Things move above my head. Sometimes they touch, and then they rattle against each other as if just as agitated as Norm. White things, brown things, long things, round things.

      They clatter and clink, and send their terrible stench wafting through the air.

      Dog bones, cat bones, bird bones all suspended on twine. Other bones, bones I’m sure are too long to be animal.

      Sometimes servants would disappear just before the first snow. Mother always said they’d been bitten by fear, and were running rabid.

      Norm stares at me as if waiting for me to snap. And perhaps I do, but it happens on some deep level that doesn’t manifest anywhere on my features.

      Back then, Alaine had been accusing me of raping her at night. Happenstance or not, every night she claimed I forced myself into her room, and then between her legs, was a night I had blacked out. I would wake up on the floor, sitting in the bath, naked and sometimes covered with streaks of blood and semen.

      What was I to think, but that I was transforming into the beast she claimed I was? She could lock her door, and still it would not keep me at bay.

      Then Rose was born, and Alaine could no longer accuse me of anything. But the quiet I expected to return to the manor never came — Rose was born too soon to a world where there was no sustenance.

      I no longer experienced blackouts, no matter how much I’d drink. The Lord knows how far I tested my own tolerance, desperate for that sweet oblivion.

      I’d been drinking the night of the fire. Even in a drunken haze, her wails had been too much to endure. I’d instructed Mrs. Potter to take her away, and I can only assume that she took her to the nursery.

      Later that night, smoke dragged me from a leaden, drunken sleep. An impossibility, thinking back now, since I’d been in my apartments and far away from the nursery.

      Perhaps, back then, God was still watching over the manor.

      “I…tried to save her,” I mumble through numb lips. I lift my disfigured hands. “I was trying to save my baby.”

      Norm throws his head back and laughs.

      I reach up, grab a handful of his disgusting bone chimes, and I lunge at him.

      He doesn’t have a chance to scream, to fight, to stop me wrapping those cords around his neck. Bits of bone bite into his neck, scrape his jaw, disappear into the flesh of his palms as he struggles to unwind them.

      A cord snaps, but there are several more cutting into his skin. The socket of a bird watches me as trapped blood turns the beast’s face into a ripe plum.

      The sound he makes is inhuman — as animal as a rutting pig.

      My shaking arms only relax when I become aware of a sound behind me.

      A whimper. A small whine. Both muffled.

      Norm’s lifeless body collapses to the floor, his bone-motifs clattering when they strike the ground. I fall to my knees beside Pippa, and gently push her aside. She flops onto her back, blood tracing a dark line down her forehead from the dent in her skull.

      Rose lifts a hand and grasps weakly at the air.

      At me.

      Reaching for her father.

      I summon every bit of reserve I have, and force myself to pick her up. I fall back, my legs bent at the knees as I cradle my child to my chest and weep over her cold little body.

      “We have to get her warmed up,” Mrs. Potter says behind me.

      I let the old woman take Rose from me, and watch as she wraps the babe in some dark fabric. She heads out, face bleak and mouth trembling, but I catch the hem of her dress, halting her.

      “She stays here. In my sight.”

      “I need to clean—”

      “In my sight at all times.” It’s hard to breathe in this space, in this corpse-dank air. But I have to make sure he’s well and truly—

      I twist as a small gesture catches my eye.

      Pippa.

      I stare at her until she does it again. Her fingertips twitch as if she’s beckoning me closer.

      “Give her to me,” I say, not looking away from Pippa’s face as I gesture at Mrs. Potter. The old woman places Rose in my arms, a reluctant pout on her mouth. “Bring me more blankets.” When she doesn’t move, I yell, “Now!” and she scampers away with a hitch in her breath.

      I move beside Pippa, lift her head, and cradle her in my lap. This way, I can see Norm and the doorway.

      No more surprises.

      No more unexpected guests.

      If Pippa makes it out of this alive, that’s something I’ll promise her. But I already know she’ll be gone come the sun. Either in a casket, or a coach — snow or no snow.

      No one in their right mind would want to stay in this damned place. Only devil kin can find comfort under these eaves…and I hope to God I’ve just slain the last of them.
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      The world outside our townhouse is white with freshly fallen snow. Everything is silent and calm. Even my head is done with its pounding…for now, at least.

      Boots thump on the floor. I carefully turn to face the doorway. I’ve learned that caution is best — if I dare move too fast, my head whirls like a spinning top.

      “Thought you might be hungry,” Brandon says. As soon as his eyes have scanned my face, they dart to the crib in the corner of the room.

      He always does that these days. Checking on his girls, he calls it. Does he fear that he’ll walk in one day and we’ll both be gone?

      The master bedroom is much smaller than the one in Dunnwood Manor, as is the rest of the townhouse, but Brandon still moves about as if there’s something waiting to accost him at every turn.

      I smile in thanks for the cup of tea, but for a moment my mouth fills with bile at the thought of drinking it.

      If I can’t trust Brandon, then my soul is lost.

      I was in such a dire state after Norm’s attack that Brandon bundled both Rose and I into a coach and braved the snow to race us to town.

      My hospital stay was long, painful, and disheartening. The doctor says I may never walk again. Ever since Brandon brought me back here, to this cheery little townhouse, I feel as if I’ve dragged darkness and despair with me.

      The blow to my head left me so incapacitated that I’ve had to rely on him for everything.

      At first, it was shameful. I’ve never had anyone take care of me before. Always been independent. It’s what comes naturally when callous nuns replace loving parents and a cold, barren orphanage becomes your new home.

      Now I see it as a trade.

      He looks after me, I look after Rose.

      “And her?” I ask, moving my eyes to the crib. “Does she look hungry?”

      He shakes his head without going over to check. “It’s only been a short while.”

      I drop my gaze. A moment later, Brandon is at my side, peeling my hands apart from each other so I won’t sit and wring them in my lap. “It will come back. Everything will come back.”

      Time is as slippery as a wet cat these days. Hours feel like seconds, days can pass in a heartbeat.

      Brandon pats my hand, and leans over to brush a kiss over my cheek. I blush bright and hot, and that makes him smile even wider. “I have some work, then I’ll come slip in beside you.”

      I nod, and turn my attention back to my tea. I take a small sip, but it’s too hot to drink. Brandon leaves me alone in our room to watch the snow falling outside.

      My legs begin to cramp, and I carefully swing them over the side of the bed.

      The new doctor isn’t much better than the last. Or perhaps he’d never known a man as determined and a woman as stubborn as Brandon and I. It took months, but eventually I regained the use of my legs.

      Standing gingerly, I shuffle over the floor to Rose’s crib.

      She’s fast asleep, one hand curled against her mouth, the other on the sheets below her.

      Sometimes when I look at her, the burn marks look like blood smeared over her fair skin. But then I blink a few times, and that claustrophobic bout of horror passes.

      The doctor said I might experience something like this. Unexplained terror, perhaps even vivid dreams of that day in Norm’s subterranean hell.

      And I do. I wish I didn’t, but I do.

      I reach into the crib and brush a finger down Rose’s cheek. She stirs in her sleep, and wraps a chubby hand around my finger.

      I’ll have to take the good with the bad. And there’s a lot of bad I’ll take for the good.

      I wish I’d been able to feel this when Howie was still alive.

      But I knew back then Howie would grow up to be just like his father. I knew it from the way he bit my nipples and pounded my breasts with his little fists.

      Rose won’t grow up to be a monster.

      Brandon told me some of what he’d pieced together. It makes me sad to think that if he’d been more attentive, he’d have seen the danger in Norm — but who am I to speak about complacency? I let Howard abuse me for years before I had the courage to stand up to him. To slay him and make sure he could never hurt another woman again.

      I slide a hand over my belly, cupping the small rise.

      Brandon wants a boy. I’m desperately hoping for a girl. But it doesn’t matter — boy or girl, they will both be saints.

      The curse of the beast has been lifted. These halls are filled with light, the shadows forced to retreat.

      Peace reigns in this house.

      I stroke my belly, and my smile fades.

      For now, at least.

      

      
        
        The End

      

        

      
        If you liked the dark, gothic feel of Rose in the Dark, then you'll love the Sinners of Saint Amos series! A dark reverse harem bully romance set in a cathedral full of secrets, lies, and darkness.
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        Thank You for Reading!

      

        

      
        I do hope you loved reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it! If you'd like to be notified when I release a new book, please sign up for my monthly newsletter using the link below.

      

        

      
        Sign up Now!

      

        

      
        No spam, ever! Unsubscribe anytime.
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