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"You look like death warmed over." 
Eliza coughs politely behind her fan before she straightens up and shakes her head at her aunt.
"I'm fine. I think I ate a little bit too fast, and the orchestra certainly picked up the tempo during that last dance."
With a small sigh, she sinks down on her seat, reaching for the glass of water she's in desperate need of after all the physical exertion.
It's the first grand ball of the season, and her evening is packed full of engagements. Small, well-measured amounts of time to spend on each suitor, dance after dance, and perhaps the occasional small talk in between. Though for the moment, Eliza is more than happy that the only other person at her table is her aunt. 
Carefully, she straightens her dress as she sits. She's been waiting to wear this particular one out to a fitting occasion. Dark green with golden accents that match her eyes and contrast quite well with her red hair; it's a thing of beauty. Something befitting such an important event. It is here, tonight, where essential steps are being taken toward her future, one she is quite excited about. She doesn't know her suitors all that well yet, but so far, most of them have been delightful, fun to spend a little time with, and Eliza is curious about getting to know them better. 
For the last few months, her days mainly consisted of going over everything she has learned the past few years, being coached by her aunt and her mother to leave only the best impression, and going from one minor social event to the next. But tonight, she gets to be fully in her element. Her dance card is full, and her mother's eyes are brimming with excitement for her whenever she catches her gaze from the sides. Even her usually more subdued aunt is smiling more than usual, though that might have something to do with the fact that her drink is definitely not just water. 
Eliza is well on her way to making a most fortuitous match for both herself and her family, but for now, she is perfectly content to just relax for a few minutes while the orchestra takes a small, well-deserved break and watch the people around them. 
Until her eyes come to rest on someone new.
"Who is that?" Eliza asks, turning a little towards her aunt, nodding inconspicuously in the direction she had spied a gentleman she definitely hadn't seen before. Eliza prides herself on her excellent memory and her ability to remember small details. She would have assumed to know everyone and their relation to each other at such an event, but this man was definitely new.
"Who?" The other woman follows her gaze, and when she realizes who Eliza is talking about, her eyes spark with the tell-tale sign of gleeful gossip incoming. "Oh, that is Adrian Thorne, the freshly returned heir to the Thorne fortune." Her aunt gives her a once-over before smiling. "You are probably too young to have ever met his father, dear. He was quite old already, rarely left his mansion, and passed away a couple of weeks ago, hence the return of his son to take over the estate." Her aunt takes another sip from her drink. "I barely recognized him, but he left town when he was still a young man. Must have been at least two decades ago."
Full of interest, Eliza takes a sip of her drink, taking care not to stare but watch the stranger a bit more covertly. Something about him stands out, even in the masses of well-dressed people. He doesn't dress according to the height of fashion, but he also looks a bit older, clearly in a position to get away with it. His dark brown hair is longer than the current trends dictate. It's neatly tied back, and a broad gray streak on one side of his face adds to his distinguished look. But what makes him stand out the most is the fact that in a sea of people having a good time, he looks rather somber. 
"He doesn't seem to be enjoying himself," Eliza murmurs under her breath, and the other woman chuckles.
"From the few times I've seen him, he always looks like that. I am told he never smiles," she says in a conspiratorial tone. "I hear he is a widower. Perhaps he attends these events out of mere politeness."
At that, Eliza's eyebrows raise."You don't know him personally?" she asks curiously, and her aunt immediately shakes her head.
"No one really does. As I said, he just returned to the city a few weeks ago after being away for so long."
"Isn't anyone trying to make him feel welcome and get to know him then?" Eliza frowns, but the other woman laughs again.
"Does he look like someone who wants to have a good time?" she says with an amused shake of her head before she nods at Eliza's dance card. "Forget about him. You have your hands full all evening."
She is right, of course, but something about this man has sparked Eliza's curiosity, and as her mind refuses to drop the topic, she realizes what exactly it is. His eyes. They are unusually bright, shining like silver in the light of the chandeliers as they look utterly disinterested over the room. Like there is absolutely nothing in the whole ballroom that manages to keep his attention, and before she truly thinks this through, she is already getting up.
"What are you doing?" her aunt asks, looking at her curiously as Eliza takes her glass and smiles.
"I have a few moments before the dancing starts again. I am going to be polite and welcoming. It's only good manners!"
It's an excuse to indulge in her curiosity, of course. Eliza hurries to leave the table before she can hear any protests, and with confident steps, she walks around the side of the ballroom, making her way over to the gentleman in question. If he sees her coming toward him, he makes no move to acknowledge her, not until she stands in front of him, clearing her throat.
"Mr. Thorne, I'm told? Good evening, I'm Eliza de Winter, pleased to make your acquaintance."
For a brief second, he looks almost startled, clearly not having expected anyone to address him, but he slips into common politeness in an instant, inclining his head and taking her offered hand to place a perfectly gentleman-like kiss to the air just above her glove.
"Miss de Winter, charmed," he replies, and Eliza's eyes widen a bit at how pleasantly deep his voice is before he adds, "And to what do I owe the honor of making your acquaintance?"
She doesn't know what exactly she expected, but now that Eliza stands before him, she is almost a little flustered. He is a good bit taller than her, and while not entirely dressed according to fashion, everything he wears speaks of impeccable quality. She catches herself thinking that he is quite attractive up close, immediately chasing that thought away. Her sole intention is to simply be polite to someone new in town. Eliza has always been a rather open and welcoming person, willing to wave the one or other rule in favor of kindness, but she hadn't been prepared for how suddenly having those silvery-gray eyes focused on her makes her stomach flutter.
"I just noticed you were standing by yourself, and I heard you are new in town. I guess I just thought someone should make you feel welcome?"
There is no reason not to tell him the truth, after all. Eliza has also never been one to mince her words and obscure her thoughts, at least not if she could get away with it. There have been a few occasions, of course, where she had to play the game like everybody else, but this man has something about him that immediately makes her feel like he isn't too keen on leaving behind a perfect impression. Everything, from the way he dresses himself to his open display of boredom, speaks of someone who doesn't care too much about what others might think.
"How very kind of you," he replies, but something in his look seems almost skeptical, and his eyes wander over her, taking her in from head to toe in a way that is neither subtle nor very polite. It sends a shiver down her back, and Eliza isn't sure if she likes that feeling or not when he leans a little closer. "You look like a woman in the midst of several courtships. Being seen talking to me for too long could reflect badly on you, my dear."
Those last two words, while undoubtedly not meaning anything, manage to make something in her flutter again, and Eliza chuckles to overplay the hint of a flush on her face before raising a brow.
"Why? You are brand new in town. Are you already planning on establishing a bad reputation?" With a slight wink, she adds, "I am curious, are these events truly that boring to you?" When he gives her a startled look, Eliza only shrugs lightly. "You looked like you'd rather be anywhere else when I came over."
The corner of his mouth goes up in an amused half-smile, and suddenly his eyes spark.
"I must confess, I find little enjoyment in these functions. I guess my definition of having a good time is not quite what it should be," he says lightly, but when curiosity has her ready to ask more questions, he gently shakes his head. "But I'm afraid that's not a discussion for such polite company." With a look across the ballroom, he nods at the small orchestra. "They are about to get ready again, I am sure you have an overflowing dance card, so I wish you a good evening, Miss de Winter."
Before Eliza can say anything, he takes her hand once more, raising it to his lips, only this time she could swear they brush slightly over the fabric of her glove. Something quite scandalous to do out in the open like this, but it is over so fast she doubts anyone else has noticed, and she smiles at him before nodding politely, falling back on the manners she had learned all her life. 
"I hope you enjoy the rest of the evening as well, Mr. Thorne," she replies pleasantly before turning and making her way back to her seat.
The rest of the evening is relatively unspectacular. The dancing continues, suitor after suitor. The one or other lucky gentleman gets the honor to escort her to the dancefloor for a second time, and when the evening ends she has mostly forgotten about the short, slightly unconventional meeting. As intriguing as speaking to this stranger no one seems to know much about had been, Adrian Thorne had been entirely right—she is indeed involved in several courtships, and there is little time on her mind or in her life, in general, to spend on anything else. She is supposed to make a decision before the end of the summer, after all.
Of course, before she can achieve any of her goals, all her plans get thrown overboard. 
One day all eyes are on her, expectantly watching and anticipating news of her upcoming engagement, and the next, through nothing but a series of unfortunate circumstances, they are on her for a very different reason. Scandals spread faster than the best of news, and assumptions have a tendency to stick around, becoming almost impervious to the truth. It's a lesson Eliza learns in the harshest way possible, and ironically without even having done anything genuinely scandalous.
Of course, the truth isn't all that important sometimes. Appearances are.
All Eliza does is take a walk with one of her suitors, both of them too deep in conversation to pay attention to their surroundings, neither noticing that they have moved out of sight and no longer have a chaperone right behind them. It is an entirely uneventful, completely harmless afternoon, but it doesn't matter. Eliza knows all too well that all the expectations placed on her always come with both competition and resentments that make it utterly irrelevant what actually happened.
It's a bit ironic, she thinks after, that back then, Adrian Thorne had warned her about how being seen talking to him might be bad for her reputation, and in the end, it is someone much less questionable, the sheer misfortune of bad timing, and a bit of carelessness that ruins it thoroughly. Rumors spread like wildfire, and she loses both her reputation and any prospect of a decent marriage in a matter of days.
Her parents take it better than she would have expected. They are terribly disappointed, of course, but they do their best to be supportive and helpful as much as they can. They try to shield her from the worst, refusing to ever speak a bad word about their oldest daughter. It doesn't save her from society's repercussions, but Eliza knows that even this much isn't a given. She has seen other girls fall out of favor, whose parents had quickly cut all ties with them to save face, and she knows she can count herself lucky her parents aren't like that. Instead, they are encouraging her to find employment instead. It's simply the way of things. A young woman with no chance of marrying well needs to find another way to make a living, and luckily her parents have always insisted on giving her a decent education, regardless of future prospects. Eliza learned to read and write from early childhood, learned how to do numbers, and in her preparation for marriage, learned everything needed to lead a household. Applying for a job in someone else's is the next logical step for her.
She replies to several ads from the newspaper. To someone looking for a nanny for their children, even for a position of a simple maid. It isn't that important to her what kind of job she will take, as long as it will be enough to support her. She knows her parents will do their best, but they have to focus on making sure their other children still have a decent chance at a future, and Eliza doesn't want to make things more difficult for them.
To her dismay, she doesn't hear back from most of the people she sent applications to. Only two reply at all. She goes to an interview and then another one, both feeling strangely stilted, and she knows her chances are slim when she sees the way the people wanting to hire someone look at her. She is certain that they all heard about her scandal at some point. The city might be big, but news travels fast in their circles. She doesn't let it deter her. Even if neither offers her a position, Eliza is determined to simply try again. 
Twice a week, the paper comes with a special section for ads alone, and the following Saturday morning, she is studying it diligently when something gives her pause. There, in between several other job advertisements, is a familiar name. It seems that the man she met at a ball all those weeks ago has decided to stay in town and is now hiring household staff. 
She should probably not even think about it. She's heard the one or other person talk about him ever since that day, and it seems to be quite an open secret that Adrian Thorne only conforms to societal expectations with the bare minimum that lets him get away without causing a fuss but doesn't seem at all inclined to play most games expected from someone with his wealth and standing. He doesn't appear at most important functions, and when he does, he is barely polite, seemingly not keen on making friends. Working for someone like him is bound to get people talking again. Then again, there isn't much more she has to lose.
Applying to his ad about looking for a housekeeper is more of a whim in any case. She has no experience, after all. A lot of theoretical knowledge and some practice from helping out her mother, but that is all there is. The position he is looking to fill seems to ask for someone more experienced and more mature, but in a fit of brazenness, Eliza sends him her meager resume regardless. She sends out a dozen other applications as well, hoping to hear back from at least one or two.
At the end of the week, there is a single letter waiting for her, and her relief turns into surprise when she sees who it is from. 
Three days later, she sits in her parent's carriage en route to Adrian Thorne's estate for a formal interview.
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Eliza has not been to the part of town Adrian Thorne resides in very often. He doesn't live in a townhouse in the city center but further on the edge of the city itself. His estate is impressively large, a park-like structure in the front, while behind the main building seems to be nothing but a long stretch of grass ending at the edge of a forest. It looks mostly empty, though, and she can see some of the minor buildings have their windows and doors shut like one would do for a more extended absence, indicating that they are not currently in use. 
He greets her personally, wasting little time on pleasantries before he escorts her to his study and bids her to take a seat. He offers her something to drink and then it's straight to business. 
"You don't have any experience yet, Miss de Winter," Adrian says with a pro forma look at the resume she sent him. 
Eliza knows there is not much on there, and she winces slightly. "I must confess, I was surprised that you asked me to interview," she admits. "I know what I sent you is not really a glowing recommendation."
"And yet you applied anyway. May I ask why?" 
She thinks she can spot a hint of genuine interest in his eyes as he leans back and waits for an answer, and Eliza desperately wishes she had a much better one. But in the end, she can do nothing but be herself.
"To be honest, I simply thought, why not?" she explains. When his brow rises, Eliza hurries to add, "Don't get me wrong, I know I lack experience, and I can understand if you'd want someone more mature for the position, but I also think I have all the necessary qualifications." She gives him a tentative smile. "I may not look like it, but I am willing to work hard. My parents gave me a quite decent education, and what I don't know, I learn pretty fast."
He keeps watching her with a thoughtful look. "You seem quite well adjusted for a young lady of your background that had such an unfortunate incident happen," he says after a while, a hint of curiosity in his otherwise calm voice.
"Should I rather be in hysterics and crying my eyes out about a thing I can no longer change then?" she asks, only realizing when the words are already out that they sound far too brazen for someone in her position, but to her relief, he doesn't seem to mind. If anything, he seems slightly amused. Eliza takes a deep breath before she adds, much calmer, "I simply see no point in bemoaning what can't be, and I am determined to make the best out of my situation."
"I can certainly appreciate that zeal," he says with a nod. "But as rumors of your unfortunate circumstances have reached me, I am sure you are equally well informed of the kind of reputation I have and the way it could reflect on you?"
The thought isn't new to her, of course, but Eliza only shrugs. "I am aware, but I also know firsthand that reputation can be deceiving. Additionally, I think my own can hardly get worse, and there are other things I deem far more important by now."
Like a steady job, an income, and a guaranteed roof over her head without being a burden on her parents anymore.
"An interesting answer," Adrian replies before he clears his throat. "I'll take it under advisement, Miss de Winter, and I will inform you of my decision as quickly as possible."
After that, he escorts her back to the carriage of her parents, wishing her a pleasant remainder of the day. The whole ride back, she thinks about how peculiar that interview had felt. Adrian Thorne is not a very open person, he doesn't seem warm and welcoming at all, and yet the brief talk was less stilted and far less awkward than her other interviews had been. To her great relief, he didn't ask many questions, and while he definitely knew all about her scandal, he chose to call it an 'unfortunate incident.' Phrasing it like that seems almost kind compared to what she knows other people say. The way he sounded thoroughly unimpressed made it clear he definitely doesn't put the same value on these things as society does. In a way, this meeting went a lot better than her others, but Eliza doesn't dare to hope, given that she might simply not be entirely qualified for the position.
It only takes another day before he offers her the job at her earliest convenience.

      [image: image-placeholder]Time flies, Eliza realizes on a morning that doesn't differ very much from every other, and yet when her eyes fall onto the date stamp of one of the letters she places on her employer's desk, it does stand out quite a bit. Life is different when managing a household, busier certainly. Even when said household is as peculiar as this one.
Eliza puts the letters back in place onto a neat pile of things to work through later. She doesn't have to manage his correspondence, all she ever does is leave the letters he gets in on his desk and take the ones he writes with her to bring them to the post office later. There is never all that much to do in his study. Mr. Thorne is a very meticulous man, tidying up after himself far more than would usually be expected. Only rarely are things truly out of place, but it doesn't stop her from going over everything just to make sure. 
Eliza takes her job seriously.
Outside, it is raining, thick droplets of water running down the window glass. It's the middle of the day, but it doesn't feel like it. Thick clouds keep the sunlight away, and when she looks out in the direction of the street, she can see it's not as busy as usual. There are a few closed carriages passing by, but when the weather is like this, people tend not to go outside unless they absolutely have to.
It's that early time of the year when winter is almost over and spring snowmelts have not yet fully arrived, but the rainfall is heavy and usually still freezing cold. Simply looking outside makes Eliza shiver a little. The study itself isn't particularly cold, but there's also no fire burning to keep it comfortably warm when sitting or standing still, and so she pulls herself out of her reverie and returns to work.
She might still be relatively new at this, but over the past few months, she definitely fell into a routine already. When she first came to work here, everything had been a bit intimidating. She'd barely known the man she is now working for, only ever having met him once before applying for this position, and that meeting had been a rather peculiar one a few months prior when her life had looked very different.
Six months.
It's barely conceivable how quickly time passed. Six months since she had left her childhood home behind for a new, completely different life. Six months since she had gone from a daughter with no prospects to being perceived as a woman now in charge of her own life. A drastic change for sure. A massive step down in the eyes of society, but Eliza isn't entirely sure if she sees it that way anymore. She is comfortable in her new situation.
She would have expected to find the change in her life to be much harder to get used to, but to her great surprise, she took to most things rather quickly. She still misses the grand events, but not so much for the company as for the way dancing for many hours without a care in the world had made her feel. What surprised her the most was how much she found herself actually enjoying the much quieter life she leads now. She has her duties, of course, but her employer, while undoubtedly wealthy, isn't one for an elaborate lifestyle.
His estate isn't small, but he has simply closed down some of the side buildings, citing that they are of no use as long as he lives practically alone. There is no Mrs. Thorne, he has no children, and he keeps the number of servants on his estate on the lower end. There is a cook in his employ and a stable master, but both of them live in the smaller servant's building. Only Eliza has her own room in the main building, up on the second floor, which probably would be a scandal all in itself if he had guests often enough for someone to take note.
From what she has learned in the past few months, Mr. Thorne cares very little about things being proper. He forgoes having a personal valet with a scoff about being perfectly able to dress himself when asked. Something that threw her off at first, but by now, it's simply the way he is. He is every bit as peculiar as she had assumed when first meeting him, but it's all in a way she finds slightly charming if she's honest. He is pleasant to work for, clear and direct in his demands, yet never unfriendly or rude.
She also quickly learned that he does have some particular habits. He likes to go out more evenings than not, and Eliza can't help but wonder where exactly he spends those evenings, knowing that he most certainly doesn't attend most of the common functions she had been used to. He doesn't keep much in terms of alcohol in his home, but his coat often smells like a mixture of booze and smoke when she hangs it up, and she wonders what kinds of bars or pubs he visits, places her parents would probably never have let her even get close to. Not that she actually wants to go to such a place, but it doesn't keep her imagination from running wild.
What she does know for sure is that people meet up there to have some fun. With each other. Eliza realized that the first time she noticed him coming home late at night with company. It's more or less a regular thing on nights when he tells her not to wait up. She never sees the people he brings home, but she sometimes wakes up and hears them in the hallway, usually laughing or whispering something. Mr. Thorne doesn't seem to have a preference, bringing home women and men in an equal manner. At some point, they disappear into his bedroom, and she won't hear anything else for the rest of the night.
She would never admit, of course, that she spends some nights awake, lying in her bed and listening carefully out of sheer curiosity, cheeks flaming hot as she imagines just what might be going on in a room not too far from her. Whenever he brings someone home, they are always long gone the following morning. He is highly discreet, Eliza realizes. If she didn't live under the same roof or maybe just slept slightly deeper at night, no one but him and his guest would ever know.
It shouldn't matter to her what her employer does, and she knows a good servant, of course, always pretends to know nothing about what goes on in the privacy of their master's bedroom. She would never dare to mention any of this, but she knows she is far from a perfect employee when her mind keeps going back to those nights with the slight urge to know more.
It doesn't help that every now and then, she thinks she sees him looking at her. Not an aside glance when she does her work, but instances where his eyes seem to follow her from across the room. Occasionally, there are moments when the way he talks to her feels different too. Like a few months ago, when the winter nights started to grow longer, and he took her aside to make sure she did her errands during the daytime and didn't go out alone after dark. He sounded almost concerned for a moment, throwing her off enough so that all she could do was nod hastily and promise him she would be careful.
Ever since she left her home, Eliza is no longer surrounded by people who care about her and let it show daily. Even though it was just a brief moment, someone showing concern for her welfare felt like something special. It was perhaps the first time she had to admit to herself that she has clearly developed a slight crush on her employer. Again, something she would never mention, but she knows it's there no matter what.
Another moment came a few weeks later after she had read a rather gruesome story in the newspaper. Reports of disappearances, even if they happened far from where she lives, made her more than grateful that she took his words to heart and never ventured out in the dark on her own. That day, the impact of reading the morning paper made her shaky and her employer is nothing if not observant. He coaxed what ailed her from her with a few questions, and Eliza felt a bit silly for feeling unsettled, but to her surprise, he didn't scoff about her female sensibilities like she would have expected. Instead, he took the time to show her in detail how thoroughly the doors and windows on the ground floor are locked at night, taking away some of her fear with ease.
Perhaps it was not just a crush but a little bit of an infatuation even, she had to admit after that, but thoughts of him sneak onto her mind more and more often.
Like this particular night, for example. It's another night where she has heard him come home slightly past midnight, obviously not alone, and ever since then, she's turned restlessly from side to side, sleep completely eluding her. She knows it's been several hours, and it's well into the night by now when she decides to get up and make herself some tea in the kitchen. 
On her way back up to her room, she passes his study door, startled by the shine of light coming through it on the floor. No one is supposed to be in there in the middle of the night, and Eliza is thrown, suddenly unsure if she has perhaps forgotten to turn the lights off properly for the evening. But when she's about to open the door to quickly check which lamp she might have left burning, a loud, shattering noise followed by a lowly growled curse makes her freeze for a moment until she realizes that she knows that voice well enough by now to know it's not a burglar. With her heart still beating in her chest, Eliza opens the door.
"I'm so sorry, I didn't want to disturb you. I just saw the light and thought I had perhaps forgotten to turn it off," she stammers before her eyes widen as she takes him in. 
Mr. Thorne looks different than usual. His collar is undone, and his usually immaculately bound back hair is ruffled, strands hanging loosely into his face. A face that looks anything but pleased to see her right now, but Eliza can barely focus on that. Her eyes are drawn to something else. The sleeve of his half-opened white shirt is stained red, and he presses a piece of cloth against his hand. A hand dripping with blood.
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"What in the world are you doing here at his hour, Miss de Winter?" he asks, the look of surprise on his face turning into a slight frown, but Eliza's eyes are glued to his bleeding hand. 
"You're hurt."
With her brief moment of shock and her earlier hesitation forgotten, she rushes into the room. There is a gnashing sound under her slippers, and when she looks down, she sees the floor littered with shards of silvery glass. On the wall to the side hangs a small, now crooked frame of what  used to be a mirror. But she can barely pay attention to that as she reaches him and takes his hand and the cloth from him before she carefully examines it.
"It's nothing," Mr. Thorne insists, even though he doesn't take his hand back. "Just an unfortunate mishap." 
The cut is deep enough to bleed profoundly, but at first glance, it doesn't look too bad. It definitely needs to be properly taken care of, though. 
"I need a few supplies," she declares, reaching for his free hand and pressing it against the cloth on his wound again. "Hold this tightly, and don't do anything on your own. I'll be right back!"
She hurries out of the room and toward the next linen closet she knows has first aid supplies, and only when she's already there, gathering the gauze, scissors, and other things she needs to take care of such an injury does she become aware that she has just talked to her employer in a way that was definitely not acceptable. Giving him orders like that and not even letting him speak before she hurried off is more than simply rude, and when she rushes back to the study, her mind is racing to come up with a decent apology. 
"I am so sorry," she starts the moment she returns. "I spoke out of line." She doesn't even dare to look directly at him as she takes a deep breath and asks, "Would you like me to help you?"
To her utter relief, he doesn't sound upset. If anything, there seems to be a hint of amusement in his voice.
"I would appreciate it," he says, still holding the cloth just like she made him earlier. "It would be a bit more troublesome to do for me with only one hand."
Eliza gets to work without making eye contact, carefully making sure there is no glass in the wound before she cleans it and dabs it with some antiseptic.
"You are rather good at this," he points out with a hint of surprise as she reaches for the gauze and starts to bandage the wound.
"I have a younger sister who used to climb every tree she could find when we were growing up," Eliza says with a fond smile at the memory of patching her up over and over again. It hadn't been her responsibility, but her sister had always been more comfortable with her than with a maid, and Eliza never minded.
"There we go, all done," she murmurs as she is finished. She still manages to look past him, not meeting his gaze as she gestures to the shards on the floor. "I can clean all this up in a moment. I just need to get a few things for that as well."
"Not necessary," Mr. Thorne replies. "You weren't the one making a mess at this late hour." 
Eliza is about to protest that this is part of her job, but before she can do so, he speaks again.
"How come you were still up and around, Miss de Winter?"
Now that the distraction of caring for his injury is gone, there is nothing that stops her blush from returning when she remembers why she was up and couldn't sleep.
"Uhm, I wasn't..." she starts, helplessly fumbling for words. "That is to say, I mean, I didn't... I couldn't sleep."
He suddenly takes a step closer, and two fingers tilt her chin upwards, letting her no longer avoid his eyes. Eyes that are gleaming with knowledge. "You heard me coming home with company earlier, isn't that right?" he murmurs, and Eliza's heart beats faster.
"It's none of my business."
"No, it definitely is not," he agrees, but again, he doesn't seem upset. Instead, he sounds almost intrigued. "And yet you are terribly curious about something, I can tell. What is it?"
Her cheeks are glowing hot, both from her embarrassment and the knowledge that she is not supposed to notice these things. "I couldn't possibly—"
"Nonsense," he interrupts her a bit sharper. "Out with it already."
At his plain demand, the words start tumbling over her lips. "Usually, after the nights you bring someone home with you, you are relaxed and in an excellent mood. But..." she trails off, her eyes going to the side and resting on the broken mirror. The cursing she heard through the closed door, the cut on his hand, and the broken glass all say he had obviously been in a foul mood earlier.
"I see you pay a lot more attention than I thought you would." 
Mr. Thorne takes his hand back, and she doesn't know if that peculiar tone he uses means he is impressed or upset with her.
"I'm so sorry," she hurries to apologize. "I swear I wasn't trying to spy on your personal life. It's just—"
"Just something you noticed?" he asks with a raised brow, and when Eliza nods, he lets out a sigh. "I believe you. You fluster far too easily, and that flushed face of yours makes you a terrible liar." Before she can feel any relief at his words, he suddenly leans closer. Far too close to be deemed proper in any case as he murmurs, "The woman accompanying me home tonight had a couple too many drinks. She was barely able to tell where and who she was, which cut our encounter rather short."
Eliza's first instinct is to worry, even though she doesn't even know the person he is talking about. "Is she alright?"
He gives her a curious look. As if the mere fact that she would ask this puzzles him before he simply shrugs. "I assume she will be. I put her in a carriage and sent her home earlier tonight." When Eliza simply looks at him in confusion, he lets out a low chuckle. "There isn't really any enjoyment to be found in anything requiring two participants when one of them can barely stay conscious."
Eliza gasps as she realizes he is actually talking about this. To her. If she weren't already flushed scarlet, it would happen now. This is so far removed from any topic of polite conversation she doesn't know how to react. Especially now when realizing at least part of her is intrigued, and the thought sends a shiver down her spine.
"You seem so self-assured in some moments, and in others, you behave like this." His eyes wander over her slightly trembling form. "Tell me, my dear, how much was actually true about those rumors that cost you everything?" 
Eliza swallows, a flash of heat going through her as she realizes that he is asking for something particular. Something she shouldn't answer. Nothing about this is proper conversation, but she finds herself strangely mesmerized by his inquisitive eyes.
"Nothing," she whispers quietly. "Nothing about them was true." 
At that, he lets out a dry laugh. "Nothing at all? You got your whole life turned upside down and didn't even get anything out of that?" He leans closer again, and with his uninjured hand, he draws a loose strand of her hair around two fingers. "I've hired myself a little virgin," he murmurs in a low voice. "How interesting." 
Eliza gasps, both at his tone and sudden closeness, and she is almost certain he can hear how her heart beats nearly out of her chest. This has long crossed the line of what might be going too far, but she can't bring herself to move. Not when he once again tips two fingers under her chin, pushing enough so she has to tilt her head back, making it impossible to evade eye contact. 
"A little virgin who is so curious she can't stop staring on some days," he adds, his words burning through her. 
Her cheeks heat up even further with the embarrassment of being caught out. "You noticed that?" she asks, her voice barely above a whisper before she bites her lip and shifts her eyes downward as far as she can regardless. "I am so sorry. I know it's inappropriate." 
"Because I am your employer or because I am more than old enough to be your father, my dear?" 
She doesn't dare to open her mouth, unsure how to answer this question without making everything worse, but it seems like her refusal to say anything at all is answer enough in itself for him. 
"Neither seems to be a deterrent to you, Miss de Winter." He still sounds amused. He draws the strand of hair back and tucks it behind her ear, fingertips trailing down over the soft skin behind her ear as he asks, "Tell me, how old are you actually?" 
"I am turning twenty-one come summer," Eliza murmurs, still barely able to look at him, but there is something captivating about the way he laughs quietly at her answer.
"Twenty-one," he murmurs with a shake of his head. "I have more than three decades on you. That doesn't bother you in the least?" 
It should.
She remembers the many young girls she had met at balls and soirees quietly complaining about potentially having to marry someone much older, but somehow with him, it feels different. There isn't anything off-putting about the thought. On the contrary, it is somehow intriguing. And in an unexpected second of feeling daring, she meets his eyes. 
"Does it bother you?" Eliza is surprised by how steady her voice sounds, and in front of her, Mr. Thorne is definitely intrigued. 
"Oh, there is that hint of bravery again. You are never unsettled for all that long, aren't you?" he asks, giving her a curious look before he shakes his head. "No, it doesn't bother me at all. Quite the opposite, there is something terribly intriguing about your youth." Again his fingers glide across her skin. This time it's his knuckles trailing across her cheek. "You've barely lived yet, seen nothing," he murmurs. "The things I could show you..."
"What kind of things?" she asks breathlessly as he trails off.
With wide eyes, she watches as his hand trails along the neckline of her nightgown. It's barely a touch, his fingers brushing over the fabric as he lets out a low hum.
"Mhm, wonderful things, terrible things, and everything in between," he says, his voice heavy with promise. The laces that hold her nightgown together in the front are tied into a neat bow, and he loops his index finger through it, pulling just enough to lift the fabric a little from her skin. "I do wonder, does every part of you flush so lovely, my dear?"
Eliza barely dares to breathe, watching him, completely mesmerized. "So I didn't imagine it. You have been looking at me," she murmurs quietly, and he simply raises his brows.
"Looking isn't a crime."
As if to emphasize that, his eyes wander all over her again, and the sheer intensity behind his gaze makes her feel unusually exposed. Like he can see far more than he should, and she's unable to hide anything from him. 
She might be a good bit younger than him, but she is still of age, and with a sudden need to point that out, she once again speaks before she can think better of it, "Neither would touching me be."
"Oh, but that would be a slippery slope, Miss de Winter."
He sounds almost regretful, and Eliza can't help but frown.
"I don't understand."
"You would let me bed you right now if I demanded it of you, wouldn't you?" he asks, pulling at the laces of her nightgown again. "With no promises, no assurances, that is how curious you are." Slow and steady, he undoes the top bow, widening the neckline just enough so it falls slightly lower. If he would pull just a bit more, she knows he would reveal her breasts to him, and so far, she has made no move to stop him.
"I..." she starts, but her throat is so dry she doesn't get any further before he speaks again.
"Don't get me wrong, I would thoroughly enjoy that," he says with a smile that doesn't quite seem to reach his eyes. "But I fear you, dear girl, would not."
His claim throws her off, and she frowns a little.
"Why would you think that?"
The smile is still there, but the look in his eyes has changed into something almost sinister.
"Because I am not a man for kind words and soft touches, not even toward someone all innocent like you. I wouldn't be nice to you or treat you gently." His fingers still play with the neckline of her gown, only now he takes some of the fabric and twists it around his hand, making it cut into her skin as he slowly drags her closer, his voice barely more than a low whisper. "I've told you back at the ball that my definition of having a good time is not quite what it should be, and what it is would make you run screaming."
Eliza can't keep herself from shaking. She can't even imagine what he might mean by this, but the way he talks and the eerie gleam in his eyes as he looks at her make her believe him without a doubt.
"I like you, Miss de Winter," he murmurs as he gradually leans back, and his hold on her softens. "I have not regretted hiring you despite your lack of experience even once. You do excellent work, my dear, and I would hate to have to look for a new housekeeper." His other hand is on her cheek again, touching her softly, almost like she is made out of glass, before he lets go of her nightgown and suddenly takes a step back. "So I suggest you best return to your bed on your own now, maybe forget that we had this particular conversation." Something shifts, and his voice is suddenly stern, with not a trace of the earlier conversation left in it, but it doesn't make him sound less foreboding when he adds, "And perhaps in the future, take care not to wander around at night looking like this, lest I run into you on a night I have far less self-control."
There are a million things that run through her head, questions to ask, thoughts that want to be voiced, but she can't focus on any of them in her confusion. Nothing she has learned in her life has prepared her for a situation like this, and so she does the only thing she knows how to do when overwhelmed—Eliza falls back onto the most polite manners she can manage and ignores everything else for now.
"Good night then, Mr. Thorne," she murmurs, her voice still shaking a little. "You should change the bandage twice a day to keep the cut from getting infected."
"Duly noted," he replies in a completely neutral tone. "Thank you again for your help. Good night, Miss de Winter."
She thinks she hears a murmured 'sweet dreams' as she leaves the room on unsteady legs, but maybe that's just her confused mind playing tricks on her.
That night, Eliza barely sleeps. Back in her room, she goes through the peculiar encounter over and over again. She doesn't know what to make of it. Of this man she works for and who is very well aware of the fact that she finds him attractive. Who has been looking at her in a way that makes her feel things she's never felt before but who also warned her away in very clear words. She is no longer sure if she finds him intriguing or if he makes her afraid, wondering if it could possibly be a complicated mixture of both.
The following day Eliza is a bit relieved to find him out of the house already when she goes about doing her chores. He had told her to go back to bed and to forget about last night, but she isn't sure that is as easily done as said. She doesn't know how she is supposed to look him in the eyes in bright daylight after this. As she goes about her business, she can't help but think that perhaps he had a point last night. Nothing had happened beyond the exchange of a few heady words. If she finds facing him after this awkward already, going further in any way might make things infinitely worse.
When she enters his study like she does every morning, she finds the floor clean of glass and the broken frame already removed from the wall. She puts the newly arrived letters for him down on their usual spot, puts a few stray things on his desk into the respective drawers, and straightens a small pile of unfinished letters and a couple of notes from him. Just when she is about to leave, her foot catches on something, and Eliza bends down to pick up a plain notebook lying half under the desk. Usually, she wouldn't bother checking its contents, but she takes a quick peek just to know where she should put it when something catches her eye.
It's a travel journal. It has the name Adrian Thorne right on the first page and seems to be filled with observations from his journeys. She knows, of course, that he had been traveling the world for many years before coming here and taking over his father's estate, but as she curiously leafs through the pages, she is fascinated by the many different places being described. Intrigued and slightly thrown off. Something about this makes her frown, glancing carefully at several pages. She goes back to the start, making sure that this is really his journal, but there is no doubt. And still, something isn't quite right. It's when her eyes fall onto the half-finished letters on his desk that she realizes what it is that bothers her. 
His handwriting. 
She knows his handwriting. She sees it every day.
And the book she holds in her hand, the traveling notes of Adrian Thorne, have not been written by the man she works for.
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For a moment, Eliza simply stares, unable to make sense of anything. There could be a perfectly logical explanation for this, she is sure. Perhaps something as simple as Mr. Thorne having hired a secretary to do the writing for him.  
A moment later, she scoffs at herself. He doesn't even bother to hire someone to take care of his wardrobe for him. No, the man she works for wouldn't let someone else take care of something like this. Not to mention that the entire notebook seems to be a first-person account. 
All she knows right now is that this is probably something she wasn't supposed to find out, and when she hears a noise downstairs, she quickly pockets the notebook, hiding it in her apron before hurrying out of his study. She takes care of all her other chores diligently and meticulously, even when the hidden book is burning under her clothes. It takes her more than two hours before she is done and she can return to her room. There, behind a locked door, she sits on her bed, taking the notebook out again and combing through it much more thoroughly than before.
It doesn't take her all that long to realize that there is more to this than she had thought back in his study. Between some of the pages, she finds various items. Ticket stumps and receipts of the places described are carefully glued to the paper, and there is a picture stuck between pages like it was used as a bookmark. It shows an older couple and a young man, obviously their son, with a handwritten message on the back saying 'Don't you dare forget us, Adrian, and don't get too lazy to write. Love, Mother.' Eliza recognizes the older couple from a painting she's seen hanging in the main entrance hall. She knows those are his parents, but the young man in the picture with them looks nothing like the one she lives with; that much is certain. His hair is dark blonde, and he has the same eyes his mother does—eyes that are dark and decidedly different from the ones that had been so close to her last night.
When she keeps leafing through the book, something else stands out. On some pages, there are sentences circled in different ink, marking them as special, and the more she reads, the more she realizes all the marked sentences are ones where Adrian talks about personal things, memories, preferences, and experiences that are from his life before he left home. Some have tiny scribbled notes on the side. They are not only in different ink but also in different handwriting, and this one Eliza knows. She sees it every day on his desk, after all. 
When she puts the notebook down, she swallows heavily with all that this implies. Who is this man she's working for and who she's living under one roof with? And why does he pretend to be Adrian Thorne, and to what end? With slightly shaking hands, she closes the book and hides it under her mattress. Eliza knows she has to return it to his study, but right now, she isn't sure she can do so unnoticed, not when it's already the afternoon, and she knows he has most likely returned home by now. 
Which brings her to her next problem. With a look at the clock, she knows they will cross paths sooner rather than later, and she has to force herself to keep breathing evenly when the mere thought already has her on edge. 
Eliza isn't a good liar. 
Mr. Thorne, or whoever he really is, wasn't wrong in telling her so the night before. Her face flushes quickly at the slightest hint of unease, and her complexion has even the smallest blush clearly visible. And apart from that, she simply never felt the necessity to lie much before. The idea usually doesn't even occur to her. Eliza tries to tell herself that she isn't lying, technically. As long as he isn't asking her a direct question, she should be fine, right?
Of course, that isn't the case at all. When she brings him his afternoon tea downstairs in the living room, she is hyper-aware of her own breathing, trying her best to keep her hands from trembling as she does her job.
Mr. Thorne—not Mr. Thorne, her mind keeps sharply reminding her—greets her politely, a bit more formal than he usually is, but
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