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  Chapter 1
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London, England
May 1873

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

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

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






  
  Chapter 2
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London, England
1852

The nighttime fog outside bathed Julia’s bedroom in a sickly yellow hue. She lay as still as a five-year-old possibly could, gaze fixed on the shadows in the corners. She dared not close her eyes, for fear something would step out of those shadows if she was not watchful. Normally, Mama would come in to kiss Julia goodnight and shoo away the things that lurked in the dark. But she had not seen Mama for several nights now. Not since they had gone to Auntie’s house, and then her father had come to bring her home. 
Her heart leapt when she heard the creak of the door below and muffled voices drifting up through the floor. Was that Mama home at last?
Julia clutched her sheet, curiosity warring with caution. The things that lurked in the dark might get her if she left her bed. Papa would definitely get her if he caught her out of bed. But if Mama was home, she wanted to see her. 
Curiosity won.
She crawled out from under the covers and snuck across the room, glancing over her shoulder to ensure nothing was following her. Standing on her toes to reach the doorknob, she pulled the door open, nearly jumping out of her skin as the hinges squealed. 
Julia froze, fearful someone had heard. But the voices from below did not cease and the shadows in the corners remained still, so she relaxed and crept toward the stairs. The voices became clearer, and she recognized her father speaking as she cautiously peeked around the banister to see into the foyer below. 
“…disgraced, dishonored! She has ruined me!”
Papa stood with his back to her, facing two men she did not recognize who stood in the doorway—one tall and dark, the other short and bald. 
“Have you alerted the authorities?” the bald one asked. “If she met with some misfor—” 
“Of course I have, but any misfortune would be entirely of her own doing! She said her aunt was ill and she needed to visit. When I went to join them, I found my daughter left in the care of a senile old woman and my wife nowhere to be found. Her aunt claims she has no idea, but I do!” Papa rounded on the tall, dark-haired man. “Where the bloody hell is your friend? You two are thick as thieves—you must know where they’ve gone!”
The tall man looked angry. Really angry. “If you summoned me in the middle of the night just to fling accusations about, I would urge you to think again.” Julia instinctively shrank back as he took a step toward Papa. “I know nothing of this. Though I cannot imagine the lady needed much persuading to leave. If that is indeed what happened.”  
Julia could not see her father’s face, but she felt his rage, like a dark cloud choking the room. The thought of him catching her in such a mood was terrifying, but she had to know. Were they talking about Mama? Why was everyone so angry?
The bald man glanced uncomfortably from one to the other. “Look, lads, calm down. No one here is at fault—”
“I believe we have overstayed our welcome, Peerson,” the tall man said, still glaring at Papa.
“Ah… uh, yes, I believe we have. Forgive us, Alfred. I do hope she turns up safe. If you need anything at all just send a note. I will do whatever I can to help.” His mustache bristled with a nervous smile and he started sidestepping toward the door. 
The tall man held Papa’s gaze a second longer before giving him a curt nod. “Woodrow.”
“Lord Arevale,” her father spat, fists clenched at his sides. 
Their guests moved to leave. The tall man paused on the threshold on his way out, steely eyes passing over Papa, then glancing upward. Straight at Julia. 
She froze, pinned in place by that intense gaze. His face softened briefly before he turned away and vanished into the night, leaving her father still fuming down in the foyer. 
The sound of the front door closing brought her back to her senses. Julia tiptoed to her room as quickly and quietly as she could, not daring to breathe until she had shut her door. She did not even bother to watch the shadows as she hurried to her bed—Papa was far scarier at the moment. 
Angry footfalls came up the stairs just as she burrowed into her sheets. She cowered under the covers, heart pounding as she waited for the inevitable shout of discovery. 
But she needn’t have feared. The footsteps passed her room and continued down the hallway, ending with a house-rattling bang as Papa slammed his bedroom door. 






  
  Chapter 3
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London, England
May 1873

He is mad,” Mr. Woodrow said at the dinner table that evening. “How could he possibly want to marry the likes of you?” 
Julia might have resented that comment had the same question not occupied her own thoughts. If Lord Arevale’s intentions were honest and he simply wanted to help, why not use his connections to find her a position somewhere? Surely he must know someone who could use a lady’s companion or a governess. Why rush into marriage, especially when it seemed he sought neither affection nor children from the arrangement?
Just as baffling as the baron’s intentions were her father’s thoughts on the development. Between the upkeep of the household and his strict rules, Julia had little opportunity to form relationships with anyone. She suspected this was by design. After all the efforts he made to keep her at home, why would her father give his blessing for a marriage, especially when he appeared to have no liking for her suitor?
“Mad as he may be, you would have to be madder not to accept him.” Mr. Woodrow’s expression turned thoughtful. “You would be a baroness. My daughter, Lady Arevale.”
Ah, there it is. She ought to have known the opportunity to advance his own standing might outweigh his desire to control her.
“Why wouldn’t you take the lord’s offer, Miss?” Cook asked as they were clearing up after the meal. “I know he’s a stranger to you, but he can take care of you. Not to discount your personal charms, child, but you really can’t afford to be picky. I hear tell he’s very rich. You’d have a nice big house, never go hungry, wear them pretty dresses like your mother used to—” She stopped, looking mortified, as if she had just let slip a dirty word. 
Julia stayed silent, hoping the woman might continue this path of conversation. But Cook said nothing more and resumed her scrubbing of the plates with a bit more vigor than was probably required. The rest of the evening passed with awkward spurts of talk that had absolutely nothing to do with Julia’s mother. 
Sleep did not come easily. She lay in bed, staring into the dark, mind racing with myriad possibilities. 
Being a baroness would surely be more comfortable than working in a shop or as a servant. She would not need to sacrifice her portion of the bacon. It would also be nice to buy a new dress now and then. The ones she had were growing threadbare, and the fabric could be re-used only so many times.
Lord Arevale had been polite to her, if not exactly friendly. And he had rescued her from a terrible situation yesterday, despite having no reason to care or even notice what was happening.
But her father could be polite as well. When it suited him. 
Julia took some comfort in the knowledge that if she ever did manage to escape this household, there was little her father could do about it. She was of age; in the eyes of the law, Mr. Woodrow no longer had any claim on her. That would not be so with a husband, especially one as powerful as Lord Arevale. She had already witnessed hints of his displeasure, enough to know he was not a man to be crossed lightly. How much did it take to bring him to that line? And how devastating would the results be?
Too many questions, and no one could answer them, even if it weren’t the dead of night. Cook did not seem to know much about the baron, beyond the fact that he was rich. Julia hardly dared to imagine how her father might react to such queries. And she certainly could not ask the man himself. You are granting me an immense favor that I have done nothing to deserve, but first I must know, will I be trapped in a living hell if I marry you?
The night hours wore on with excruciating slowness, as if deliberately prolonging her despair, but once the sun rose, they began to progress alarmingly fast. Julia now had but one day to reach a very important—and permanent—decision, and every minute brought her closer to Lord Arevale’s return. She threw herself into her daily chores, her mind only somewhat focused on the tasks as she debated all the possible pros and cons of the choices before her. 
Mr. Woodrow failed to appear for dinner that evening, and when the lamplighter went by with his long pole, Julia began to hope it might be one of those rare, precious days when she did not have to see her father at all. When the clock in the drawing room struck eleven and the house remained silent, she emerged from the sanctuary of her bedroom to extinguish the lamps, unsure whether she ought to feel pleased or uneasy. He was rarely this late.
Perhaps he is lying in a gutter somewhere, and I will not need to make this choice. Relief accompanied this thought, followed immediately by shame as she moved through the drawing room. She should not wish him dead, no matter how awful he was.
As if summoned by her uncharitable feelings, the front door swung open and he stepped in, leaning heavily on the door handle. Julia’s eyes darted to the stairs, a sinking feeling settling in her stomach. She could not possibly make it back to her bedroom without passing him. She stilled, hoping he might go up without looking her way, but that hope was dashed when he turned his head and caught sight of her, illuminated by the only remaining light in the room. 
“Well?” 
No need to ask what he meant. “I’m not sure yet.”
“Not sure yet?” he repeated incredulously. He pushed the door closed behind him and stepped farther into the foyer. “He is expecting an answer tomorrow, and if you have any sense in that head of yours, the answer will be ‘yes’!”
Julia forced herself to remain still as he stalked toward her. Any attempt to run would end poorly, even if every instinct in her body screamed for her to do so. Fumes of gin and cigar smoke made her eyes water as Mr. Woodrow brought his face close to hers.
“I work hard to provide for you and keep a roof over your head. When I am gone, there will be no one left who cares about you. You have a chance to elevate this family and secure your own future, and surely even you can understand the benefit in that. So what the bloody hell do you have to be unsure about?”
Secure my future? She would have done that long ago, if only he had permitted it. But, of course, this future benefited him. She bit her lip to keep those thoughts to herself.
“Answer me!” he bellowed.
Julia flinched, gripping the edges of her robe with unsteady hands. “I do not know him. I do not know what he’s like.”
He grabbed her shoulders and yanked her closer. “It doesn’t matter what he’s like. He could do whatever he pleases with you, and you would still be far more fortunate than you deserve because you would be a baroness.”
When Julia did not respond, he made a sound of disgust and shoved her away. She stumbled back and let out a shaking breath, fists clutched at her sides. The idea of him dead in a gutter resurfaced, and she struggled to remember why she had felt so ashamed of it before.
“I should have dropped you at an orphanage the second that whore disappeared.” He turned and headed for the stairs on unsteady feet. “You are a stupid, useless girl, and for all I know you are not even mine.”
“I wish I was not.” The words slipped out before she could stop herself.
He paused, then turned slowly to face her again, his expression uglier than she had ever seen it. 
“What did you say?” 
His tone would have urged caution on any other night. But it had been a stressful two days, putting cracks in the barrier that kept years of pent-up anger from spilling through.
“I said, I wish I was not yours.”
He was shockingly fast for a man in his condition. Julia barely registered the incoming blow before it knocked her to the floor. She lay stunned for a moment, the pain of his slap beginning to set in just as he grabbed the collar of her nightgown and yanked her up to face him. All rebellious feelings evaporated. 
Cold dread clutched her insides. She had gone too far. 
“How dare you talk back to me!” 
He gave her a hard shake before throwing her back to the ground. She tried to scramble away, but a foot on her back forced her down, the pressure increasing until her ribs dug painfully into the floorboards. For a long, terrifying moment, it seemed he meant to crush her. 
“If you do not marry him, you will regret it,” he growled. “I will make sure of that.” 
The pressure on her back mercifully lifted. Heavy footsteps pounded up the stairs, followed by a door slamming with a force that shook the whole house. When silence fell, Julia curled into a trembling ball and gulped deep, grateful breaths. 
She lay there for some time, until she trusted her legs to hold her up. After rising to her feet, she blew out the last oil lamp, the small flame blurred by tears. 
He had not needed to threaten her. She had decided after the first blow that she would no longer live in this horrible place with that horrible man. 
Julia had an answer for Lord Arevale, and that answer was a resolute “yes.”

      ***Julia stared helplessly into the mirror, eyeing the black bruise on her cheek, the only evidence of last night’s incident. She had no powder with which to conceal it, and anyone who saw her would surely notice. Ugly and embarrassing though it was, it effectively quelled any second thoughts she might have had. 
Marrying Lord Arevale was the best decision. Assuming he would still have her, of course. What if he came to his senses and rescinded the offer? Unsure whether to be frightened or relieved by that idea, she shook her head and left the mirror to begin her day. 
Cook’s gaze landed on her cheek when Julia entered the kitchen, then darted away. She had almost certainly heard everything last night. 
“Not today, Miss,” Cook said sharply when Julia made to don her apron. “His lordship’s coming to see you, and it wouldn’t do to have you all a mess when he arrives. I’ll take care of things.”
Julia glanced incredulously around the kitchen. “But it is too much for one.”
“You’ll be marrying him, won’t you?” 
Guilt rose as Julia grasped the question’s real meaning. Reluctantly, she nodded.
“Aye.” Cook gave her a sad smile. “I’d best get used to it then, hadn’t I? Take your breakfast, child, then go rest.” 
She meant well, but Julia could not help feeling put out at being dismissed from her regular chores. She needed something to distract her from Lord Arevale’s impending visit. Forced to find other means of occupation after breakfast, she retreated to her room and knelt by the bed. Beside her old novel was a small box containing a charred stick and some mismatched scraps of paper, her makeshift collection of drawing supplies. 
Julia had a governess until the age of thirteen, when her father’s increasingly foul temper and inability to pay finally drove her away. She had been a firm, albeit gentle, woman who had filled the mother-shaped hole in Julia’s life for a time, teaching the basics in everything Julia would have needed had her family continued the societal climb Mr. Woodrow once aspired to: writing, French, embroidery, music, and more. 
Drawing had always been Julia’s favorite and remained the only activity she still regularly practiced, using anything she could find that would make a mark on paper. She rifled through the thoroughly sketched-on pieces until she found one with enough space to add another image or two. The soft scratching of the charcoal helped calm her nerves, while her ears strained for any sign that a visitor had arrived.
The sign came late that morning in the muffled sound of knocking on the front door. Cook’s indistinct greeting followed.
Julia stood to dip her charcoal-stained fingers in the washbasin. Her resolve wavered as she caught sight of her face in the mirror, the bruise glaring against her fair skin. Frightening as last evening had been, at least that situation was temporary. It had helped to know she had another option. If her husband acted the same way, there would be no other options. No proposals from other men willing to take her away. No possibility of finding employment—no member of the peerage would permit his wife to work. She would be trapped.
Another figure appeared in the reflection, looming in the doorway behind her. She held her breath, locking eyes with her father through the glass.
“Have you come to your senses?” He spoke lightly. Too lightly. 
Julia swallowed, casting her gaze down. “Yes. I will accept his proposal.”
“I am glad to hear it.” She dared to glance up and found him studying her with a faint frown. “If only you had said so last night. I dislike all the unpleasantness that happened between us.”
“I am sorry,” she murmured, resolve hardening once more. 
He smiled and nodded, as if granting her forgiveness, then stepped aside. “He is waiting for you.”
Julia’s throat grew drier with every step. All too soon, she found herself in the not-drawing room, facing a tall, imposing figure. 
Lord Arevale was dressed all in black today, save for the stiff, white collar peeking over his jacket and the burgundy cravat tied at his throat. Dark hair had been swept away from his face to expose those unsettling grey eyes. They narrowed when he saw Julia’s cheek, but quickly resumed their cool, half-lidded state.
“Miss Woodrow.” He inclined his head. “It is nice to see you again.”
She did not have the nerves to bother with formalities. Best get this over with before she could change her mind. 
“My answer is yes,” she blurted. Heat flooded her cheeks as he cocked an eyebrow. “Th-that is, if your offer still… still stands.”  
“And why wouldn’t it?” 
A small grin tugged the corners of his mouth, and Julia nearly sagged with relief. She kept silent, unsure if he truly desired an answer.
“It would be insufferably rude of me to retract my offer, especially one of such magnitude.” His grin faded, his demeanor becoming business-like. “In any case, I am glad you have accepted. I suppose now we must discuss the particulars of the wedding.” A hint of displeasure crept into his tone. “A discussion I am sure your father would wish to be part of.” 
She reluctantly fetched her father, consoled by the knowledge he would not dare be openly hostile in the presence of a guest. 
In the presence of her future husband. 
The reality sank in as the three of them sat down to discuss the date and nature of the wedding ceremony. Julia sat stiffly on the sofa while the two men talked, her hands clenched in her lap to keep them from fidgeting. Lord Arevale seemed completely at ease. His voice calm and measured, his expression just shy of bored. Seemingly unbothered by the fact both their lives were about to change completely. 
Four days ago, she had not given a single thought to his existence, and soon she would live with him. Share his home, his table, his bed…
Oh. His bed. 
She had not considered that particular aspect of marriage. 
Julia had never received an official talk about what men and women did privately together, but she knew enough to have a basic idea of how it went. She understood that it was very intimate and often performed without any clothing whatsoever, and her anxiety returned tenfold as she realized she would be expected to do that with this man who was still a stranger to her. 
“I would rather not have a large ceremony,” this stranger was saying. “I am not fond of flaunting my personal affairs. However, I understand many ladies get excited about this occasion, so if you should like something a bit more grand, Miss Woodrow, I am willing to make some allowances.” 
She had never thought about a grand wedding. Her expectations of having any wedding had been nonexistent until now. “It does not matter to me,” she said quietly. 
Lord Arevale did not press the point. “Very well, small it is,” he said, before going on about the date and location.
Julia only half listened, trying to steel herself for what would come after that ceremony. 
She ought to consider herself lucky. He could have been old, or fat, or had bad teeth. But he was handsome and fit, and she could find no fault with his teeth. She would not call him old, either, though he was certainly older than her. He must be close to her father’s age if they once ran in the same circles, but it appeared time had been much kinder to Lord Arevale. The lines of his face were not so deeply etched as Mr. Woodrow’s, and if there was any grey among those black curls, it was not visible from her vantage point.
And yet, she found herself dreading any sort of intimacy with this man. He just seemed… untouchable. Indifferent. As if she and their impending union meant nothing to him.
Within an hour, the men had decided the wedding would take place two weeks from then in a small church near Lord Arevale’s residence in Mayfair. Since the groom had opted for a minimal ceremony, very little preparation was needed, and no one saw any benefit in prolonging the engagement. Having settled the details, Julia’s future husband took his leave, promising to be in touch soon.
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Julia tried to think optimistically.  
She really did.
But after ten days without any word or sight of her fiancé, it was becoming too difficult to keep the doubts at bay. She had been under the impression they might get to know each other in the days leading up to their wedding. Perhaps he might visit again or invite her to do so. They could share correspondence, at the very least.
Clearly, that impression had been wrong. Were it not for the occasional, brief note to confirm wedding plans, Julia might have thought him a figment of her imagination.
The idea of inviting him round for dinner herself was so terrible as to be laughable. To think of stretching their already thin larder so he could sit in their shabby dining room and avoid the fact that he and her father despised each other. 
“Miss?”
And what if she served something he hated? She did not know what he liked. Even if she dared to do such a thing, she did not know where to send the invitation. She did not even know his given name!
“Miss….”
He said he wanted nothing from her, but surely he must have some expectations. What did baronesses do? Would she be expected to entertain his friends at dinner parties? 
“Miss Woodrow!”
Julia snapped to attention, then yelped at the whisps of smoke creeping from beneath her iron. She yanked it away but too late—a distinct brown triangle marred the white cotton she had been pressing.
“What’s got into you, child?” Cook waved a hand to dispel the burnt fabric scent. “It’s unlike you to be so careless.”
Julia set the iron down in a safe spot and pressed her hands to her eyes. “I am sorry. I am just…” Lost. Scared. Completely out of my depth. “I’m a little nervous about the wedding.” 
She sighed, then leaned down to inspect her mistake. Thank God it was one of her petticoats and not something of her father’s. It was still wearable, and no one else would see the great big mark on her underthings.
Except… maybe her husband. 
Her breath hitched as the wedding night loomed once more in her thoughts. She wished she had someone to talk to about that. About all of it. She did not know how to be a wife, let alone a baroness. Weren’t mothers supposed to teach those things? Old resentments stirred, and she fought the urge to cry.
“Oh, come now, Miss. It’s natural to be nervous, but you’ve much to look forward to!” Cook strode forward to pat her hand. “You’ll have…” 
She frowned, apparently struggling to finish the thought. They both knew the typical goals of marriage, like love and children, were already off the table.
“Well… you won’t want for anything, I’m sure. Oh!” Cook brightened. “As lady of the house, you can furnish it as you please. That’s what my sister’s mistress did when she married. Made it a comfortable place for her husband to return to after a busy day.”
Julia could do that. She might even enjoy it. In fact, it would be nice to make a place her own, free from the specter of her family’s shame. She gave Cook a tremulous smile, fears easing as she warmed to the idea. 
Her heart leapt as a sharp knock sounded from the front of the house. 
Finally! 
She dashed to the door, pausing to smooth her skirts with nervous hands. After a deep breath, she opened it.
A completely unfamiliar man stood on the step with a large, flat box tucked under his arm. “Afternoon, miss! I’ve a package delivery for a Miss Woodrow?”
Blast…
Julia tried to keep her frustration from showing as she thanked him and accepted the box. He could not help who he was. Or, in this case, wasn’t.
Cook trailed in just as she was closing the door, and together they opened her package. Inside was a dress, an elegant creation of ivory silk with a voluminous skirt and bustle, liberally adorned with lace and ribbon. No doubt intended to be her wedding gown. Cook ran reverent fingers over the material while Julia tore into the envelope that had come with it.
Miss Woodrow, 
I am told this is fashionable right now. I hope you find it to your taste.


Yours sincerely, 
G. Arevale
Impersonal. To the point. Just like every other interaction with him. She set the note down, berating herself for getting her hopes up. Why should she have expected anything different? At least she had a first initial now. G. Maybe in another ten days she would learn what it stood for. 
Oblivious to her disappointment, Cook excitedly ushered her upstairs to try on the dress. 
“You look a dream,” the older woman said with a sigh once Julia was all buttoned-in. 
Standing before the mirror, Julia could not help but catch some of Cook’s enthusiasm. The dress was by far the finest thing she had ever worn, and it fit her quite well, considering she had not been measured for it. She would never say so aloud, but she thought she did indeed look very nice, even with the faint remnants of the bruise on her face. Julia turned this way and that, enjoying the sound of the silk as it swished around her legs. The long train and white color were wholly impractical for anything she was used to doing, but that was rather the point, was it not? She was going to be a baroness; she could have clothing that served no purpose but to look nice. 
Maybe she had been overthinking things. If Lord Arevale was thoughtful enough to send such a beautiful gift, surely he could not be too bad.
Mr. Woodrow, of course, never missed an opportunity to dash any good feelings his daughter might have.
“Well of course he sent a dress,” he grumbled upon learning of its arrival. “Just because he is marrying beneath himself does not mean he has to advertise it. We cannot have you embarrassing him in front of his lot, can we?”
His words crushed what little optimism she had mustered. Perhaps he was right, perhaps the dress was meant to keep Lord Arevale’s reputation intact, rather than serve as a kindness to her. But if it mattered so much, why offer for her at all? 
Julia still had no idea what her fiancé wanted from her, no idea what to expect. And it would be only a few days more until she found out.

      ***The days passed like mere seconds, and all too soon Julia found herself climbing into a hired carriage on Tuesday morning to be taken to the church.
She wore her new dress and her hair pinned on top of her head with one long ringlet hanging down the back. Her bruise was now so faint as to be undetectable unless one was looking for it. Upon seeing her emerge from her room, Cook proclaimed her “angelic.” 
Julia did not feel very angelic. “Nauseous” was a more apt descriptor. 
It took no time to load her things onto the carriage, for all her belongings fit into one traveling case. As soon as her father and Cook joined her in the cab, the coachman clucked to his team and they were on their way.
Julia stared out the window at the building she had called home, gazing at it in silent farewell until they turned a corner and it disappeared from sight. She could not say she would miss it, for it contained so few good memories, but it was familiar. She knew where everything was, knew what was expected of her. Most importantly, she knew where she could go to be alone. Or to hide. Would there be such places in her new home? Would she have somewhere quiet, somewhere safe, if she needed it?
Her concern must have shown, for Cook startled her with a reassuring pat on the hand. 
“It’ll be all right, Miss.”
Julia’s heart clenched at the sad smile on her face. Cook had been her only companion for years. As far as Julia knew, she had been Cook’s only companion as well. Now she would be left to manage the household all by herself, and Julia would be in an unfamiliar place with unfamiliar people. Would they ever see each other again?
She turned her palm up and gripped the older woman’s hand, holding tight for the remainder of their ride. 
Mr. Woodrow paid no attention to either of them, choosing instead to glare silently out the window. He had been like that for most of the previous week, his black moods more brooding than explosive. Perhaps he was coming to realize Julia was no longer within his control. Or perhaps he feared damaging the goods before they had been sold. Whatever his reasons, she found it a great improvement. 
The church came into view too soon for her liking. Her pulse pounded in her ears as she spotted a tall, dark figure standing out front, speaking to a man and woman she did not recognize. Their carriage halted, and the coachman hopped down to open the door. Julia paused, steeling herself. It took effort to unclench her fingers from around Cook’s hand so she might take the coachmen’s instead and step out. 
“Alfred!” a jovial, booming voice rang across the churchyard. The man with whom Lord Arevale had been speaking came thumping up to greet them as Mr. Woodrow exited the carriage.
“Peerson.” Her father sounded less than enthusiastic, offering his hand with apparent reluctance.
Peerson shook it with more than enough enthusiasm for both of them. “Alfred, Alfred old boy, it’s been so long!”
“Indeed,” he muttered.
“Ah, and this must be Miss Woodrow, or should I say the soon-to-be Lady Arevale! Pleasure to meet you, my dear!” Peerson took her hand and kissed it gallantly. He was a short, plump man, completely bald save for a bushy white mustache. Blue eyes twinkled with excitement from his flushed face, and Julia found it easy to return his smile.
“Miss Woodrow, may I introduce Mr. Frederick Peerson,” Lord Arevale said as he came up beside them. “And his wife, Mrs. Edith Peerson. They are close friends of mine, and I am sure you will be seeing them frequently.”
Mrs. Peerson seemed quite the opposite of her husband. Standing at least a head taller than him—not a particularly difficult feat—she had thick, dark hair streaked liberally with grey and approached with an air of quiet dignity, almost queenly in her bearing. Julia may have found her intimidating were it not for the kind smile crinkling her eyes.
“I hope you have been well?” Lord Arevale inquired once introductions were complete.
She certainly found him intimidating. 
“I have. Thank you,” Julia replied, searching his face for any sign that he might be as nervous as she was. She might as well have been searching a stone wall. He appeared as cool and calm as he had in all their previous meetings, and she envied his apparent peace of mind. But then, what did he have to worry about? He would all but own her within the next hour. He had nothing to fear from her, whereas she might have everything to fear from him.
She tried her best to emulate his composure as the party moved toward the church.
The wedding was indeed very small, with only the Peersons, Mr. Woodrow, and Cook in attendance. It seemed Lord Arevale had spoken true when he said he did not like to advertise his personal affairs. Or perhaps he simply did not want to advertise her…
Julia gripped her bouquet, hoping no one else would notice her trembling as she and her husband-to-be approached the altar. The minister
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