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      As a Thank You gift I have written a full length novel for you called Daring Fantasies of a Noble Lady. It’s only available to people who have downloaded one of my books and you can get your free copy by tapping this link here.

      
        
          
            [image: Daring Fantasies of a Noble Lady]
          
        

      

      Once more, thanks a lot for your love and support.

      With love and appreciation,
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      He is her only escape. She is his only prison.

      

      When Jemima Livington, only daughter of the Duke of Cowden, is forced to marry a man she loathes, she runs away. Disguised as a young sailor, she boards the Evening Star to escape her horrid fate.

      

      Simon Fitzwalles, Earl of Burhill, has the sea as his only mistress. Lonely but mysterious, his life changes unexpectedly when he saves a young, handsome sailor from assault.

      

      But Jemima’s betrothed is an obsessive man who won’t stop until he finds her…and he is getting closer by the minute.

      

      Soon Jemima will find out that he and the ravishing Earl share a common past. The answer to an old calamity, that, once exposed, will be either her ticket to freedom or to her eternal captivity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      You cannot hide from me. I will have you for myself.

      

      Peter Sheton, the Marquess of Beaurgant, prowled the halls of Cowden Manor, in search of the young lady who had caught his eye. It was not only her looks that had captivated him with such intensity, but the fortune that would undoubtedly come with her, should he secure his prize. She was the daughter of the Duke of Cowden—a remarkable beauty with the most exquisite, raven-black hair and dark, blue eyes that reminded him of rare sapphires. The kind worn on the pallid décolletage of far inferior ladies.

      

      As he scoured the corridors for her, he thought how delighted he would be to purchase some such gems for her. A gift, to bring out the delightful shade of her eyes. A prominent piece, perhaps, so that everyone would know where the jewels had come from. Something around her neck, to show the ton who she belonged to.

      

      She does not belong to me yet, but she will soon enough.

      

      He smiled to himself as he kept on down the wide hallway. His eyes took in the portraits that hung from the walls, showing the Cowden dynasty in all their glory. He paused for a moment beside one of Lady Jemima—the young lady he sought. With a sigh, he brushed his fingertip across the contours of her soft jaw, feeling the ridges of the oil paint.

      

      As he stared intently into the impression of her dark blue eyes, he wondered what it might be like to feel her real flesh beneath his fingertips. He would claw and grasp and clutch at her, desperate to make her entirely his. There would be children, no doubt, but he would make sure she kept her fine figure. Just because she would become a mother did not mean she would escape the obligations of being a dutiful wife.

      

      “You will blossom as the Marchioness of Beaurgant,” he whispered.

      

      Casting a shy glance along the corridor, to make sure there was nobody around to see him, he leaned into the portrait and placed a kiss upon her painted lips. The prospect of the real thing made him shiver with pleasure, imagining her smooth skin beneath his touch and the softness of her breath against his cheek.

      

      First, however, he had to get her to agree to a dance. Thus far, she had rebuffed him, but that only spurred him on to pursue her harder. He was not the sort of gentleman who gave up on what he desired. A challenge was a thrill to him, and the wildest horses were the most satisfying to break. Lady Jemima Livington was no exception. Fortunately for her, he was an exceptional horseman, well versed in the whims of the strong-willed.
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        * * *

      

      He will not find me here. Please, do not let him find me here.

      

      Jemima Livington pressed herself back against the doorway of her father’s study, as the sound of the ball raged on below. Laughter and music drifted down the hallways, but she could not enjoy a single note. Her heart pounded in her chest as she struggled to catch her breath. She felt like prey within her own home. And it did not sit well with her at all.

      

      She had spent the evening running from the lecherous advances of Lord Peter Sheton, the Marquess of Beaurgant. He seemed almost maniacal in his pursuit of her, hardly giving her a moment to herself, despite her polite rebuffing of his endless requests to dance. She was not one for social graces, but she did not think her father would look too kindly on a coarser form of rejection to this unyielding gentleman.

      

      “Ah, there you are.” A voice called up from the bottom of the winding staircase, prompting her heart to leap into her mouth. She knew that voice. She had heard it, perpetually in her ear, for the last two hours.

      

      Her shoulders sagged. Am I never to escape this uncouth fellow?

      

      “Lady Jemima, did you not hear me?” Lord Beaurgant said. He had one hand on the banister, as though he intended to follow her up to the first floor of the house. That, in itself, spoke volumes. To step into private territory was tantamount to searching through someone’s personal belongings, as far as Jemima was concerned.

      

      “I heard you, Lord Beaurgant,” she replied, eyeing the hallway ahead. If she made a run for the shadows there, he might hesitate to follow her. Then again, from what she had garnered of him in the past few hours, he would only wait until she emerged again. And her mother would never believe her, if she claimed she had taken suddenly ill with a mystery malaise, especially as she had slipped away from her chaperone in her haste. She was more likely to receive a scolding than any sympathy.

      

      “Is something the matter, Lady Jemima?” He looked at her curiously, his brown eyes glinting with amusement. Did he know how uncomfortable he was making her? If he did, it only seemed to excite him.

      

      “Not at all,” she replied, steeling herself. “I was simply too hot in the ballroom and needed to partake of some cooler air.”

      

      “And how are you feeling now?”

      

      “I am still somewhat stifled.” She hoped he understood the subtext in her words, but it did not seem as if he was listening. Either that, or he simply did not care for her feelings.

      

      He smiled. “Perhaps, you and I may take a walk in the gardens? The air is much fresher out there.”

      

      “I do not think so, Lord Beaurgant, though I thank you for your concern.”

      

      “I could send for your lady’s maid to chaperone, if that is your worry?”

      

      Jemima gritted her teeth. “It was drizzling earlier this evening, and I should hate to catch cold.” With it being the end of September, the last breath of Summer was beginning to fade from the land. Already, the emerald green of the leaves had begun to darken to an autumnal amber, the edges curling in readiness to drop to the ground below. The balmy warmth of the evenings had given way to a permeating chill, the tentative winds nipping at bare cheeks.

      

      And I sense that having you beside me would only turn the evening colder.

      

      She did not say so out loud, though she dearly longed to. This gentleman was treading a fine line between propriety and dishonorable intention, and she did not want to give him any opportunity to lean towards the latter. If she had only been brazen enough, she would have made a terse comment to send him on his way.

      

      “Then, perhaps you might accompany me back to the ballroom? We do not need to dance if you are unwell, but we may converse at our leisure there.” Lord Beaurgant had a fixed smile upon his lips that unnerved Jemima. She had never known a gentleman to be so unrelenting, and she had experienced her fair share of potential suitors.

      

      “I think I will rest awhile here, instead,” she replied.

      

      “Come now, what is the use in standing alone, when you may sit in comfort? The orchestra is very fine. The music will do you some good, I am certain of it.”

      

      Would you leave me be! She wanted to scream it at the top of her lungs, but her throat had tightened.

      

      Since coming out into society a year ago, when she came of age, she had endured the advances and affections of several charming young gentlemen. She knew how to be polite and courteous, and how to decline with grace, but she had never entertained the idea of their courtship.

      

      Ever since she was a little girl, she had dreamed of a love that could overcome anything. She felt that she would know the gentleman who would provide her with that, the moment he appeared. Thus far, he had not, and she would not settle for anything less. She had seen enough marriages of convenience within her family to persuade her that such a thing was nothing short of a lifetime entrapment.

      

      And if this loutish gentleman thought he was somehow different, he was desperately wrong. Of all the gentlemen who had made their affections known to her, he was, by far, the most insufferable. She would rather have settled for a lackluster marriage with one of the other suitors than this vile specimen, who seemed determined to back her into a corner. He screamed ‘danger’ through his every pore.

      

      “No, thank you,” she reiterated. “I am quite content to catch my breath here for a time. You may return to the ballroom. I will do well enough by myself.”

      

      “If you are unwell, it would be improper of me to leave you alone. What if something were to happen to you?”

      

      “Please, Lord Beaurgant, I assure you I will be quite well by myself.” She wanted nothing more than for him to go away. This was not the way she wished to spend her evening. Indeed, she was not particularly fond of social occasions at the best of times, but she loathed them all the more when there were ulterior motives afoot.

      

      When the ball had been announced, she had already been dubious about the entire affair, but the Duke and Duchess had convinced her that it was to be a simple celebration, to honor their twenty-year anniversary. They promised her they would not attempt matchmaking, though her mother was eager to see her wed before she reached her twentieth year. Jemima had been foolish enough to believe them, hoping that, for once, nothing would be expected of her.

      

      Although, she did not entirely think they had orchestrated this. Even her father would have disapproved of such outward pursuit by a gentleman. Her mother, on the other hand, would likely have thought it sweet, merely putting such intensity down to the passion of Lord Beaurgant. That was the trouble with the Duchess of Cowden—if a potential engagement was at stake, she saw the very best in everyone.

      

      “I must insist that you return to the ballroom. I believe I saw the Duke and Duchess in there, not a moment ago. It may be of benefit to you, to let them know that you are not feeling quite yourself,” Lord Beaurgant urged.

      

      He is not going to relent, is he?

      

      Heaving out a weary breath, Jemima realized that she only had one option before her; to do what was required of her and play up to the role of the sole daughter of the Cowden dynasty. It would keep the peace, if nothing else.

      

      “Very well,” she said quietly, smoothing down the front of her emerald green, silk gown. The necklace around her throat felt impossibly tight, as though it might choke her at any moment. She pushed her fingers beneath the green ribbon, to try and loosen it, but she knew it was not really the necklace that bothered her. Still, it served as another stark reminder of the restraints that rested upon the young ladies of England.

      

      An emblem of the ties that bound them to family and duty.

      

      “You will return to the ballroom with me?” Lord Beaurgant smirked in triumph.

      

      “If only to speak with my mother and father, yes.”

      

      He held out his hand to her. Reluctantly, she rested her gloved fingertips gingerly atop the proffered hand and allowed him to lead her back to the revels within the main body of the house.

      

      As they walked, he stood a little too close to her, the side of his tailcoat brushing against her hip. She arched herself away, resenting the fact that he had bullied her into joining him. The moment she walked into the ballroom at his side, people would gossip. And the one thing she hated more than social gatherings was gossipmongers. That, and getting her mother’s hopes up.

      

      I will not settle for you, Lord Beaurgant. You may be assured of that.

      

      “I think you are starting to enjoy my company, are you not?” Lord Beaurgant chuckled, as he escorted her back into the ballroom. The dancing and the music almost seemed to stop, all eyes turning towards Jemima. Her eyes narrowed, her chest clenched in a vise-like grip.

      

      She did not want to be here. Not just in this ballroom, but in this house, surrounded by these people. She did not want any part in it. Her stomach churned as she tried to avoid the curious stares that bombarded her. Meanwhile, Lord Beaurgant beamed like the cat who had managed to get a taste of the cream.

      

      No…I will not perform for you all. I will not be a monkey, chained up for your entertainment. Tearing her hand away from Lord Beaurgant, she sketched a clumsy curtsey at him.

      

      “I am sorry, Lord Beaurgant. I really do feel unwell. Please, excuse me.” Turning away from him without another word, she hurried from the ballroom and raced for the staircase, praying he would not intercept her before she reached the sanctuary of her chambers. As she ran, she felt the heat of a thousand eyes upon her back.

      

      One thing was for certain, after such a dramatic departure, the rumor mill would be in full swing. And there was nothing she could do, or say, to silence it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Simon Fitzwalles stood upon the wharf, looking out at the sea as the sun came up.

      

      Vibrant bolts of blush pink and visceral scarlet shot through the dusky mauve of the sky, tinged with burnished orange and a hint of gold. It reminded him of the rolls of silk that were stowed away on his ship, ready to be offloaded and sold to the highest bidder, where they would be fashioned into gowns of true beauty and style.

      

      As the cold breeze swept up from the water, bringing with it the briny tang of salt and festering fish, a small smile crept onto his lips. He adored the ocean, more than anywhere else in the world. There was a freedom there that could not be denied and could not be found upon land.

      

      Although he had an estate of his own, as the Earl of Burhill, he rarely found himself within the claustrophobic walls of his household. He had never wanted to be handed anything in life, though that had been his destiny from birth. The notion of inheritance had always stuck like a fishbone in the back of his throat. It came with too many provisos, and too much power in the hands of the person who would pass that inheritance down.

      

      In his case, that person had been his father. Gerald Fitzwalles, the previous Earl of Burhill, had not been a cruel man, nor had he been a particularly unjust man. But he had always been a gentleman of duty and of certain expectations, especially when it came to his only son. Those expectations had been impressed upon Simon for the entirety of his life. He had always kept to the heel of his father, doing as he was told, the moment he was told to do it.

      

      Throughout his childhood, and into his adulthood, Simon had always felt trapped by the establishment he had been born into. Yes, he had stood to inherit a grand title and a pleasant estate, when the time came, but it came at a price. One that he had grown tired of paying, when it meant his endless presence in society, and bowing and scraping to the upper echelons he was supposed to be equal to.

      

      So, when his father had died but two years ago, Simon had decided to make a bold change in his life. He had paid his dues to his father, whilst the gentleman had been alive, and to the title that had become his. For the first time, with his father’s passing, he had finally had the opportunity to do something for himself. And he had seized that chance with both hands.

      

      No longer content to wander about the empty halls of Burhill Towers, he had made the unprecedented decision to delve into the merchant trade. He still saw to his duties at Burhill Towers, but he only did so when he was not traveling. In the interim, he left those duties in the capable hands of his steward, Asher.

      

      This is living.

      

      He gazed upon the ships coming in and out of the harbor, wondering what treasures they held, and what business they provided for. He had purchased several ships of his own, with some of the inheritance he had received from his father, and had chosen to trade in silk and spices.

      

      Already, in the years that had gone by since his father’s death, he had traveled farther than any of the Fitzwalles before him. He had been to India, to Africa, to Europe, to the Americas, stopping at exotic ports all across the world—more than he could even remember. And yet, he treasured each one, for they reminded him that there was so much more to this Earth than one tiny island.

      

      “It looks to be a fine morning, My Lord.” Simon turned to find the Captain of his flagship, the Evening Star, approaching him. Captain James McMorrow was a seasoned sailor with a fine reputation. Simon had personally handpicked him to lead his fleet and enjoyed sailing alongside him. Indeed, Simon had come to think of James as more of a friend than an employee. Spending so much time out at sea with a man would do that.

      

      “I was just thinking that very thing,” Simon replied.

      

      “Are we still sailing on Wednesday morn?”

      

      Simon nodded. “With the dawn tide.”

      

      “Your thirst for the sea gets stronger each time we come back to England, My Lord.” James chuckled. “We’ve barely been back two days, and yet we sail again in four.”

      

      “Do you not believe we can sell our wares in such a short time?” Simon often looked to James for business advice, for even though he had been part of this merchant world for a few years, he still felt like a novice from time to time.

      

      “Our wares will be gone by Monday’s auction, My Lord. There’s no fear in that. I just thought I’d note how eager you are to be back upon the ocean. There’s a charm to it, if I may say so. Once it’s cast its spell on you, there’s no going back. That’s why we sailors keep on, no matter the hardships of the last voyage or the challenges of the next.”

      

      Simon smiled. “You think the ocean has cast its spell on me?”

      

      “For sure, My Lord. She’s got her claws into you, and no mistake.”

      

      “Then, the ocean may be the only wife I ever take,” he said, with a sad heaviness in his chest.

      

      Spending so much time away from England left no time for the pursuit of a wife. He did not mind so much, at the present moment, but he often wondered if that would change. After all, he was not getting any younger. Then again, he could not think of a single lady who would take on such a gentleman as him. To the ton, he was a peculiarity, and nobody wanted to marry their daughter off to a peculiarity.

      

      “There are worse wives to have, believe me,” James replied, with a smirk. “She’s not so different to most of them. When she’s angry, there’ll be a storm. When you’ve done wrong, you’ll wish you’d never set out with her. And when she’s at peace, she’ll seem the most beautiful thing in all the world.”

      

      Simon laughed. “Very poetic, Captain.”

      

      “It’s the truth.”

      

      “And how is your lady wife? I trust she was glad to see you safely returned?”

      

      James nodded. “Aye, she was singing your praises, right enough. Says she’s never worried when I’m out on the Evening Star. She thinks you were born under a lucky one—a star, that is. The boys are much bigger now, though. They’ll be young men soon enough, and I’ll wonder where all them years went.”

      

      “Is that why you want us to remain here a while longer?” Simon eyed James, feeling a small twist of guilt in his chest. The sailors on board his vessels had chosen this life, but he could not help feeling slightly responsible that those with families were missing out on so much of the ordinary, day-to-day business.

      

      “Goodness me, no. My wife and I can only be in the same house for a week or two before one of us wants to kill the other,” he replied, with a grin. “She knows my mistress is the sea, and she’s more than happy to share me. And the boys are always pleased to see me back. I doubt they’d be as eager if I were home all the time. They’d get tired of me, right quick.”

      

      “You are a good man, Captain.”

      

      “As are you, My Lord.”

      

      In companionable silence, they both turned their gaze out towards the water, watching the burning horizon give way to the new day. As Simon saw the first rays peeking through the wispy clouds, he wondered what adventures lay before him. Four days until they set sail seemed like four days too many. He was desperate for the freedom of the ocean waves again, and the gentle rock of the Evening Star beneath his feet.

      

      Here on land, he risked the ghosts of Burhill Towers coming back to haunt him, impressing his duties upon him, and the incessant pull of the ton trying to rope him back into a more respectable existence. He had lived too long under the duress of others, and he would never do so again.

      

      The Evening Star was his ticket to the rest of the world. And he would not give that up for anything.
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        * * *

      

      Not too far away, sitting in the drawing room of Beaurgant House, Peter Sheton tapped his fingertip against his brandy glass and stared into the dying embers of the night’s fire. The sun was almost coming up outside the window, though he had only returned home an hour ago.

      

      Even without Lady Jemima’s company, there had been plenty to keep him occupied at the Cowden residence. In fact, her absence had given him the prime opportunity to speak with Andrew Livington, the Duke of Cowden, who just so happened to be Lady Jemima’s father. The gentleman was a logical, sensible man, which worked well in Peter’s favor.

      

      He had heard whisperings from several guests at the Cowden’s ball that Lady Jemima was proving rather difficult when it came to marriage. At nineteen years of age, she was not yet beyond the pale, but it appeared as though her mother was extremely keen to see her wed before the year was out. And Peter had the perfect solution. One that benefitted himself and the Duke and Duchess of Cowden.

      

      He had been plain about his intentions, and the Duke had responded well. True, he was only an Marquess, but the Duke was a reasonable fellow. Rumors of a difficult, headstrong daughter were hard to quell amongst the social elite, and there were very few gentlemen who were up to the task of bringing such a lady into obedience.

      

      Peter liked to think of himself as precisely that sort of gentlemen. Indeed, he prided himself on it.

      

      “And you are of good standing?” the Duke had asked him, over brandy in the gentlemen’s smoking room.

      

      “Of greater wealth than one would expect of a Marquess,” Peter had replied. “And I have the means to ensure the happiness of your daughter. I would take great pains to give her all she could ever hope for, and I would honor her to the end of my days. I am an honest gentleman, of excellent reputation, and I am eager to make a proposal of marriage, if you would accept such a thing?”

      

      Peter smiled contentedly as he recalled the Duke’s favorable response. Feeling victorious, he downed the dregs of his brandy and rang the bell for another. He had cause to celebrate.

      

      Lady Jemima might have thought she could escape him, and embarrass him by running from his side, but he would be the one to have the last laugh. Whilst it was true that he intended to give her all she could ever wish for, he did not expect it to be an easy road ahead. Nor did he want it to be. Her indifference, and near disdain, towards him was intoxicating. And he could not wait for the day when she had no choice but to obey him.

      

      You will be mine, Lady Jemima. I will have you, one way or another. And, if you fight…oh, I hope you fight…that will only make the experience more enjoyable for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Andrew, the Duke of Cowden, sat patiently at the breakfast table, awaiting the arrival of his daughter. He had always hoped for sons, but they had not been gifted with any, throughout his marriage to Leonora, the Duchess. There had been the chance of one, many years ago, before Jemima was even born, but the infant had not survived past a week old. It was still a difficult memory for him to recall, even after so long.

      

      That was not to say that he did not love his daughter, for he cared about her deeply, but it had come as quite the surprise to discover how trying young ladies could be, once they reached womanhood. Duty and responsibility had always been of paramount importance to him, and his family, and he could not understand her reluctance to marry. She was far too much of a dreamer, with her head forever in the clouds.

      

      She will be content once she is wed.

      

      He had come to the conclusion shortly after Jemima had come of age, though he had left the matchmaking endeavors up to his wife, for the most part. She seemed to know more about romance than he did, for he did not believe it was a requirement in the contract of marriage. And yet, he had been happy enough these past twenty years. He had come to love Leonora above all others, and he knew his daughter would experience the same, once a husband had been chosen.

      

      Yes, I am certain of it.

      

      He desired to see his daughter protected by a reasonable, kind, well-respected gentleman of good means and excellent character. And he believed he had found the perfect match. As a daughter, she could not inherit Cowden Manor, nor the title that came with it. And he knew that her only means of security would be found within a marriage of her own.

      

      The sooner, the better, as far as I am concerned.

      

      “Must you tell her today, Andrew?” the Duchess asked, as she sipped her tea. Even in her advancing years, Leonora was still a beauty. Jemima had been gifted with the same fine looks and raven black hair, though Jemima’s eyes were more like his own—a dark, stormy blue that were not good at keeping secrets.

      

      “There is no time like the present, my darling,” he replied. “Do you not agree that the match is favorable?”

      

      “I believe it is very favorable, though I always hoped she might marry a Duke. Someone of slightly better standing than a Marquess.”

      

      “The rumors are spreading of her strong will and independent spirit, darling. We cannot allow it to progress so far that no gentleman will dare to make an offer towards her.” He paused. “Unfortunately, I am of the mindset that this is the only choice she may have. There are many jealous, fickle young ladies amongst the ton, and they have taken it upon themselves to deter any of those more fitting prospects.”

      

      Leonora sighed. “Why must they spread such callous rumors?”

      

      “Because she is a threat to them, my dear,” Andrew replied. Although he did not know much of romance and of the whims of young ladies, he was well-versed in the behaviors of the social elite. Those jealous young ladies had no doubt been instructed by their own mothers to sabotage any hopes that Jemima might have of wedding a gentleman of higher station.

      

      Not that it mattered. Andrew’s mind was already set on this path, and he would not be dissuaded against it.

      

      As if drawn by Andrew’s thoughts, Jemima appeared in the doorway to the dining room. She looked well rested after the previous evening’s sudden ailment, though Andrew suspected there had never been such an ailment to begin with.

      

      As everyone knew, Jemima was a willful creature. She did as she pleased, with no concept of how it would appear to those who cast judgment. In the last month alone, she had been spotted at a women’s literary meeting, casting aspersions upon her that she may be a bluestocking.

      

      These actions of hers had to be nipped in the bud, before they ruined her reputation entirely. At nineteen years old, she could not afford to make a bad name for herself. A husband would resolve that immediately, casting aside all gossip and aspersions that were laid upon her. Andrew was certain of it. Not only that, but it would see her future secured, killing two birds with one neat stone.

      

      “Good morning, Jemima,” Andrew said, innocently enough.

      

      She smiled. “Good morning, Father.”

      

      “And how are you feeling this morning? Gemma informed your mother that you took to your bed last night, with a sudden headache. I hope it is much improved?”

      

      “She was rather worried about you, darling,” Leonora chimed in.

      

      “I am much improved, thank you. I think I had imbibed too much, and the heat of the ballroom was somewhat overwhelming.” Jemima moved towards one of the chairs opposite her parents and sat down.

      

      Leonora nodded sympathetically. “I always find that champagne gives me a terrible headache.”

      

      “Well, now that you are feeling much better, there is something we must discuss,” Andrew said, watching his daughter closely.

      

      “Oh?” She looked up, puzzled.

      

      “I happened to have a rather pleasant conversation with the Marquess of Beaurgant, after your unexpected departure from the ball,” he continued. “It would appear that he is very charmed by you, Jemima. Indeed, so much so, that he has asked if he might have your hand in marriage.”

      

      Her face paled. “Father—”

      

      He cut her off before she could say another word. “Naturally, I have agreed to a betrothal between the two of you, for he seems a suitable gentleman and he spoke with marvelous elegance. Moreover, he spoke very highly of you, and of his wishes to make you happy.”

      

      “Father, you have surely taken leave of your senses?”

      

      Andrew held her gaze with steely resolve. “On the contrary, and may I say that I do not appreciate your tone of voice. You will speak to me with the respect I ought to be accorded.”

      

      “He is a weasel, Father!” Jemima cried.

      

      “He is nothing of the sort, do not be ridiculous. I have looked into his family, and they seem to be very well-to-do, and he seemed exceedingly polite to me. Indeed, just this morning, I sent word to the local newspaper, to announce your betrothal. It should be in the paper by this evening, or tomorrow at the latest.”

      

      Jemima shook her head. “Father, no. I will not marry him!”

      

      “You will do as you are told,” Andrew shot back. “After your incessant displays of willfulness, your choices are extremely thin on the ground. Your behavior does not become you, and everyone is talking unfavorably of your character. Do you honestly believe that I can sit here, as your father, and allow the ton to look down upon you? I will not. A husband will fix this unruliness in you.”

      

      Jemima gripped her fork. “If it involves marrying that vile little man, I will not do as I am told!”

      

      “The Marquess will return you to the respectful young lady that you ought to be. He will calm all of these peculiar whims of yours. Once you are a wife, you will find your place in this world, and you will no longer have time for these outlandish dreams of yours. Romance is one thing, as I know you young ladies are fixated upon the idea of love, but being seen in improper environs will not be tolerated any longer.”

      

      “So, you would rather see me wed to a gentleman that I openly detest—that I am telling you I despise, and do not trust?” Jemima was shaking now, her eyes wide in horror.

      

      Andrew ignored her obvious aversion. “I cannot understand why you would feel such a way. Clearly, you are the one who has taken leave of your senses. He is a good, sturdy, stoic gentleman, with a remarkable estate and a healthy yearly income. He will do very nicely as your husband.”

      

      “Mother, will you not say something?” Jemima asked in desperation.

      

      “I happen to agree with your father, Jemima. The Marquess seemed very keen on you indeed, and he spoke rather poetically of you. I found him to be charming, with a romanticism about him that most young ladies would be grateful for.”

      

      Jemima shook her head. “Then you have only seen what you wish to see. You did not see him stalking through the hallways in pursuit of me. You did not hear his incessant words in my ear, and how he attempted to encourage me to walk with him outside.”

      

      “Do not make up stories, Jemima,” Andrew snapped.

      

      “I would never tell tales to you! I am speaking the truth. I swear it upon my life.”

      

      “And now you are simply being dramatic.” Andrew heaved out an exasperated sigh. “I have already agreed to the betrothal, and you will come around to the idea in time. As I have said, once you become a wife, you will feel settled within your position. Isn’t that right, Leonora?”

      

      “Quite right, Darling,” she replied.

      

      “This is absurd,” Jemima muttered. “This is entirely absurd.”

      

      “It is the way of things, Jemima,” Leonora said. “Your father knows what is best for you and, given the current circumstances, the Marquess may well be your only chance at future security. I do so hate to say it, but you have brought this upon yourself. Had you behaved with more decorum, things might have been different. However, as your father has said, the Marquess is likely to be the only gentleman brave enough to offer a proposal.”

      

      “When did independence become a crime, for which I must be punished?” Jemima gaped at them both. “When did my life stop being my own, to do with as I please?”

      

      “Do you hear yourself, Jemima? You have buried your nose in one too many of those foul romance novels. Duty ought to be your sole purpose—duty to the mother and father who have raised you, and given you everything you could ever have wanted,” Andrew replied sourly. “Perhaps, in a way, we are to blame for your willfulness. But, no longer. This must be resolved, Jemima. And marriage is the perfect solution.”

      

      “I cannot listen to this a moment longer!” Jemima scraped back her chair and strode from the room, her hands balled into tight fists.

      

      “Get back here this instant!” Andrew shouted after her, but Leonora reached out and placed her hand upon his forearm.

      

      “Give her a moment to let the news sink in, Darling. She is an obedient girl, deep down in her heart. She just needs some time to think about what you have said, that is all. It will have come as a shock to her.”

      

      “You think I should allow her to speak to me like that, in my own home?” Andrew growled.

      

      Leonora smiled. “I think you should allow her one last breath of that rebelliousness, before she marries the Marquess. She will be well again soon enough, once she sees that we are right about this. You know what she is like, Darling. Just give her time. I have been in her position, and I remember railing at my own father in the way that she has just done. And yet, I found a happiness that I could never have expected. So will she.”

      

      Andrew frowned. “She had better come around to the idea. Otherwise, I shall have to take matters into my own hands. And she will like that far less, I guarantee it.”
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      Jemima paced the rose gardens at the back of the house, swiping at the dried-up blooms of autumn. Her body bristled with absolute rage, a lump thick in her throat. She had never known anger like it, nor had she thought herself capable of such ire.

      

      How could they arrange a marriage for me, behind my back? How could they do this to me? How could they possibly think that this will lead to my happiness?

      

      Her lungs burned as she dragged in sharp breaths, thinking of the obnoxious voice of Lord Beaurgant. Of all the gentlemen, in all the world, why had they settled on that weasel? She could not fathom it. How had he ingratiated himself into her father’s trust?

      

      Although she and her father did not always see eye to eye, she had thought him more perceptive than that. Normally, he did not suffer fools, and had an excellent gauge of people he met. It seemed as though that gauge had suddenly become broken, when faced with the prospect of a spinster daughter.

      

      She knew that she had been somewhat unruly of late, and had overstepped the mark by attending some literary meetings and being a little too vocal about matters that were important to her, but she could not believe that he would punish her for it. And punish her with a husband she would surely detest, of all things.

      

      What does he think this will resolve?

      

      To her mind, it could only lead to further trouble. Lord Beaurgant was only interested in the thrill of the chase, and in gaining what he wanted. She knew gentlemen like him. She knew of their intentions. The moment he had everything he desired, he would become cruel, and would reveal his true nature. The one that her father seemed to be blind to. She had heard enough sad tales at soirees to understand the trials of an arranged marriage.

      

      I will not become a cautionary tale. I refuse.

      

      And yet, she could not think of a way to get out of this web that had been formed around her. She was the wrapped-up fly in the center, awaiting the spider who would devour her whole. The more she struggled, the more stuck she would become. She knew that much.

      

      Her father was a gentleman of his word—if she tried to defy him, he would only make things more difficult for her. Indeed, he would go to the lengths of marching her down the aisle himself, by force, if he had to. When he had a notion fixed in his mind, there was nothing to be done to shift it. He had always been stubborn. Her mother always said that was where Jemima got her stubborn streak from, but it no longer felt like an attribute she wished to share with him.

      

      How can I escape this?

      

      She looked up towards the bright, autumn sunlight with tears in her eyes. She did not know how she had ended up in this situation. Surely, her mother and father ought to have some concern for her feelings in the matter? Only, that did not seem to be the case. They saw only the benefits it would provide them, with no thought for her.

      

      What of love? Am I never to have it?

      

      All her life, it had been all she could think about. She had hoped to be fortunate enough to find a husband she adored, who respected her and admired her somewhat rebellious thoughts. With that unknown gentleman, she knew she would be blissfully happy for the rest of her days. Now, that was to be stolen from her, without her consent.

      

      “What a pleasant surprise.” A voice made her freeze. She turned very slowly, to find Lord Beaurgant standing by the wall of the rose garden, a smug smile upon his face. She had not even seen him approach the house, nor heard the telltale beat of hooves upon the drive to announce a visitor. She realized he must have come through the woods. He was as sneaky in his actions as he was in his manner.

      

      “You should not be here,” she said coldly.

      

      “Whyever not? You are to be my wife. I am sure we might be forgiven an outing in the garden together, unchaperoned.”

      

      “You are mistaken,” she replied.

      

      “About which part?” He chuckled, his eyes fixed hungrily upon her.

      

      You see, he thinks of me only as prey. He does not really care for me, nor would I alter my thoughts, even if he did. This man will not be my husband. I will not allow it.

      

      She had put too many of her hopes and dreams into the prospect of love, to simply throw all of that away for the sake of keeping her mother and father happy. Duty only went so far, and respect had to go both ways. They had not respected her, and so she felt no inclination to reciprocate.

      

      “That you and I can walk alone and not be chaperoned, and that I do not think that you and I will ever be wed,” she said firmly.

      

      A momentary bemusement passed across Lord Beaurgant’s face. “But I had it on your father’s assurance that the betrothal would be made official today. Has he not informed you of our plans?”

      

      “Yours and my father’s, or mine and yours? You see, I do not believe that you and I have ever made any plans. Not that I can recall.” She held her ground. “And I would hate to think that you had been deceptive and gone to my father before speaking with me about something as important as marriage.”

      

      She sensed that he did not know what to say, for the arrogant façade appeared to have slipped from his features. He looked puzzled and annoyed, his brow furrowed.

      

      “Are you lost for words, Lord Beaurgant? You had plenty to say last night, or so it would seem.”

      

      A smirk crept back onto his lips. “So, your father has informed you of our betrothal?”

      

      “So, you have been deceptive?”

      

      “Touché.”

      

      “If you have misunderstood me, Lord Beaurgant, I am sorry for that. If I showed you any undue affection, I am also sorry for that. It was not my intention. And I apologize that your proposal has been misplaced, for you and I will not be married.”

      

      “That is not what your father seems to think,” Lord Beaurgant replied.

      

      “He does not know what he thinks.”

      

      “He seemed very certain of our betrothal last night, and I received word this morning that he was to tell you of it. Not only that, but I have it on good authority that he has already arranged for the banns to be announced and the betrothal to be published. It would seem that you are the one who is mistaken, in this current arrangement.” He smiled. “You and I will be wed.”

      

      Jemima’s heart pounded in her chest. “You would have an unwilling bride?”

      

      “You would not be unwilling forever, I assure you.”

      

      “How dare you speak to me so uncouthly,” Jemima snapped, her words dripping venom. “How dare you go against my wishes and speak with my father, without my consent. How dare you think yourself above my own feelings.”

      

      He laughed coldly. “I know what young ladies are like, Lady Jemima. I know how free-spirited you can be, and I admire that in you. But we cannot all do as we please in this life. We all have duties to obey, and responsibilities to consider. Mine is to find a suitable bride, and yours is to find a suitable husband. How fortunate that we have found one another with such ease.”

      

      “You are despicable.”

      

      “Now, now, let us not resort to name-calling.” He took a step forward. “You will come to realize that I am the best you can hope for. You have forged quite the reputation for yourself, and I do not see any other suitors asking for your hand in marriage. Fear not, I will treat you well, and I will honor you as my vows command. And you will do the same, in time.”

      

      Jemima shook her head. “I will do no such thing. Now, I suggest you leave before I call my father out, to see what sort of wretch he plans to make me marry. If he saw you here, trying to speak with me alone, he would know that you are dishonorable.”

      

      Lord Beaurgant visibly jolted. “Fortunately for you, I was just about to go in to speak with your father. I will not tell him how curt you have been, for I would hate for him to think badly of you.” His features relaxed. “Although, I must assure you that your behavior will not dissuade me. I rather like your tenacity. I look forward to experiencing more of it, when you stand at my side, as my wife.”

      

      He turned without another word and strode through the gardens towards the house, leaving Jemima in a state of abject horror and disgust. He had been troublesome enough at last night’s ball, but this was beyond anything she had ever expected. The gentleman had no regard for her, whatsoever. He saw her as a prize, not a person. And if she did not think fast, she knew she would end up bound to him for the rest of her life.

      

      But how am I to evade this?

      

      She turned at the sound of trees being cut in the distance, her eyes peering through the morning mist at the workers who were trimming the branches of the forest ahead. One paused to wipe his brow, removing his flat cap to brush the perspiration away with his forearm. He was a young man, dressed in a burgundy flannel shirt and woolen trousers. He could not have been much older than herself, though he was broader and taller.

      

      Still, she had seen plenty of young men in the nearby town who were of a much slimmer build and shorter in stature. Besides, she was tall for her sex, which she hoped might work in her favor.

      

      A small smile tugged at the corners of her lips as a plan began to form in her mind. It will be an enormous risk, but if I wish to escape this betrothal, it is my only choice.

      

      Now, all she needed to do was decipher the finer details and find the nerve to execute such a plan of escape. She would only have one chance to make it happen, and if she failed…she would be destined for a future as a prisoner of Lord Beaurgant. And she did not care to think about what he might have in store for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Simon stood in the empty entrance hall of Burhill Towers, feeling the weight of the house’s penetrating silence.

      

      As he was not often home, he did not keep a wealth of staff. Instead, he had only his steward, Asher, and a handful of servants to keep the place in order. He could hear a faint clang and clatter coming from the kitchens down the hallway, where the cook was preparing the evening meal. A meal that he would eat alone.

      

      Every time he returned here, the emptiness became more apparent. It no longer felt like home to him, making him restless to return to the Evening Star and the adventures that he enjoyed upon the vessel. All his memories of this place seemed to belong to someone else, now. He found no peace in being here, for it only served as a reminder of the choices he had made—the decisions that would undoubtedly see him remain a bachelor.

      

      He would not have given up his time on the Evening Star for anything, but being here did force him to hold a mirror up to himself and assess his future. He could feel the presence of his parents, both deceased, more keenly when he stood within these walls. He wondered what they would think of him, and the path he had chosen to walk upon. If he closed his eyes and pictured it, he could almost hear the arguments ricocheting off the walls.

      

      “Were you looking for something, My Lord?” Asher appeared in the doorway of the right-hand corridor. He was a young man of equal age to Simon, with an unruly mane of red hair and piercing blue eyes. Freckles dotted his pale complexion, giving a flavor of his Irish heritage. Simon trusted this man more than anyone, with the exception of Captain McMorrow.

      

      “No, I was just…I am not sure what I was doing,” Simon admitted.

      

      “It must be strange to be home, after so long at sea?”

      

      Simon nodded. “Very strange indeed. I am not yet used to solid ground.”

      

      “Will you stay awhile longer, this time?”

      

      “Alas, not. I leave this evening, and sail on the dawn tide.”

      

      Asher smiled sadly. “That is a shame, My Lord. You are missed when you are not here.”

      

      “Has there been any trouble with the estate and its tenants?”

      

      “Not at all, My Lord. Everything is in order, as you have dictated. I make sure that all the rents are paid, and all the taxes are collected, whilst ensuring that the people are happy. It is exactly as you planned it, before you left that first time.”

      

      Simon smiled. “I could not have done it without you, Asher.”

      

      “I am happy to be in your service, My Lord. You have always been kind to me, and you have given myself and my family a life that we could never have hoped for, in your father’s time.”

      

      “Do you think I ought to stay longer?” It was something that had been troubling Simon, ever since he had made his way back from the harbor to check on his estate.

      

      “I think you ought to do whatever makes you content, My Lord. Life is bitterly short, and from the tales you tell of your travels, I am almost envious of your position. There are things that I should like to see, that I know I will never have the opportunity to see. We must all live vicariously through you, for you are the only one brave enough to take such leaps of faith.” He chuckled softly, which brought some relief to Simon.

      

      “I suppose I am fortunate, in that regard.”

      

      “Are you having second thoughts?”

      

      Simon shook his head. “Being here simply reminds me of family, and of my own duties towards the future of this dynasty. I am the sole heir to my father’s estate, after all.” He paused, feeling that familiar tug of responsibility. “One of these days, I will have to remain here for good. I will have to settle and find a wife, I suppose.”

      

      “You are young yet, My Lord. There will be plenty of opportunity for such things, once you are satisfied with your adventures at sea.”

      

      “And if I am never satisfied?”

      

      Asher dipped his head. “I feel I am ill-qualified to speak on such matters.”

      

      “I did not mean to make you uncomfortable, Asher.”

      

      “You have not, My Lord. I only hope that, one day, you find a young lady who makes you desire to stay here. If I may be honest, I believe that will be the only thing that can entice you to remain on dry land, without feeling resentment for the adventures you have given up.”

      

      Simon laughed. “See, this is why I chose you for the job of steward. You are honest and you are fair, and you are wise beyond your years. I only wish I had a fraction of that insight.” He glanced at Asher. “Did you find such a lady? I hope you will not mind me saying, but you always seem remarkably happy with Evangeline, whenever I see you together.”

      

      Asher sighed. “She is an angel amongst ladies, My Lord. I have been fortunate, indeed, to find a wife who matches me in all things. And challenges me in a great many others.”

      

      Perhaps, that would not be such a terrible thing…

      

      But he knew he had no time for such pursuits, at present. If he was ever to find such a lady, it would have to wait until his thirst for the sea had faded somewhat. A moment he was not sure would ever come to pass.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Seeing the betrothal in the newspaper only served to strengthen Jemima’s resolve about escaping this life she had been trapped into. Her name beside Lord Beaurgant’s made her feel sick to her stomach, knowing that everyone would read it and know that she was to wed this vile creature. She had tried to speak with her father again, about the situation, but he would not hear her complaints. For three days, he had avoided her.

      

      If he will not see reason, then he has left me with no choice.

      

      She swung her legs over the edge of her bed and lit a candle. Truly, she had hoped that there might be another way to fix this, one that did not require her to abandon everything. But, if her father would not listen, and her mother only sought to obey the Duke, then what other option did she have? She had to take her future into her own hands, or risk it being torn to pieces by Lord Beaurgant.

      

      With her heart set on fleeing, she began to put her plan into motion. Glancing out of the window of her bedchamber, she saw that it was not yet dawn.

      

      Perfect.

      

      Throwing on her housecoat, she crept out of the room and tiptoed across the landing, keeping her ears pricked for the sound of anyone who might spot her. It was too early for the house to be awake, though she kept jolting at the sight of shifting shadows.

      

      The last thing she wanted was to be caught in the act of preparing her escape, for she did not know what her father might be capable of. Would he lock her away until her wedding day? Would he keep her prisoner in her own home? She could not risk it.

      

      Tread carefully.

      

      Reaching the bottom of the winding staircase, she slipped down one of the narrow servants’ hallways and headed out into the bitter cold of the early morning, making towards the stone outhouse across the rear courtyard. This was where the laundry was housed, and she could smell the familiar scent of the soap and the starch as she approached the doorway.

      

      She froze as she heard voices echoing across the courtyard. If anyone came through the open entrance at the far side, they would see her, a figure in the dusky twilight of dawn. With panic rising up her throat, she darted towards the side of the building and snuck down the cramped alley between the laundry and the storage sheds beside it. Crouching low, she watched two figures cross the yard ahead.

      

      “A wedding will be good for her,” a feminine voice said.

      

      “That’s what all you girls think,” a masculine voice replied. “You think marriage solves everything, but it’s only the start of a fella’s worries. I suppose, if she don’t give him what he wants, he can always take a mistress though, eh?”

      

      “Eddie, you can’t say things like that!” The young woman giggled. Jemima recognized her as one of the scullery maids—a pretty, waif-like creature called Anna. As for Eddie, he was well-known amongst the staff as being something of a rogue. Even Jemima had heard the tales of his romantic endeavors, though they had always shocked her. He worked in the stables, and was very handsome, with a silver tongue that could charm or lash, depending on his mood.

      

      “Why not? There ain’t nobody here to hear me.”

      

      “You’re already on your final warning, Eddie. You don’t want to risk your job, saying things like that.”

      

      Eddie grinned. “It’s only the truth, Anna. She’ll be in for the surprise of her life when it comes to their wedding night.”

      

      Anna shoved him roughly in the arm. “Quiet yourself, before you get us both in trouble!”

      

      “Ah, don’t act all coy. You know what I’m talking about.”

      

      Jemima clamped her hand over her mouth in alarm as Eddie seized Anna about the waist and pushed her over to the laundry. They were so close to where she was hiding, that if he so much as looked over Anna’s shoulder, he would see her crouched down. She sank as low as she could, desperate not to be seen.

      

      Not that she needed to worry. Eddie’s attentions were solely focused on Anna, who squirmed playfully beneath his grasp. Jemima couldn’t help but look as Eddie leaned closer to Anna and kissed her full on the lips. She seemed to melt into his embrace as he kissed her more deeply, his hands sliding up her waist and across the rise of her bosom. Anna whimpered at his touch, her body pressed to his.

      

      I should not be watching this.

      

      Jemima tried to look away, but Anna’s sharp breaths drew her attention back. Eddie’s hand slid up Anna’s thigh, disappearing beneath the hem of her skirts. She gasped and bucked against him, a smirk appearing on his lips as his forearm moved slowly back and forth.

      

      What is he doing to her?

      

      Jemima had no idea this sort of thing went on between the staff, and she did not know what to make of it.

      

      Whatever he was doing, Anna seemed to be enjoying it. Indeed, though she felt somewhat disgraced by watching, Jemima could not deny the sudden tugging sensation that she felt, deep in her abdomen. It was almost as though Eddie’s hands were upon her, instead, and she was feeling the bliss that Anna was experiencing.

      

      Jemima’s eyes widened as Eddie reached down and began to unbutton his trousers. For the first time in her life, Jemima saw the faint outline of a man’s excited protrusion. It was mostly hidden by the shadows of the dark morning, and the rustle of Anna’s skirts, but she had caught a glimpse. To her surprise, it had not been as startling as she had imagined. Instead, it brought her a shiver of excitement, causing her to wonder what such a thing might feel like.

      

      “We can’t,” Anna gasped, as she pushed Eddie away.

      

      “Why not? There’s no one here.” He leaned in and kissed her neck, delving back beneath her skirts.

      

      “I can’t lose my job, Eddie. Nor am I going to risk a child for the sake of one night.”

      

      “I’ll be careful.”

      

      “Eddie, I said no.” Anna pushed him back again.

      

      His eyes narrowed. “See, I knew you were just a tease. All the lads said you were. I told them you were different, but I guess not.” He buttoned his trousers back up and stepped away. “Let me know when you feel a little bolder, eh?”

      

      Casting her a nasty smirk, he walked away into the darkness, leaving Anna alone by the laundry. Jemima watched him leave, furious that a man could be so cruel when it came to a young woman’s honor. She had half a mind to stalk after him and ask him what he thought he was doing, but she could not risk giving up her hiding place and revealing her antics.

      

      Turning her focus towards Anna, her heart sank as she heard the telltale snuffle of someone crying. Once again, she wished she could emerge from her hiding place to comfort the poor girl, but she had to stay put if she wanted to save herself from Lord Beaurgant. Now that she had witnessed some semblance of a couple’s intimacy, she was even more convinced that she never wished to be in such a situation with the Marquess.

      

      If she were to discover a gentleman whom she adored, then it might be a different story, but she did not want to experience the Marquess’ excitement. No, she wanted to save herself for a worthy partner, for whom it would be more than just a primordial urge. The sort of gentleman who could inspire desire in her, instead of fear.

      

      I am sorry, Anna. As selfish as it seemed, she could not do a single thing to help the girl.

      

      A few moments later, Anna brushed the tears from her eyes and walked away from the laundry. Even so, Jemima waited a while longer before emerging from the shadows of her hiding place. She scoured the courtyard, just to be sure that the two figures had truly gone. Once she was certain she was alone, she heaved out a sigh of relief and confusion.

      

      So, that is how the other half may live?

      

      They had a freedom that she did not, though the risks for young ladies were the same, regardless of station. And yet, she envied Anna. To be able to walk in secret with a gentleman she desired would have been a wondrous thing, indeed. There was no social etiquette required, between two people walking alone together.

      

      Moreover, the way that Anna had responded to Eddie had awakened something inside of her. She had not known that such passion could exist, beyond what she had read in stories. To be kissed with such fervor, and to lose oneself entirely to another person…that seemed all the more enchanting and mysterious, when ensconced in the idea of true love. She was not naïve enough to believe that Anna and Eddie loved one another, but they certainly enjoyed a passion for one another.

      

      Concentrate! She scolded herself inwardly, as she hurried towards the door of the laundry. She could not waste time on daydreams, not if she was to make it out of here before the sun rose again.

      

      Slipping through the door, she headed for a pile of freshly laundered clothes that lay on the table in the far corner. It was hard to see, in the lurking gloom, but her fingertips searched the stack for what she needed. She smiled as her hands closed around two shirts, which belonged to the lower echelons of the male serving staff. They were coarse and loose, which was just what she required.

      

      Next, she took up a pair of trousers and braces, and a woolen waistcoat, before bundling everything under her arm and racing back out of the laundry. She had already acquired a pair of boots that she might wear, after snatching some from the stables the previous evening. They were slightly too big for her, but it was nothing that a bit of stuffing could not fix.

      

      Indeed, she had left it all until the last moment, more or less, in the hopes that she would arouse less suspicion. There would likely be some comments about the missing clothes when the rest of the staff awoke, but they would not dare to mention it to the Duke or Duchess, for fear of being held personally responsible.

      

      Feeling cheered, and bristling with anticipation, Jemima slunk back into the house and made her way back to her bedchamber. All the while, she kept one eye over her shoulder, making sure she had not been seen. Reaching her room, she stowed the clothes away in a trunk at the foot of her bed, hiding the items beneath layers of thick blankets.

      

      There, they would remain, until the sun set on this day, and Jemima donned them for her escape. By this time tomorrow, she would no longer be trapped within the walls of Cowden Manor. Instead, she would be out on the open road, heading for water, and the new lands beyond where nobody would know her name.

      

      There was only one problem—how would she make it through the day without giving herself away?

      

      The anticipation was palpable, to the point where she could almost hear her heart pounding in her chest. She prayed that she would not reveal herself before she had the chance to run. All she had to do was make it to nighttime, and then the world would go from a closed shell to a glistening oyster of possibility.

      

      I must play my part or fail, that is all there is to it.
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      “Does she seem peculiar to you today, my darling?” Andrew asked, turning to his wife. They were sitting in the drawing room after a pleasant dinner of roasted pheasant, digesting the meal with a snifter of brandy before the late hour took them to bed.

      

      Jemima sat on the opposite side of the room, flipping absently through a book as she tapped her foot anxiously against the floor. It was the first time that they had been in the same room together for longer than a few moments, after the news had been given about her betrothal to Lord Beaurgant. Andrew hated to see his daughter in a state of distress, but he knew it would be for the best.

      

      Leonora frowned. “She is always peculiar, Dear.”

      

      “But she has said barely a word to either of us since we sat down to dinner.”

      

      “As I have said, she still needs some time to come to terms with the plans we have made for her,” Leonora replied, seemingly unperturbed. “It is no easy thing for a young lady, to be told whom she is to marry. But she will be happy enough with Lord Beaurgant. And, if she is not, she will find contentment when children come along.”

      

      Andrew tapped his fingertip to his chin. “Was it so for you, prior to our wedding?” He realized he had never asked her about her feelings surrounding their union, for it had never occurred to him to do so. He had always been a dutiful son, and so he had not balked when he had been informed of his marriage to her. He had accepted it, and looked forward to it, as any good son ought to do.

      

      Truthfully, it had been a welcome surprise when he had discovered that she was beautiful and amusing and intelligent, as well as coming from a good family. Not all gentlemen were as fortunate, when it came to arranged unions. And they had been happy these twenty years. Have we not? He realized he had never thought to ask her about that subject, either.

      

      “I was scared out of my wits,” Leonora admitted, with a shy smile. “But it all turned out well, in the end. You were more handsome than I thought you would be, and you were kind and gentle, too. It was only after we were wed that I realized I had nothing to be scared of.”

      

      “And we have been happy, you and I?”

      

      “Whatever has come over you, Darling?” She looked up at him with curiosity.

      

      “I wonder…I wonder if I may have been too hasty in accepting the Marquess’ proposal.” He paused. “Jemima has not been herself, and I do so hate to see her like this. Perhaps we were too quick to accept the first offer. Perhaps there is greater potential in her, if we can just get her to behave with a little more decorum.”

      

      Leonora smiled. “Jemima is as she has always been. She will not change, not until she has true responsibilities to consider. I know she is fearful, but that will fade with time, as all things do.”

      

      “So, you think we are making the right decision?”

      

      “That is entirely up to you, Darling. If you think she has greater potential, then it is within your power to break this engagement before it has properly taken hold. I wish to see her happy and secured in a prosperous future, and that is all.”

      

      Andrew took a sip of his drink. “You did not answer me, before.”

      

      “If we have been happy?”

      

      Andrew nodded.

      

      “Certainly, we have.” Leonora looked uncertain for a moment, which worried Andrew. “We have been excellent companions these twenty years, and we have a beautiful daughter to show for it. I am somewhat regretful that I could not produce a son and heir, but we must take God’s gifts as they come to us.”

      

      He glanced into his drink, watching the amber liquid swirl around the crystal. “And we love one another, do we not?”

      

      Again, Leonora looked perplexed. “Certainly,” was all she replied.

      

      “Would you have married for love, if you could have done?” He was desperate to know, for he was starting to doubt himself. He knew that his daughter would be content enough if she were to wed the Marquess, but he could not help feeling a lingering guilt about his part in this. Was he stealing away her hope for a greater gentleman? One she might truly love?

      

      In all his years, love had never seemed all that important to him. It was an intangible concept that he simply did not believe in. Or, at least, he thought he did not. It was the stuff of fairytales and nonsense. And yet, if there was a chance of it being real for Jemima, could he really snatch that away from her by forcing her into a union with the Marquess? He had always presumed that Leonora loved him, but her hesitation caused him to rethink.

      

      “What does all of that matter now, my dear?” Leonora said softly. “You have imbibed too much, methinks.”

      

      “Answer me,” he replied, his tone sharper than he had intended.

      

      Leonora sighed. “I suppose, once upon a time, I might have liked to have married for love. But I knew that was not going to be a possibility for me. It was a silly idea that I had in my young head. When I was told of my marriage to you, I realized that honor and duty came before any silly dreams. And our union has created a marvelous affection, when all is said and done.”

      

      A marvelous affection?

      

      He had been certain they felt more for one another, but now he was not so sure. Slowly, he turned his gaze towards his daughter, feeling a pang in his heart as he observed her sad face.

      

      “If you show weakness now, she will never accept any gentleman of means. You realize that?” Leonora said, following her husband’s gaze. “We cannot afford for her to cause a scandal of any kind. She is already walking a very fine line between what is proper and what is not.”

      

      Andrew sank into his chair. “I must be firm in my decision.”

      

      “It will be for the best,” Leonora encouraged.

      

      “Yes…yes, you are quite right.” He took another deep drink of his brandy, wishing the doubts in his mind would go away. If he broke off the engagement between Jemima and the Marquess now, there was every chance that it would mar her reputation even further. And there were no assurances that another offer would be made by a gentleman of higher station.

      

      “I think I will retire to my chambers,” Jemima said suddenly, rising from her chair.

      

      Andrew nodded. “Goodnight, Darling.”

      

      “Yes, goodnight. Sleep well,” Leonora added.

      

      Jemima gave no reply as she made her way out of the room, her shoulders slumped with misery. Andrew almost called her back, to tell her that she would no longer be required to marry the Marquess, but he could not get the words to come out. It was too late for that, now.

      

      I have made my choice. Now, I must live with the consequences, and pray that she is happy. If she was not, he knew it would eat him alive.
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        * * *

      

      Jemima waited until the house settled into silence, before walking to her vanity and sitting down. She could not risk being discovered, so she had waited until everyone had retired for the night. Pulling open the top drawer, she removed a sharp knife that she had stolen from the kitchen that morning. It glinted in the candlelight as she brought it up to the tendrils of her long, dark hair.

      

      Holding the thick strands firmly in one hand, and squeezing her eyes shut, she sliced the blade through her beautiful hair. There was some resistance at first, before the large clump fell away into her hands with a sickening tear. Opening her eyes, she stared at the shorn locks for a moment, before dumping them in the still-open drawer. She did not want to leave any evidence behind.

      

      Glancing at her reflection, she did not look much different. But she soon would. Taking another section of her hair in her hand and pulling it taut, she began to make her way around her head, sawing away the strands that she had spent all these years growing and brushing and tending to with such care. It felt wrong, somehow, but it was necessary.

      

      Ten minutes later, she looked at her reflection again, hardly recognizing the person staring back. She had cut her hair as close to her scalp as she could, but there were some tufts that were longer, the crop not exactly uniform.

      

      Not that it mattered too much. She had acquired a woolen flat cap to cover her head, but if she had left her hair long, she would have increased the risk of being found out by people she met on the road to freedom.

      

      With her hair cut and the evidence stowed away in the top drawer, she got up and moved across to the trunk at the foot of her bed. She lifted the lid quietly and took out the blankets, before grasping at the clothes beneath and throwing them onto the bed. Removing her nightdress, she reached back into the trunk and took out the torn strips of bedsheets that she had made. Picking them up, she stepped back in front of the looking glass and began to bind her breasts.

      

      It felt strange to see herself like this, naked and short-haired. The contours of her body were still womanly, but the torn sheets were doing a good job at hiding the swell of her bosom. Even so, it hurt somewhat, to force them down and flatten them out. Her breath caught in her throat as she tied the first layer into place, believing a corset would be preferable to this restraint.

      

      Through five layers of fabric, she bound her chest until it had given her the more masculine silhouette she was aiming for. Satisfied, she hurried over to the bed and put on the clothes she had stolen. The loose shirt helped to mask her curvaceous figure, and the boxy trousers gave no hint of feminine legs, whilst the waistcoat and the flat cap completed the transformation. Dragging the boots out from under her bed, she laced them up quickly.

      

      When she was done, she took one last look at herself. Even to her untrained eyes, she knew she had made a success of it. Anyone who passed her in the street would think she was a young man from the nearby town, and as long as she did not speak too much, she was confident that she would not give herself away.

      

      Smiling with triumph and excitement, and forcing down the acidic bile of fear that was rising up her throat, she plucked up a satchel that she had taken from the stables and shoved the remaining shirt inside. Next, she took some money from her dresser and placed it inside, along with several pieces of jewelry that she knew she could sell if she had to.

      

      This is really happening.

      

      She had to pinch herself, to be sure she was not in the midst of a strange dream. Throwing the satchel across her body, she made towards the door. She had contemplated leaving a note for her mother and father, to detail her reasons for doing this, but she supposed they would already know why. And, besides, she did not wish to give them any accidental indication as to where she might be running to.

      

      However, as she reached the door, she found herself pulled back in the direction of her bureau. She was furious with her parents, but she did not have the heart to leave without a single word.

      

      Grasping for her quill and ink, she began to write:

      

      Dear Mother and Father,

      

      I am sorry if this causes you distress, but this is something I must do for the sake of my sanity, and of my future. I have gone, and I do not intend to return. Please, do not attempt to find me. I know you will find it hard to forgive me for these actions, but I hope you may understand why I have done this, in time. I do not wish to upset either of you. Just know that I am safe, and that I will be well, wherever I am.

      

      I love you both dearly. I am sorry that we could not discover another way to resolve this. I hope you will find it in your hearts to forgive me, one day.

      

      Yours Affectionately,

      

      Jemima.

      

      She hurriedly put the quill and ink back in their places, and left the letter out on the desk, where it would be easily discovered. Casting one last look at it, and struggling against the doubt in her heart, she took off across the room and slipped out of the door. She scanned the landing, to make sure nobody was awake, before edging along and creeping down the staircase to the entrance hall.

      

      There, she closed her eyes and breathed in the familiar scent of home for the very last time, before urging one foot in front of the other. Opening the main door, she let herself out into the bitterly cold night, and closed it behind her. She did not look back as she made her way up the drive, knowing that she would lose her nerve if she did.

      

      Instead, she pressed on, until she reached the road at the top of the driveway. There, acclimatizing to her surroundings, she set off towards the town, where she knew she would find the stagecoach waiting. She had double-checked the times with the staff, by asking vague questions, and knew it would be there to take her to her next destination.

      

      She had made this walk countless times before, though never in the dead of night. As she made her way along the countryside road, she could not help but start and shiver at the eerie sounds, coming from the woodland that bordered the road. An owl hooted from one of the branches, a flash of yellow eyes making her pulse quicken in panic.

      

      Even with a full moon casting its silvery glow upon the world beneath, Jemima could barely see her own hand in front of her face. All she had to go by were the echoes of her boots on the hard-packed ground. That, and the flickering lights along the road, coming from the windows of cottages, her eyes diligently trailing them like will-o’-the-wisps in a treacherous marsh.

      

      Half-an-hour later, she found herself on the edge of Borrowdale—the closest town to Cowden Manor. Steeling herself, she dipped the peak of her cap lower over her face, in case someone happened to recognize her features. However, there did not seem to be too many people about, with it being well past midnight. At that present moment, there was only the stagecoach and its driver, patiently awaiting passengers.

      

      Clearing her throat, Jemima approached the driver. “Might I buy passage to Westport?” She lowered her voice, trying to make it as gravelly as possible.

      

      “Aye, that’s the last stop on this route.”

      

      “Will this cover the journey?” She handed him a few coins, which he took eagerly.

      

      “I should say so,” he replied, with a toothless grin.

      

      “Do you know what time we will arrive?”

      

      The driver shrugged. “It’ll be a few hours.”

      

      “Thank you.”

      

      “You got any luggage?”

      

      Jemima shook her head. “No, it’s just me.”

      

      “Right you are. Well, hop aboard. I don’t reckon there’ll be many others tonight, though we’ll wait awhile before we set off.”

      

      “Very good.” Jemima walked to the side of the stagecoach and clambered into the stuffy interior, finding it empty of other passengers. She was grateful for that, for the fewer people who saw her near here, the better. However, she did not like the idea of them waiting too long for potential passengers.

      

      Her mind kept leaping towards terrible scenarios: one of the maids finding the letter and sounding the alarm, resulting in her capture before she had even departed. Or, someone having seen her slip away from the house, who might have followed her in an attempt to apprehend her.

      

      So, it was a welcome relief when she heard the driver snap the reins and felt the jolt of the carriage as it lurched forwards. Only then did she allow herself to sit back on the leather squabs and contemplate the brave new world she was about to enter.

      

      In all of her nineteen years, the farthest place she had been to was London. And, now, she was planning to find a vessel that might take her far away from England itself, and everything she had ever known. It was her only hope. If she tried to hide away here, on familiar soil, she knew it would only be a matter of time before she was caught.

      

      Out there on the open sea, however, no one would find her. And no one would drag her back to marry Lord Beaurgant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      Jemima gaped at the harbor as the stagecoach pulled to a halt, her senses overwhelmed by the sounds and sights and smells that bombarded her as she alighted. She had always adored the seaside, but this was something else entirely. It was not yet dawn, and already there were countless people rushing around, going about their daily business.

      

      The journey from Borrowdale had taken hours and had gone by without any trouble. There had been a few other passengers getting on and off throughout, but none of them had paid Jemima any mind. To them, she was just another young man on the road. As long as she kept to herself, she was of no concern.

      

      She withdrew into herself as a cluster of sailors passed, laughing and joking with one another.

      

      “Three months away from yer new bride. Ye sure ye won’t come back to find that she’s run off with some farmer’s lad?” one teased.

      

      “She loves me. ‘Course she won’t.” The subject of the teasing shoved the first sailor in the arm, an amused smirk on his face.

      

      “Not that it’ll stop you from indulging in the local cuisine, right?” the third sailor said, with a wink.

      

      “I’m a married man now, lads. I won’t be indulgin’ in aught,” the second man insisted.

      

      “You’ve changed,” the first muttered.

      

      “Ah, come on, we’ll have barely passed out of the Channel before he changes his mind.” The third chuckled, as he slapped his friend on the back.

      

      Jemima gathered her senses, knowing she had to move fast. “Excuse me?”

      

      The three men turned to look at her. “You talkin’ to us, lad?”

      

      Lad…

      

      She felt pleased that she had fooled them, though she continued to keep her voice as low as possible. It was still very dark, and the shadows were working in her favor. She had to get on one of these ships before broad daylight started to arouse suspicions.

      

      “Are you sailing this morning?” Jemima asked.

      

      “What if we are?” the first man replied tersely.

      

      “Calm down, Harry. The lad’s probably just looking for some work,” the second man interjected.

      

      “Yeah, and what concern’s that to us?”

      

      Jemima would not be deterred. “I was hoping to get on board one of these ships, soon as possible.”

      

      “We’re with the Evening Star,” the second man said. “The name’s John. This brute is Harry. And this is Ben.” He gestured to the two men at either side of him. Harry was the curt one, who stood over six-feet and was built like a beanpole. Ben, on the other hand, was as wide as he was short, with a barrel chest and thinning black hair. Meanwhile, John was tall and broad, with a friendly face and cropped hair.

      

      “My name is…uh, Andrew. Andrew Barton.” She had forgotten to think of a first name, though she had worked hard on a surname, and the first one to come to her was her father’s. She could have slapped herself for being so silly, but she had said it now. If she tried to change it, they would think her strange.

      

      “Ben, you were complainin’ about not havin’ help,” John prompted.

      

      Ben frowned. “Can ye cook?”

      

      “I know some things,” she replied. It wasn’t a complete lie. She had watched the cooks in the kitchen often enough. Besides, she just needed to get onto the ship. She could figure the rest out later.

      

      “Can ye peel vegetables?”

      

      Jemima nodded. “As many as you want.”

      

      “Ye can fetch an’ carry?”

      

      “Certainly.”

      

      Ben smiled. “You speak awful fancy fer a cook’s assistant. Where are ye from?”

      

      “Yorkshire,” she lied. “I was a steward’s son. I was always around the children of a Duke. I guess it made a lasting impression.”

      

      “Can ye work hard?” Ben pressed.

      

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      

      “Can ye work hard fer hardly any pay?”

      

      “Yes.”

      

      Harry leered at me. “He’s probably on the run.”

      

      Ben shot him a cold look. “So what? So was you, when ye first started. Ye probably still are, they just can’t be bothered catchin’ ye.”

      

      “Ye might be right there.” Harry laughed.

      

      “Ye goin’ to cause any trouble?” Ben turned back to Jemima.

      

      She shook her head. “None.”

      

      “I’ll have to clear it with the Captain, but he said I could take on a lad if I could find someone,” Ben said, in thought. “It won’t be easy. Ye sure ye want to do this?”

      

      “Absolutely sure,” she replied.

      

      “We’re sailin’ in an hour. Ye got anyone ye need to say yer goodbyes to?”

      

      Jemima shook her head. “I don’t have any family.” She tried to contract her words to fit the timbre of these sailors, her voice gravelly in her throat. Saying that she had no family made her stomach churn and her chest grip. The moment she set sail from England, that would become true. As soon as they discovered what she had done, they would rue the day they had ever brought her into this world.

      

      I am sorry…

      

      She meant it, but that did not mean she wished to turn tail and run back home. She had come too far for that now, and untold adventures awaited her beyond the twilight horizon. Adventures that would keep her far from the institution of marriage, and the arrangements that had been made for her.

      

      “Right then, if ye come with us, we’ll find the Captain an’ see what he has to say.” Ben waved his hand towards the harbor and started to walk in that direction. Obediently, Jemima hurried after him, not wanting to get left behind. Not now—she was so close to making her escape.
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        * * *

      

      Simon rubbed his weary eyes as he stepped down from the carriage and drank in the salty breeze that swept up from the ocean beyond. It was not yet dawn, but there was already a great deal of hustle and bustle going on in the harbor below. Fishing boats were coming in, and women waited patiently on the docks for the morning’s catch. He peered across the gloom and spied his own ship, docked on the far-left of the wharf.

      

      Pulling the collar of his coat tighter to his chin, he thanked the driver and made his way down to the Evening Star, where he was greeted by Captain McMorrow. All around, Simon listened to the comforting clamor of the harbor, and the cries of wives as they called for the best produce.

      

      “Them bass for me!” one bellowed.

      

      “And I’ll take yer cod!” a second shouted, above the less-powerful voices.

      

      “You had me worried there,” James McMorrow said, with a smile.

      

      Simon smiled. “You thought I would not return?”

      

      “You don’t usually leave it so late. Was everything well at your estate?”

      

      Simon nodded. “Everything is as it should be. Are we ready to depart?”

      

      “We certainly are.”

      

      “And all of the silks were sold?”

      

      “They went within the first hour, as I promised they would.”

      

      Simon sighed with relief. “That is good news.”

      

      “The spices sold even quicker. There were a lot of traders from London this time, and it would appear you’ve made quite the name for yourself. They know your product is good. They wanted all they could get their hands on.”

      

      “I am glad of that.” Simon watched as the sailors boarded the Evening Star, though his eye was caught by a strange figure trailing Ben Ford, the ship’s cook. He knew the men who sailed with him, and he did not recognize this young fellow. “Did we take on new men?”

      

      James nodded. “Ben was in need of an assistant, and he found a young man wandering on the harbor, looking for work. He seemed like a nice enough fellow. Quiet, no trouble.”

      

      “I hope this assistant is not too costly?”

      

      “Not at all.”

      

      Simon smiled. “Good.”

      

      “Shall we, then?” James nodded at the ship.

      

      “No time like the present.” Simon tucked his hands into his pockets, to keep out the biting cold, as he walked along the wharf and up the gangway to the Evening Star’s top deck. There, he noticed the new recruit lingering awkwardly beside Ben, fidgeting with the peak of his cap. He looked much too fresh to be a seasoned sailor, but that did not worry Simon greatly. Everyone had to start somewhere.

      

      And yet, there was something about this new arrival that perturbed him. He could not put his finger on the reason for his discomfort. There was nothing too strange about him—he was tall and slim, and seemed to be dressed in decent clothes. No, it was something in the way he moved. The young man seemed rather effeminate, as if he were not quite at home in his body.

      

      A runaway, perhaps?

      

      Simon eyed him closer. As if sensing a gaze upon him, the new arrival turned and met Simon’s stare, before quickly lowering his eyes again. In the dim light, Simon had only caught a glimpse of the young man’s features, but he had seen enough. They looked much too fresh for a man who was about to enter into hard labor.

      

      Well, he will find that freshness abandoning him soon enough.

      

      Life at sea was difficult, even for someone like him, who did not have to endure the same hardships as his men. It either broke a man or built him up, and Simon was curious to find out what it might do to this recruit.

      

      With that, he bid a farewell to James and headed towards his private quarters, at the stern of the deck. As he walked, he could not rid himself of the young man’s face. Nor could he figure out what was troubling him so deeply.

      

      Who are you? How have you come to be here, with your smooth hands and innocent face? He was almost certain that this young man had never worked a day in his life, so what on earth had brought him to the Evening Star?

      

      As he entered his quarters, he reasoned that he would have three months at sea to find out.
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      Three days had passed upon the Evening Star, and Jemima’s hands were raw from the endless peeling of carrots and turnips, and the salty water that everything seemed to be steeped in. Her palms were blistered from gripping the handle of the knife, endlessly drawing it up and down the vegetables that Ben has instructed her to prepare.

      

      Ben himself was kind enough, his bark far worse than his bite. He liked to sing whilst he cooked, and he had a charming voice that soothed Jemima, reminding her of Sunday church services with her family. She’d had to come up with an excuse about the tears in her eyes, when Ben had caught her becoming emotional at the fond memory. The onions had ended up taking the blame, and Ben appeared to have understood.

      

      Life in the kitchen was just as difficult as Ben had warned her it would be, but there was a peace and quietude to the location that she felt grateful for. It was tucked away below decks, and nobody bothered her or Ben there, whilst they were at work. Now and again, one of the sailors would come in, begging for something to eat, but otherwise, they were left to their own devices.

      

      Her accommodation was also something of a godsend. Being a last-minute addition to the crew, there had been nowhere in the main cabins for her to sleep. And so, Ben had told her that she could make a bed for herself in one of the empty cabinets at the far end of the galley.

      

      Here, she did not have to worry about anyone discovering her true identity, for it was almost entirely private. She just had to be careful how she would behave in the mornings, before Ben arrived to continue his duties. She would have to make sure that her chest was bound and her clothes were properly arranged before he entered the room.

      

      However, sleep had proven impossible that evening. Restless with all of the thoughts that raced through her mind—of home, of her parents, of their distress at finding her gone—she had given up on drifting off and found her way up to the top deck. There, she gazed out on the calm waters of the ocean as they sailed towards the coast of Spain for their first stop on the voyage.

      

      As the icy wind whipped at her face, nipping her cheeks, she felt the tears come. She had suppressed them for so long, but they would not be ignored anymore. She glanced around her, to make sure nobody was watching her, before she reached up and brushed the tears from her cheeks.

      

      There was no way back now. She had taken this step, and now she had to endure it, no matter what happened.

      

      Forgive me.

      

      Upon leaving Cowden Manor, she had given very little thought to the impact her departure would have upon her family. She had known they would be disappointed, but she had entirely neglected the idea that they might be sad, too. They would have discovered her absence by now, and she knew there would be some guilt on her father’s part. He was not a bad man, by any means. He had simply made a bad choice.

      

      And now you have lost me.

      

      “Penny for yer thoughts.”

      

      Jemima turned to find Harry approaching. He had a blanket about his shoulders, to keep out the chill of the evening. Jemima wished she had thought to do the same, for her body was already trembling against the cold, her teeth beginning to chatter. It was beautiful out here, but the winds were brutal. She realized she still had much to learn about life at sea.

      

      “I was merely taking a walk,” she replied, putting on her husky voice.

      

      “Are ye havin’ trouble sleepin’?”

      

      “A little.”

      

      “Yer ain’t used to harsh conditions, are ye?” Harry smirked, as if he knew something she did not. It troubled her, for she was unaccustomed to being so informal with men of any kind. She knew she had to continue to play up to the role of Andrew Barton, but that did not make it any easier. A lifetime of behaving a certain way was difficult to shake off.

      

      “It will just take me some time to settle, that is all.” She kept her gaze on the horizon, determined to keep some semblance of distance between them. Harry, on the other hand, seemed to have other ideas. He stood closer to her, his shoulder almost touching hers.

      

      “Where did ye say ye was from again?” That smirk lingered on his lips.

      

      “Yorkshire.”

      

      “Whereabouts? I’ve family from there.”

      

      Jemima cleared her throat. “Close to York.”

      

      “Ye don’t sound as if yer are.”

      

      “I already explained. I spent a great deal of time with the children of a Duke, which is why I speak in the manner that I do,” she said, a grip of anxiety clamping down on her chest.

      

      “See, I don’t think that’s true.” Harry chuckled with menace. “I’ve been watchin’ ye, Andrew. And I’ve seen a couple of things that are makin’ me wonder.”

      

      “Wonder what?”

      

      “Whether yer are what yer appear to be,” he replied, leaning closer.

      

      She tried not to show her nerves. “I do not follow?”

      

      “Ye don’t talk like a man, and ye don’t behave like a man. And yer face is as smooth as a newborn babe. Them hands of yours certainly don’t belong to any man I’ve ever seen, neither. They’re much too soft and slender.” Jemima could feel his eyes upon her. “So, why don’t ye tell me who ye really are?”

      

      Jemima gripped the bulwark. “I am Andrew Barton, as I have said. My hands are soft because I used to work in a dairy. I am not used to hard labor, but I will learn. And, in time, I am sure my hands will become as coarse as yours. Now, if you will excuse me, I may attempt to sleep again.” She turned and walked away from Harry, terrified that he might try to follow her.

      

      To her surprise, he did not. All he did was lean up against the bulwark and watch her, smirking to himself.

      

      As soon as she was back below decks, Jemima broke into a sprint, racing back towards the kitchen in case Harry did pursue her. Their encounter had set her nerves on edge, for she did not know just how much he thought he knew. With them being only a day’s voyage from the cliffs of England, she was still too close to home. She could not risk being sent back, if it was discovered that she was, in fact, a woman.

      

      Closing the galley door behind her, she gasped for breath. Lurching forward, she pulled the bolt across, just to be sure that Harry could not gain entry. She realized how naïve she had been, thinking she could wander the ship as she pleased. This was no place for a lady of any sort, least of all one of her standing.

      

      How could I have been so foolish?

      

      Sailors were not known for their honorable behavior, and she had heard enough gossip from the scullery maids and chamber maids about the terrible behavior of such men. She had thought it to be nothing but scandalous hearsay, but now she was not so sure. The way Harry had looked at her had given her chills, as though he meant to do her some harm.

      

      I must be vigilant.

      

      Trying to push away the unpleasant feeling that trickled through her veins like syrup, she walked over to her makeshift bed beneath the kitchen cabinets and lay down on the blankets. Removing her cap, she pulled one of the blankets over her shivering body and stared up at the moldering roof of the recess.

      

      Despite knowing that England was but a day’s journey away, she had never felt so far away from home. This was her only chance for freedom, she knew that, but Harry had unnerved her and cast her into an unexpected turmoil of emotion. A nauseating ache twisted in her stomach.

      

      Is this what it feels like to be homesick?

      

      She did not know, for she had never experienced it before.

      

      “You must collect yourself,” she said aloud, balling her hands into fists. This was no time to give into cowardice. Yes, Harry had scared her, but it simply meant that she would have to be more cautious, going forward. All she had to do was keep to herself and stay out of the way of the other sailors, and she would be fine. Given her position here, in the galley, that would not be too difficult. At least, she hoped it would not be.

      

      As she continued to stare up at the patches of damp mold that had begun to grow on the underside of the cabinet, she felt the gentle roll and pitch of the ship beneath her. It ought to have been soothing, like a mother rocking a child to sleep. However, all Jemima could focus on were the sounds that permeated the creak and strain of the warped wood: the thud of boots overhead, the call of the night watch, the rumbling snores of distant sleepers.

      

      Her blood ran cold as she heard a much clearer sound, getting closer to the kitchen door. A solitary set of boots on the wooden planks, creeping along with slow stealth. She held her breath as they came to a stop right outside the door. If she turned her head, she could even see the shadows of a figure being cast through the crack in the bottom of the doorway. Someone was standing there, listening as she was.

      

      A soft rap echoed into the room. “I know yer in there.”

      

      Jemima pulled the edge of the blanket closer to her chin. If Harry managed to get inside the room, there would be nowhere for her to run. He would be blocking the only exit she had. She had never been so terrified in all her life. Her body felt like a lead weight, unable to move a muscle, while her limbs trembled in violent spasms. In that moment, she wondered if she had been the one to make a terrible mistake.

      

      What difference was there between Lord Beaurgant’s unwanted advances and the coarse behavior of this sailor? At least, back on dry land, her honor would have been protected by those closest to her, until she was forced to wed that vile specimen. Here, her innocence and her maidenhood were vulnerable—more vulnerable than she had realized, in deciding to escape this way.

      

      You fool. You silly, silly fool.

      

      If she cried out for help, would anyone even come to her aid? Would they put it down to a sailor’s hijinks, and leave her to her fate? They did not share the same suspicions as Harry, as far as she knew. They would not know that a young lady’s honor was at stake.

      

      A second knock echoed through the kitchen, pounding to the rapid beat of her heart. “I know you’re in there. Why don’t you let me in?” A harsh chuckle hissed in afterwards. She did not know if Harry would leave until she did as he asked, not that she planned on doing something so stupid.

      

      Pulling the blanket right over her face, she tried to focus on something else. Letting his frightening presence melt away, she homed in on the rushing sound of the ocean beneath the body of the ship, splashing up against the sides as they cut through the waves. She thought of Lord Beaurgant, and his obnoxious demeanor, and tried to convince herself that she had made the right decision.

      

      She would not allow herself to be sullied by any man. Even if she had to fight for her life, tooth and nail, she would do so to protect herself. Edging the blanket down over her face, she let her eyes fall upon the glinting kitchen knives that were lined up along the far workbench. Creeping out of her hiding place, she wandered over to the blades and picked up a medium-sized knife—the one she had been using all day to peel vegetables.

      

      Glowering at the door, she took the knife and carried it back to her bed, holding it at her side beneath several layers of thick blanket. There, if anyone tried to attack her, they would get a blade to the throat. The very idea made her shudder in disgust, but only she could defend her honor now. If she had to use the knife to do so, she would.

      

      She lay still in her bed and listened out for the sound of Harry, her hand resting on the handle of the blade. A few moments later, she heard him sigh and begin to walk away, his footsteps fading into the cacophony of the vessel. With every second that passed, she expected to hear his knock again. When it did not come, the tension in her body began to relax.

      

      Harry had gone, for now, but that did not mean that he would not return. In order to keep herself safe, she would have to stay in this room as much as possible, leaving only when it was absolutely necessary. There could be no more midnight walks, no more casual excursions through the belly of the ship, and no more naïve steps that might end in disaster.

      

      She had asked for this, and now she had to endure the consequences of her actions.

      

      Indeed, she wondered if this was what her father had meant by learning the meaning of responsibility. Now that responsibility was solely towards herself, and keeping her dignity intact throughout this voyage. Perhaps, when they reached a pleasant port town, she might disembark without anyone seeing, and start her new life in some foreign land. But, until then, she had to be bold and keep her wits about her.

      

      From now on, she would have to sleep with one eye open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Jemima kept her promise as three days turned into seven.

      

      She remained within the kitchen, leaving only to attend to her necessary ablutions. At night, when Ben retired to his cabin, she locked the door to the kitchen and hid away in her private recess beneath the cabinets. Each night, she expected to hear Harry return, but he did not.

      

      And yet, she refused to let her guard down. She would not make that mistake again.

      

      Having passed a week in the galley without further trouble, she started to feel the first niggles of claustrophobia. She could feel the ship rock, and hear the rushing waves, but she longed to feel the cool air on her face and drink in the salty tang that danced off the frothing teeth of the churning ocean.

      

      “When is the ship due to reach Spain?” Jemima asked, on the morning of their seventh day at sea. She was working her way through a fresh barrel of parsnips, the blisters on her palms beginning to harden into calluses. It still stung to grip the knife handle, but she had learned to ignore it.

      

      “Sometime today, by all accounts,” Ben replied. “Ye startin’ te get sick of this galley?”

      

      “I could do with some fresh air, that is all.” She had been waiting for the day that they would come into port once again, for she knew that the sailors would mostly spend that time on land, exploring the local amusements, Harry included. Without so many sailors on board, it would give her the opportunity to wander the ship at her leisure, with no fear of being approached.

      

      “Why don’t ye go up on deck now, then? Them parsnips can wait. I’ve hardly seen yer leave this place since ye came on board.” Ben smiled at her with a paternal kindness. “Ye frightened o’ the lads, or somethin’?”

      

      Jemima shrugged. “I do not think they care for me.”

      

      “That’s because they don’t know ye, and they won’t know ye if ye carry on bein’ a hermit down ‘ere, with me,” Ben replied. “Go on up, if yer want?”

      

      Jemima shook her head. “I think I will wait until we have docked in Spain. If we are due to sail into port today, then I can endure a while longer.”

      

      “Has someone said ought to you?” There was a hard edge to Ben’s voice that had not been there a moment ago.

      

      “No.”

      

      “Don’t you lie te me, Barton.”

      

      “I am not lying, I assure you. I have never been particularly good with making new acquaintances. I think it would be better if I waited until some of the sailors had departed for land, more for my own sake than anyone else’s.”

      

      Ben frowned. “Are ye sure someone hasn’t said somethin’ to ye? There are lads on board who like te tease an’ speak afore they think. If any of ‘em have said aught to you, you let me know and I’ll have a word. I’ll not have any bullyin’ going on, not on this ship.” He paused. “And, besides, yer a good lad. Ye work hard. Yer quiet. Ye don’t cause no trouble.”

      

      “Thank you, Ben.” Jemima dipped her head and returned to peeling parsnips, though she could feel Ben watching her as she worked. Even in the steamy heat of the kitchen, she always kept her cap upon her head, using the shadows of the peak to make her features harder to decipher.

      

      As long as she continued to work hard, and not cause a fuss, she hoped that would be enough to keep her secret. They would not be looking out for a young lady, but her enduring success relied upon her staying quiet and keeping her head down. If she could do that, then she might just survive this voyage.

      

      In truth, it was not quite what she had expected. She had hoped for adventure and freedom, but, being stuck in the kitchens, she could not even admire the passing seascapes. And she certainly did not feel free. Not yet, anyway.

      

      But that will come. Freedom will come, when I find the right town.

      

      She scraped the parsnip trimmings into a barrel and forced herself to focus on that thought.

      

      It has to.
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        * * *

      

      Peter paced the floor of the drawing room at Cowden Manor, his cheeks red with anger, his breath coming in furious gasps. He had been away on business for several days and had returned home to his estate to find a note waiting. In it, the news had been revealed that Lady Jemima had disappeared without a trace, and nobody could find her.

      

      He had ridden to Cowden Manor the instant he had read the letter and had arrived to find the estate in turmoil. Search parties were being organized, and the local constables were attempting to piece together a map of where she might have gone. They had been at this for seven days already, judging by the date on the note, and had yet to come up with anything. Peter could not understand what was taking them so long.

      

      “Lord Beaurgant, you received our letter at last?” The Duke of Cowden entered the drawing room, looking very ill indeed. His face was pale and drawn, with dark circles beneath his eyes. It did not look as if he had slept a wink in a single one of the past seven days.

      

      “I came as soon as I heard,” Peter replied. “I was away for some days, so I only received the note this morning.”

      

      “I did wonder what was keeping you.”

      

      “Have you made any progress?” Peter ignored the somewhat sly remark, choosing to focus on his runaway bride instead. After all, she could not have gotten. far. He did not think young ladies particularly intellectual in logical ways of thinking, and it seemed outrageous to him that she should have somehow outsmarted everyone.

      

      The Duke shook his head. “We have been sending out search parties each day, and we have sent word to all of our friends and families in as many towns and cities as we could think of. Alas, nobody has seen or heard from her. It is as though she has vanished into thin air.”

      

      “Did she leave a note of any kind?”

      

      “She did. It was a short note, written in haste. We cannot decipher anything from it, other than she has chosen to run away from her home.” The words caught in the Duke’s throat, a bitterly sad expression washing over his face. Peter could not abide weakness in others, and he did not think it proper that the Duke should be showing such emotion at a time like this.

      

      “She will be found, sir,” he urged. “She is to be my wife, and I will not stop until she has been safely returned. Are we certain there is no foul play involved?”

      

      The Duke nodded. “The constables do not think there is anything amiss. Apparently, they have seen such cases as this before, but they have assured me that the missing person is always found.”

      

      “Why do you think she ran? Did the letter say anything on that matter?” Peter had a feeling about it, but he wished to have it confirmed first. If she had absconded because of him, that would only make her capture more thrilling to him. Truly, he would pursue her to the very edges of this country if he had to. He would not be deterred, no matter where she went, or how fast and how far she tried to run.

      

      The Duke looked sheepish. “She did not say directly, but I believe it had something to do with your upcoming nuptials. She did not take the news well, and she has always been a rather headstrong young lady. I think this may be her way of rebelling against our decision, as she cannot see what is best for her. Certainly, if that is why she has run away, it only serves to highlight her irresponsible nature.”

      

      “I will bring her back to you, sir,” Peter promised. “I must speak with the constables, to see what they have learned. From there, I will scour all of the places that she might have visited. There has to be someone on the roads that has seen her pass by. She cannot have disappeared like a phantom in the night. It is not possible.”

      

      “I would be grateful for your assistance, Lord Beaurgant,” the Duke replied. “You see, this news has struck the Duchess in a rather dire manner. She collapsed two days ago, from the stress of it all. The physician was called, but he said there was nothing he can do. It is an affliction of the mind. She will not rise from her bed. She barely eats. I believe only the return of our daughter will cure her of this ailment.”

      

      “You have my aid, sir. I will do whatever I have to, in order to retrieve her. Not only for my sake, but for yours, and that of the Duchess. She will be revived of her ailment in due course, once Lady Jemima is found.” Peter gave a stiff bow and exited the room, heading for the driveway, where he had spotted the constables on his way into the house.

      

      He would get to the bottom of this, one way or another. Already, ideas were starting to circulate in his mind, as to where she might be. He had underestimated her, and no mistake. He had thought her to have the mind of any ordinary young lady, and he had been wrong. Lady Jemima was remarkable in every way, and her brain was no exception.

      

      You are an exceptional creature.

      

      He grinned at the prospect of her capture. Already, he anticipated the feeling of triumph. It would be like lining up the sight of his gun to the back of a fox’s head and pulling the trigger. There was no sensation like it, in this world. And he knew that trapping and capturing Lady Jemima would beat every single kill he had ever made in his blood-sports, for he would have her alive at the end of it.

      

      Although, that did not mean that she would be allowed to continue without repentance for what she had done. Once he did have her, he would ensure that she was suitably punished for running away. He would break her. He would make her obey.

      

      And he knew that would become the most remarkable sensation in all the world.
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      As the Evening Star sailed on towards its first port of call, which was due to be the Spanish port town of Cádiz, on almost the southernmost point of the exotic country, Simon called upon Captain McMorrow for a report.

      

      “Is everything well, My Lord?” James asked.

      

      Simon nodded. “I simply wanted a discussion about the crew and our current voyage. I have not seen that new fellow since he boarded. I trust he is settling in well, for you know I hate to have any trouble onboard my vessels?”

      

      “I have spoken with Ben, and he is pleased with the young man’s work. I don’t believe there’s any unrest, though I can look further into it, if you have some concerns?”

      

      Simon smiled. “No, I am happy to take your word for it—and Ben’s. He is a good man, though I cannot say the same for every sailor here.”

      

      “Unruliness runs in the veins of men of the sea, but I have always run a tight ship for you, My Lord. I do not plan to change that, anytime soon. If there is someone you have issue with, you must let me know.”

      

      “I do not, as such. I simply cannot afford any disruptions upon this voyage.”

      

      “There will not be any, My Lord. You may rely upon me for that.”

      

      Simon smiled. “Well, then, would you care to partake in some Port? I loathe to imbibe alone, and I have a taste for something sweet.”

      

      “I would never say no, My Lord. We may pause in Portugal, if you would like, so we may replenish our stores?” James flashed him a mischievous grin. “Faro is very nice at this time of year, and it is already on our current course.”

      

      “That sounds like an excellent plan, Captain.” Simon crossed to the far table and plucked up a half-empty decanter of rich, maroon Port. He poured two small glasses and brought them back over, handing one to James whilst both gentlemen took up their seats beside the wood-burning stove. It had become something of a tradition between the two of them, to sit and talk throughout the night, sipping a delicacy.

      

      “And our voyage is going well?” Simon asked, as he took his first sip. The warming, spicy liquid ran down his throat, soothing his tense muscles.

      

      “It is, My Lord,” James replied.

      

      “It has been such a long time since I visited Spain. I am rather looking forward to it.”

      

      “As am I, My Lord.”

      

      Simon settled into a comforting quietude, the conversation flowing easily. The two gentlemen were of such an acquaintanceship that they did not have to fill every silent moment with unnecessary words, saying only what they wished to. Here, Simon truly felt at peace, which was not an easy thing to find in the world he had come from.
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        * * *

      

      “Are ye sure naught’s the matter?” Ben turned to Jemima as he finished cleaning up the day’s pots and pans.

      

      Jemima nodded. “I am certain.”

      

      “Only, ye’ve been quieter than usual, which is sayin’ a lot. Ye don’t say much at all. Has someone threatened ye? I know what the lads ‘ere are like. They don’t always take fondly te new folk. They can be a little rough, especially if yer aren’t used to their ways.”

      

      “I am quite well, thank you,” Jemima insisted.

      

      “Well, if that changes, ye know ye can tell old Ben. I’ve got domain over these kitchens. If anyone tries to worry ye or gets in yer way, all yer have to do is say the word and I’ll protect ye.” He paused, offering her a kindly gaze. “Ye remind me of me own brother. He weren’t long for this world, but he were very like you. I wouldn’t want to see ought happen to ye.”

      

      “If anything happens, I will be sure to let you know.” Jemima smiled back, grateful to have an ally aboard this ship. Indeed, in the last few days, her evenings had been spent in a cold fear, but the daytimes were not so distressing. Working alongside Ben, she had found a sense of peace and purpose in her tasks. Tasks that made her temporarily forget the terrors that night would bring.

      

      “Then, I’ll be off.” Ben set down his apron and went to the door. “And remember, anything happens, ye tell me right away.”

      

      “I will.” Jemima longed to call him back and reveal the unsettling nightly visits that Harry continued to exact, but she could not. If she told Ben about Harry, then she would have to reveal the reasons why he had targeted her. Harry knew something about her. He did not know for certain what she was, but Jemima could guess at his suspicions. And she could not risk her true identity being discovered.

      

      However, as Ben left her alone in the kitchens, she started to wonder if she might be placing herself in even more danger by not admitting the truth. Perhaps, Ben would not tell a soul, if she implored his silence.

      

      But I cannot take such a chance.

      

      That realization kept coming back to her. Ben’s own employment would be under jeopardy if he knew a lady was working on board the Evening Star, and loyalty only went so far in such circumstances. And she could not ask Ben to risk his employment for her.

      

      She went to the door and locked it, before retreating to her cubby hole beneath the cabinets. She folded back the blankets, to make sure she still had the knife at her side. Comforted by its cold blade, stowed under her pillow, she gazed up at the moldy roof. She had come here to seek freedom, but doubts were beginning to creep in. Her honor was at stake here, threatened by Harry, and she did not know if that was worth evading Lord Beaurgant for. There were certain things that she knew she would not be able to endure.
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        * * *

      

      “Little pig, little pig, won’t you let me come in?” Jemima’s eyes flew open at the sound drifting in through the galley door. Harry had come to visit her again. She did not remember falling asleep, but darkness had crept into the kitchen. Night had fallen without her ever realizing it.

      

      She reached under her pillow and grasped for the blade, clutching it in her palm.

      

      “I know you’re in there,” Harry went on. “You can’t hide from me forever. One of these days, you’ll leave this door open, quite by accident, and I’ll finally get my answers.”

      

      No, you will not. I will never make such a mistake.

      

      “I will be waiting for that sweet evening.” Harry chuckled darkly. “You may count on that.”

      

      She listened to him walk away, but she could not settle. Perturbed, she slid out from her hiding place and went to the door, in order to double-check the lock. It held in place. Even so, that did not bring her much comfort. What if Harry was right? They were to be at sea for a lengthy while. What if, one evening, she did make an error?

      

      “I knew you’d come.” Harry’s voice, close to the door, made her leap back in fright. “I can hear you breathing in there.”

      

      Jemima staggered back against the workbench, clamping her hand over her mouth so he wouldn’t hear how ragged her breaths had become. She watched the handle turn as he tried to gain entry, but the lock held fast, keeping him out.

      

      “No matter, I can be very patient went I want to be,” Harry said. “And with such a mysterious morsel to uncover, I can wait the entirety of this voyage if I have to.”

      

      She heard him walk away again and stooped to make sure that he truly had gone. She could see no tell-tale shadow beneath the door, letting her know that he had actually departed this time. Collapsing onto the floor with her back against the workbench, she stared at the door, the knife still in her hand.

      

      She would stay here all night, if she had to, rather than risk Harry somehow finding a way in. If he did, he would have the sharp end of her blade to contend with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Peter rode directly to London, in the hopes of gaining some assistance in the search for his absent fiancée. Too many days had passed already, and he resented the idea that she had been granted such an excessive lead in escaping him.

      

      Not that he was too worried. He always got what he wanted, in the end. Regaining his bride was simply a matter of time and patience, which were attributes he had in spades.

      

      He had thought long and hard about where she might have disappeared to, but he had not come up with a suitable conclusion. However, he had some reason to believe she might have run away to this very city, to lose herself amongst the throngs of people who resided here.

      

      I will find you, Lady Jemima.

      

      He pressed on through the dirty streets, with clouds gathering overhead, scented with imminent rain. After half an hour of riding, he came to a halt outside Mivart’s Hotel. This would be his base of operations whilst he searched for his missing bride-to-be. For, if he had to wrangle her into submission, he at least desired to do so in comfort.

      

      Having the ostlers deal with his horse, he went inside the elegant townhouse to reserve chambers for himself. He was reasonably well-known in these parts, and the gentleman at reception greeted him with a cordial smile.

      

      “We have a suitable suite for you, My Lord,” he said.

      

      “Very good, thank you.” He took the proffered key and made his way up to the second floor of the building, moving along the hallway until he came to the given chambers. Letting himself in, he breathed in the clean scent of the room, and walked directly to the window. There, he pulled back the gauzy curtain and looked out upon the busy city.

      

      Are you here, Lady Jemima? Where are you hiding?

      

      He had already deciphered his plan of action, for he had acquired the names of several of Lady Jemima’s acquaintances who resided here. If anyone knew of Lady Jemima’s whereabouts, it would be them. He had only to persuade them of his urgency in discovering her.

      

      To his mind, ladies were fickle creatures, and almost anyone’s loyalty could be purchased for the right sum. Before the week had come to an end, he was certain he would have his bride-to-be returned to him, whether she liked it or not.
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        * * *

      

      “Land ahoy!” the cry went up from the crow’s nest of the Evening Star, audible even to Jemima, in her galley prison.

      

      Ben set down his knife and looked out through a crack in the wall planks; the only glimpse into the outside world. “It would seem he is right.”

      

      “We have come into port?” Jemima tried to peer over Ben’s shoulder, but he was too large, blocking the landscape beyond entirely.

      

      Ben chuckled. “Not as of yet, Barton. But soon. By my reckoning, that must be Portugal.” He stood to one side and let Jemima get a look through the open sliver. Sure enough, land had appeared on the near horizon. A blessed sight, to Jemima’s gathering cabin fever.

      

      “Will all of the men go ashore?” she asked.

      

      “I imagine so,” Ben replied. “Sailors love to be at sea, but they love it even more when they get a glimpse o’ land. Once their duties are over, on board, they’ll likely take some time to get accustomed to the local flavors.”

      

      “Local flavors?” She glanced at him with a puzzled expression, that made him chuckle raucously.

      

      “It’s best ye don’t know, lad. It’s best ye don’t know.”

      

      She thought of what she’d seen in the courtyard at her home, the night before her escape, and wondered if that was what he was alluding to. Would these sailors go ashore to find willing young ladies, with whom they might sow their wild oats?

      

      She was appalled by the thought. And yet, she felt a slight frisson of excitement. These sailors were freer than any gentlemen she had ever known, which was likely the point—they were not gentlemen. The ladies they would seduce likely shared in that same freedom; a truly curious notion for someone such as Jemima, who had lived her life surrounded by rules and expectations.

      

      She wondered what it might be like to surrender herself, body and soul, to a gentleman. Her limbs entwined with his. His lips upon her bare skin, bringing new experiences she had only dreamt of in absolute secrecy. A sudden, sinking realization came to her—unless she was fortunate enough to discover love with a gentleman whom she could envision herself marrying, she did not know if such a tantalizing thing would ever come to pass.

      

      “Will you join ‘em, Barton?” Ben turned to her, disturbing her carnal reverie.

      

      She shook her head, blushing slightly. “No, I do not believe I shall. But I may wander the decks at my leisure, to take in some of the fresh air.” If all of the sailors were due to go on shore, then that meant one thing—Harry would also be away from the vessel, giving her a much-needed opportunity to walk around as she pleased. She would not do so until she was certain he had gone, but the prospect of being allowed to wander brought her a refreshed joy.

      

      “You sure? Ports are interesting places. It’d be a shame if ye missed out.”

      

      Jemima smiled. “I will be quite satisfied, I assure you.”

      

      He shrugged. “Suit yourself. You be all right peeling these onions whilst I go and see what’s happening?”

      

      “Absolutely.”

      

      “You’re a good lad, Barton.” Ben pulled off his apron and set it on one of the stools. He exited the galley a moment later, leaving Jemima to lock the door after him. She could not take any unnecessary risks. Just because it was not night did not mean that Harry would not attempt to gain access.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, as the ship pulled into the port town of Faro, on the south coast of Portugal, Jemima waited in the galley and listened for the sound of the sailors departing. It was early evening, the sun glowing with bronzed light upon the water. Ben had not returned, but she had not expected him to.

      

      She lingered a few minutes longer, before finally letting herself out of the kitchen. She paused in the hallway, her ears pricked. Silence echoed back, peppered with the creak of the swollen planks that made up the body of the Evening Star.

      

      She breathed a sigh of relief as she crept along the lower deck, glancing into the open doors of the cabins, just to make sure that everyone had departed for shore leave. The cabins were empty, scattered with the detritus of men who lived in close quarters—shirts, boots, trousers, braces.

      

      It felt good to be out of the confines of the galley. Even walking this far felt strangely liberating. Knowing the furtive nature of Harry, she had sensed that he would not be able to resist visiting the port town, and the carnal endeavors that could await him there. He was not unlike Eddie—the young rogue whose actions she had witnessed in the courtyard. And that brought her certain level of comfort, for she knew Harry would be far from here.

      

      At the bottom of the steps, which led up to the top deck, she smiled up at the soft light that spilled down the staircase. She could already feel the touch of the balmy evening, drifting across on a warm, salty breeze. With excitement racing in her heart, she mounted the steps and emerged into the fresh air. Nothing had ever felt so glorious in all her life, after almost a week-and-a-half of protective self-incarceration below decks.

      

      This is what I longed to see.

      

      She hurried across the top deck and paused at the bulwark, gazing out upon the harbor of Faro. Other vessels had docked close by, and the port thrummed with life, as the town’s inhabitants mingled with newcomers, hawking their wares. Jemima observed olive-skinned beauties sashaying along the wharf, dressed in flowing dresses that would keep them cool in the heat. The sailors clamored for their attention, but they were as coy as they were remarkable. They would not relent easily.

      

      “Ah, so you have finally emerged, Mr. Barton?” A voice made Jemima turn. She recognized him as the captain of the Evening Star, James McMorrow. He seemed more gentlemanly than the other sailors on board, though she had not had the pleasure of conversing with him.

      

      She nodded shyly. “I could not resist, Captain. Tell me, is this Portugal?”

      

      “It is, Mr. Barton. Would you care to join the other men on shore? Although we have kept a skeleton crew, to maintain the ship, the other sailors will not be back until morning. You are welcome to take some time for yourself, for the men will not return to dine this evening.”

      

      “No, I am quite content to remain here, Captain. Though, I must say, it is a delight to look upon such foreign shores. I did not think, in all my life, that I would ever see anything other than England.”

      

      James chuckled. “You did not intend to be a sailor, then?”

      

      “I had contemplated it.” She realized she had, perhaps, said too much.

      

      “Where do you hail from?”

      

      “Yorkshire, Captain.”

      

      He nodded. “Are you running from some crime?”

      

      She glanced at him with wide eyes. “Not at all, Captain. I would never do such a thing.”

      

      “You may be at ease, Mr. Barton. It is my duty to ask, that is all,” James replied softly. “A captain should know the nature of his sailors. If you were to be running from some crime or other, you would not be the first. I simply ask for honesty. It is my firm belief that men have the propensity to change, if they desire it. And I have no concern with granting second chances, as long as there is truthfulness.”

      

      “You may be assured, Captain, I am no criminal.” Lord Beaurgant is the miscreant, not I.

      

      “Then why did you choose to come here, with us?” He sounded genuinely curious.

      

      “I wished to see more of the world. England had become rather too small and suffocating, and I seized an opportunity. I am unmarried, I have little family, and I had no foreseeable hope for the future. Joining the Evening Star served as my escape from that otherwise banal existence.”

      

      “You speak rather poetically, Mr. Barton. Indeed, you do not sound as though you have come from the kinds of places where sailors usually emerge from.”

      

      She blushed. “My father was a steward, at a grand house. I was raised alongside the children of landed gentry. I suppose it had an effect upon me.” The lie tripped more easily from her tongue now, for she had repeated it often enough to the curious sailors who thought her manner of speech unusually polite.

      

      “Did you not wish to walk in your father’s footsteps?”

      

      She shrugged. “The future he envisioned for me was not one that I desired. I have always been somewhat rebellious, I suppose, and I did not wish to bend and bow to the rules of the social elite.”

      

      James chuckled. “Now that, I can understand.” He paused. “But tell me, are you settling in well here? I find it very peculiar that you have hardly emerged from the galley. Ben has spoken to me of his concerns. Are you having some difficulties?”

      

      “No…no, not at all,” Jemima lied. “I prefer privacy, I suppose.”

      

      “You are not being threatened? You are not fearful of any of your fellow sailors?” He seemed concerned, which calmed her nerves somewhat. Having someone like the Captain on her side could prove useful, if Harry ever stepped further across the line of propriety.

      

      She shook her head. “I am not, Captain.”

      

      “I am glad to hear it. Although, I would urge you to integrate more, if you are able. I should hate for you to be continually in solitude during this voyage. Life at sea can be a lonely existence, if you let it. It can drive even the strongest of sailors to lunacy, and I would not see that happen to you.”

      

      She smiled. “I will try, Captain.”

      

      “Very well, then.”

      

      “Do you intend to go into the port?”

      

      He nodded. “In due course. There is someone I must speak with first, but then I will undoubtedly find a quiet taverna in which to take my evening meal. The food here is delicious. You may enjoy it, if you can bring yourself to leave the vessel.”

      

      “I will keep that in mind, Captain.” As she gazed out upon the harbor, she felt a deep longing to act upon the captain’s suggestions. For if she did not experience these new countries, and these new cultures, then what reason did she have for being here? What difference was there, between this wooden prison and the pretty cage that her mother and father had wished to forge for her?
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      An hour or so later, after staring listlessly out upon Faro’s lively goings-on from a hidden spot that she had discovered on the raised section of the upper deck, Jemima made a decision. She could not remain here, without at least sampling a taste of what Portugal had to offer.

      

      She walked to the bulwark once more and looked out at the harbor, steeling herself. She paused for a moment, as she spotted a familiar figure standing in the glow of the oncoming sunset. Captain James McMorrow stood with a fellow that Jemima did not recognize. They seemed to be friends, for they clapped one another on the back as they met.

      

      Indeed, they seemed very close, as they embraced warmly.

      

      I wonder who he is?

      

      She supposed the Captain knew a great many people in these port towns, throughout the years at sea that he had endured. Jemima envied him for that. To be an individual of the world, instead of one, sole country—that was a dream she did not know if she could achieve, though she desired it, with all of her heart.

      

      A moment later, the two gentlemen began to walk along the wharf, towards one of the tavernas at the far end. It solidified her resolve to partake in some of the Portuguese culture, though she felt a certain apprehension. After all, she did not know the language, and she did not know if she would be accepted. Nor did she have any friends whom she could dine with, not unless she could find Ben amongst the crowds of people.

      

      Nevertheless, she headed down the steps from the upper deck and moved along the gangway. Keeping her head down, she walked quickly, immersing herself into the vibrant melting pot of the port. Exotic voices shouted around her, and she could smell the delicious scent of something cooking. It made her mouth water, especially after a week-and-a-half of the ship’s meager fare.

      

      Now, all she needed to do was find a peaceful spot to dine, where none of the Evening Star’s inhabitants would discover her. Harry was out here somewhere, and if she wished to enjoy the experience of this new country, she needed to avoid him at all costs.
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        * * *

      

      Simon wandered the streets of Faro, soaking in the sights and scents and sounds of the port town. He always loved stopping in places such as this, where there were fewer British vessels in the harbor. The sailors and captains of other ships frowned on him almost as much as the society to which he had been born. He knew he did not belong, though he did not mind so much. He was carving his own path and, at least for now, it was paying dividends.

      

      He stooped underneath the lintel of one of the local tavernas and crossed the dimly lit room to the proprietor. After all, this was a somewhat unscheduled docking, for the sole purpose of acquiring some of the delicious Port that this country was known for. Simon never wasted an opportunity to add to his cargo, and Port sold rapidly at auction.

      

      “The Englishman has returned!” The proprietor, an olive-skinned gentleman with graying hair, clapped his hands together as he spoke in broken English.

      

      “I have, Felipe,” Simon replied, in equally broken Portuguese. It was a language that had never come naturally to him, though he enjoyed the learning of new languages.

      

      “What will it be this time?”

      

      Simon smiled. “I was hoping you might deliver ten crates of your finest tawny Port to the Evening Star tomorrow morning?”

      

      “Of course, my friend. Of course. I may add a few crates of the ruby Port too, if you would care to take them off my hands? For our usual sum, naturally.”

      

      Simon nodded. “That will do very well.”

      

      “Now, why don’t you take a seat and sample some of the season’s yield?”

      

      Simon chuckled. “I thought you’d never ask.” With that, he walked to a secluded table in the far corner and sat down, while Felipe brought him several small glasses of various kinds of Port to sample. As he leaned back in his seat and began to taste the rich, fortified wine, he felt the weight of the world slough away from his shoulders. Here, he did not have to be anyone at all. Here, he could simply be Simon Fitzwalles, the owner of a small fleet, who had no connection to polite society whatsoever.

      

      And yet, even in that moment of peace, he felt a poignant absence in the depth of his chest. He would have liked to have shared these adventures with someone other than Captain McMorrow and the rest of the crew. He would have liked to sit in this taverna with a beautiful woman, of equal intellect and wit. Not an ephemeral mistress, as some of the sailors kept, having one in most ports they visited. But a wife. Someone he could love.

      

      Someone I can share all of this with, as well as my heart.

      

      He wasn’t prone to romanticism but spending long periods of time upon the ocean had made him somewhat more poetic in his sensibilities. He had seen far too many remarkable things to not have been affected by them. And, with every beautiful thing he witnessed, he felt his loneliness all the more keenly.

      

      Does such a lady exist?

      

      He had contemplated the question a thousand times, and always returned with the same answer—no, she did not exist. She could not exist, for what sort of lady would give up the security of solid ground for a transient existence on the ocean tides? And having the freedom of following the tides was the only thing that brought him joy. If he could not keep that, then he did not know that he would ever be willing to settle into the institution of marriage.

      

      Maybe she does exist. Maybe she is in this very town.

      

      He sipped a glass of deep, pinkish port, feeling the syrupy spices on his tongue. Even surrounded by the chatter of the other clientele, and the brash laughter of Felipe, he had never felt more alone.
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        * * *

      

      Peter Sheton mingled amongst the gathered guests at Lord Faulkner’s ball, which had been thrown to celebrate the recent engagement of his Lordship’s daughter, Imogene. The very lady that Peter sought, though not for any romantic endeavor. His mind was solely fixed upon the errant maid who was in the course of attempting to escape him. He had never known excitement and frustration like it, the blend of emotion proving a potent motivator that only spurred him on.

      

      I will kiss her soft lips, and I will bring her to heel.

      

      He smiled to himself as he made casual greetings to the other revelers. Before long, he spotted Lady Imogene, standing on the edge of the ballroom’s crowded dancefloor, sipping tentatively from a glass of champagne. She reminded Peter of a bird, pecking at the liquid in the glass. Lady Jemima would never have pecked—she would have taken hearty gulps, in her tantalizing brashness.

      

      “Lady Imogene, might I offer my congratulations?” Peter stepped up to the feeble girl, casting judgement upon her sickly pallor and her waif-like figure. Lady Jemima was an altogether more voluptuous specimen, and one he would enjoy making love to. He imagined that Lady Imogene would simply snap or weep, when the poor sap who wished to wed her arrived to claim her at their wedding night.

      

      Lady Jemima will fight me, and I will relish every moment, when I take her, one way or another.

      

      “Lord Beaurgant, it is a pleasure to see you here. I did not realize you were in London. Are you not usually at your country residence at this time of year?” Lady Imogene said sweetly.

      

      Prying creature. “Business called me into the city, Lady Imogene. And I found myself with an invitation to this wonderful occasion. Is your husband-to-be anywhere hereabouts?”

      

      “I believe he has gone to speak with some acquaintances.”

      

      It is because he does not wish to be near you. He is likely reviled. “Actually, there was another matter that I wished to speak with you about. A matter of the utmost urgency, which will require your discretion.”

      

      “Oh?” Lady Imogene sounded worried.

      

      “As you may have seen, in recent weeks, I am due to marry the delightful Lady Jemima.”

      

      Lady Imogene pursed her lips. “Yes, I had read something of that ilk, though I had always expected my dear friend to remain a spinster. She always said she would not settle for anything less than true love, and I must say, she had never mentioned you prior to your engagement being announced.”

      

      Anger burned in Peter’s chest, but he kept up the pretense of politeness. “It was a whirlwind romance, Lady Imogene, but I assure you that I have Lady Jemima’s best interests at heart. I adore her, with all my heart. Have you heard from my darling bride-to-be of late?”

      

      “I have not, Lord Beaurgant, though I wrote to her to discover more of her engagement to you. I have yet to receive a reply.” She smirked, angering Peter further. “Why would you need to ask me if I had heard from her, if you are to be wed? Have you lost her already, Lord Beaurgant?”

      

      Why, you smug, self-satisfied… “Not at all, Lady Imogene. I have been away from Cowden Manor for several days, and I am eager to hear news of her, that is all. It is difficult to be parted from the one you love. Although, I am sure you are all too familiar with that.”

      

      “What do you mean, Lord Beaurgant?” Lady Imogene narrowed her eyes at Peter.

      

      “Nothing, Lady Imogene.” He paused. “I will be residing at Mivart’s Hotel for a short while. If you do happen to hear word from her, might you inform me? I am in the process of arranging a surprise for her, which is why I must have your discretion.”

      

      “A surprise?”

      

      Well, that garnered your attention. “Yes, a romantic surprise. I desire to bring her here to London, but I cannot do it myself, otherwise she would suspect something. Might you implore her to come here, to share in your celebrations? And tell me of it, if you manage it?”

      

      Lady Imogene almost burst with excitement, as Peter had known she would. “How marvelous! I do so wish Lord Harbinson would do something so romantic for me.” She smiled secretively. “I will certainly write to her and attempt to bring her here. You said you were residing at Mivart’s?”

      

      “Yes, Lady Imogene.”

      

      “Well then, as soon as I hear from my darling friend, I will send word to you and tell you if I have managed to persuade her to take a visit to London.” She leaned closer. “Might you tell me what the surprise is?”

      

      Peter smiled. “There is jewelry involved—a bespoke piece, that I have been toiling over, to ensure that it suits her perfectly. And I hope to arrange a soirée such as this, so that we might properly celebrate our upcoming nuptials, with all of her friends and family present. Lady Jemima deserves to be celebrated but, as I have said, it must be kept secret—I wish to surprise her—as my first gift as her future husband.”

      

      “Oh, Lord Beaurgant, how absolutely splendid.” Lady Imogene looked giddy with happiness. It had not taken her long to warm to Peter, just as he had anticipated. When romance came into the equation, ladies could be persuaded into doing just about anything, including giving up valuable secrets. He had persuaded enough ladies to do as he pleased, over the years. It had become something of a skill to him.

      

      If I wanted you, I could have you.

      

      He bowed elegantly to Lady Imogene, smirking at the thought of bedding such an insipid young lady, before making his excuses to leave. He had put the first marker in place, and he was almost certain it would lead him to his absent bride.

      

      The only lady who he deemed truly worthy of his attentions.
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      Jemima had stayed far later than she had intended, thrilled by the vibrant culture of Portugal and the friendly nature of the locals. They had made her feel truly welcome, bringing her dish after dish of delicious food, to be washed down with a potent beverage that had made her feel all warm and fuzzy inside.

      

      “You will have more gambas?” the proprietor asked. She was a slender, beautiful creature with thick, chestnut-brown hair and a mischievous smile.

      

      Jemima waved her hand. “No, thank you. I have eaten far too much already.”

      

      The proprietor laughed heartily. “You are a growing man! There’s no such thing as too much. You’re much too skinny!” Her English was remarkably good, though it was thickly accented. Jemima only wished she could reply in the Portuguese tongue, but it was not one she was familiar with. Even its nearest cousin, Spanish, was not a language she knew very well. Had she been asked to speak in French or Latin or Greek, on the other hand, she would have been well-equipped.

      

      The other revelers chuckled, making Jemima blush. Although, she felt somewhat proud that she had managed to pass as a young man in this new world. She wondered what it might be like to remain here, in this town. It was warm, and the people were pleasant, and the food was beyond anything she had ever tasted, but this did not feel like the right place to begin her new life. She supposed she would know it when she found it.

      

      “I thank you for your kindness, but I must return to the ship,” Jemima said, standing up. Her legs felt a little unsteady, her head swimming slightly from the strong beverages she had imbibed.

      

      “You will come back?” The proprietor smiled.

      

      Jemima smiled woozily. “I will. I certainly will.” She did not know if she would ever have the chance to come here again, but she fervently hoped that fate might bring her back to this exquisite place.

      

      Thanking everyone, and feeling remarkably giddy, Jemima exited the lovely taverna and made her way along the narrow streets, heading back towards the wharf where the Evening Star was docked. Ensconced in her own happy world, she cast her gaze towards the water, watching the moon dance across the gentle waves. The sky overhead was clear, showing every constellation as though someone had lit millions of tiny lamps across the velvet black of night.

      

      As she wandered with a peaceful heart, she happened upon a couple in the shadows of an alleyway. The moonlight shone upon bare breasts, the shrouded man devouring them as though he intended to feast until satisfied. Jemima could not help but stop, feeling a tightening in her abdomen as she watched them from the safety of the main pathway. They did not see her, nor did she believe they would care if she did.

      

      The woman threw her head back with abandon, her hands in the man’s hair, gripping with a violent strength that Jemima imagined must have brought the fellow great pain. And yet, he seemed to be enjoying the sensation immensely. He groaned against her breasts, his hand sliding up her thigh and disappearing beneath her skirts.

      

      Jemima gasped, as though she were the woman herself, as the fellow sank to his knees and buried his face in her hidden bloom. She could not imagine what he was doing there, but it seemed to bring the young woman an immense amount of pleasure. She bucked and thrashed like a wild beast, urging his face deeper into her secret heat.

      

      Flushed with heat, Jemima scurried away, her imagination overwhelmed with intoxicating thoughts. She did not know if it was the rich liquor she had imbibed, or the balmy warmth of the evening, but she felt delirious with sudden liberty. One day, upon some foreign shore, might she bring a gentleman to her bed and have him do to her what she had just witnessed? She did not know, but the idea intrigued her.

      

      To know such pleasure…my goodness. That would be a rare thing, indeed. And yet, a few steps further down the wharf, she found her delicious thoughts turning rotten as Lord Beaurgant burst into her mind. He was a wretch, and no mistake. Would he have tried to do such things to her? The very idea made her feel nauseous.

      

      Heading down the steps to the main part of the docks, to cross the wooden slats that led up to the Evening Star, Jemima paused. A strange silence had settled across the harbor, peppered only by the gentle rush of the waves against the stone walls and the sides of the waiting ships. They bobbed like weary sentinels nearing the point of slumber, standing guard over the port town.

      

      Shrugging away the odd quiet, she pressed on down the wharf, and up the gangway onto the vessel. The rest of the sailors would still be ashore, as Ben had alluded to, no doubt indulging in the same furtive activities she had witnessed several minutes ago. That comforted her, for she longed for the sanctuary of the galley, and the peace of the blade in her hand, to protect herself.

      

      She glanced across the abandoned upper deck, only to find it empty. Satisfied, she raced towards the steps that descended into the underbelly of the ship. She was halfway along the main corridor, when a figure stepped out of one of the branching cabins. Jemima froze, her heart lurching into her throat.

      

      “Well, well, well, what do we have here?” Harry’s voice hissed in the darkness. “A little dove, returned from her trip to shore.”

      

      “You will stand aside.” Jemima held her ground, swallowing the fear in her voice.

      

      “You’ll have to make me, pet.” Harry took a step towards her, and she almost fell backwards in terror.

      

      “I do not know what suspicions you may have, but I must assure you that they are entirely wrong. You must allow me to pass.”

      

      He chuckled darkly. “Is that so? And what if I’m not wantin’ to let you pass, huh?”

      

      “You must.” She lost her nerve, her body shaking violently. She cast a glance back at the staircase leading to the upper deck, but she did not know if she had the strength to run for them before Harry could catch her. Even if she screamed, she did not know if there would be anyone left aboard the ship to come to her aid. And if he were to choke those screams from her throat, she would have no hope but to endure, and pray his actions did not destroy her.

      

      “You think I don’t see what others are blind to, don’t you?” Harry moved closer. With each step he took, Jemima took one step back.

      

      “I do not know what you speak of, Harry.” She softened her tone, in the hopes of making him sympathetic to her cause.

      

      Harry leered, his eyes glinting. “Then let’s tear away them clothes of yours and see if I’m right. I’m bettin’ there’s a shapely figure under there. A pair of plump, ripe breasts, if I’m not mistaken. A shame to have ‘em bound, when I could have ‘em in me hands.”

      

      She almost tripped on a broken floorboard, her heart racing in her chest. “I am a boy, Harry, as you see me. My name is Andrew Barton. I am a steward’s son.” Now, there was no mistaking the tremble in her words; she could not have dispensed with it, even if she had tried.

      

      “Now, you see, I don’t think that’s true.” Harry smirked. “You’re a lass, through and through. I know you are. Ye might have tricked the others, but I’m no fool. I know a woman when I see one.”

      

      “Harry, please.” Her voice cracked.

      

      “That’s what I like to hear,” he murmured, grinning. “I like me women to beg before I take ‘em. Makes it all the more pleasurable when they don’t rightly want it. There’s no fun in a willing participant. I like a fight first.”

      

      “Harry, I am not what you think I am. You are mistaken.” She struggled to gain the upper hand, but she knew it was futile. Her ruse had been discovered, and by the worst possible investigator.

      

      “Then you’ll not mind me takin’ a look.”

      

      She continued backwards, whilst he approached. “Harry, you must stop this, or I will report you. You would not wish the Captain to think you were a deviant, would you? I do not think you would like it if the other sailors were to think that of you, either, would you?”

      

      He laughed. “They’ll be gaggin’ for a go themselves, once I tell ‘em what you really are. You think it’s easy for ‘em, only gettin’ a taste of a woman whenever we see hide or hair of land? If they find out they’ve got one here, whenever they want, they’ll brand me a hero.”

      

      “You would not.” Blind panic consumed her, turning her legs to quivering stalks that would not do as they were told.

      

      “I mightn’t, if you and I were to come to a special arrangement.” He was so close now that she could see the dark plaque upon his teeth and smell the sour scent of alcohol upon his breath. “I’m not one who likes to share, but I do like to take what I want.”

      

      Jemima shook her head rapidly. “You are mistaken, Harry!”

      

      “No, I don’t think I am. Methinks the lady doth protest too much.” He lunged at her through the shadows, like a rabid dog, foaming at the mouth. His hands seized her by the throat as he knocked her to the ground, the weight of his body pressing her down onto the grimy floorboards beneath.

      

      She fought back with all she had, her arms flailing wildly as she tried to get out from under him. Meanwhile, his rough hands tore at the buttons of her shirt, ripping them right off to reveal her bandaged torso underneath. His hot, sour breath stained her skin as he buried his face in her flattened bosom. Crying now, she pummeled at his head as hard as she could, her body tense in desperation.

      

      “I knew it,” he purred, laughing coldly. His vicious fingertips clawed at the bandages, trying to snatch them away, but the knots held fast. With anger written across his cruel face, he slammed his palm down onto her chest, pinning her to the ground, whilst his other hand tugged at the buttons of her trousers.

      

      “No!” she screamed, trying to bring her legs up to knee him in the groin. She had heard that young ladies were to do that, if ever they were in trouble. However, she could not muster enough force, with his body and his weight crushing her.

      

      “Virgins are always the sweetest.” He grinned down at her, his eyes glittering from imbibing too much. “You’ll scream and scream as I take you by force, and nobody will be here to stop you. And I’ll do it again, and again, even if I have to break down that door of yours. Soon enough, you’ll stop screaming. Maybe you’ll even enjoy it, one of these days.”

      

      Sobbing wretchedly, she thrashed and kicked, trying to scratch at his face as he fumbled with her buttons. She refused to let a man such as this despoil her. She would rather have returned home to Lord Beaurgant than let Harry have his wicked way. And yet, he was too strong. No matter how she punched and clawed and kicked, it did not seem to affect him in the slightest.

      

      He was about to thrust his hand below the waistline of her trousers, Jemima squeezing her eyes shut in panic and despair, when she suddenly felt the weight lifted from her. Her eyes widened in surprise, in time to see another shadowed figure hauling Harry away and throwing him against the nearest wall. In a frenzy, she grasped the edges of her shirt and pulled it back around herself, though the buttons were all gone.

      

      “You despicable cretin!” a low, deep voice growled. It was not one she recognized, though it sounded well-bred. “You would threaten another sailor aboard my vessel in such a foul and underhanded manner? You would seek to assault and ravage this poor boy, who cannot fight back? You disgust me!”

      

      Harry cowered against the wall, blood trickling from his lip. “We were only brawlin’, Sir. There were no assault, nor no ravagin’ neither. It were just play. Ask the boy yourself.”

      

      “Oh, I plan to speak with him presently, but I am no fool, Harry. I know what I witnessed. Or, rather, what I may have witnessed, had I not come to this young man’s aid in time.” The figure stooped low to Harry’s face. “You have caused quite enough trouble. I showed you leniency the last time, after those young ladies claimed you had brutalized them, but I will not do so again.”

      

      “I didn’t do nothing wrong, Sir!” Harry pleaded.

      

      “Enough!” the gentleman grabbed Harry by the scruff of his jacket and lifted him to his feet. “You will spend the rest of this voyage in the brig, until we reach Cape Verde. There, I will leave you in the capable hands of the British Navy, where they will see you put to trial.”

      

      Harry looked genuinely frightened, which brought Jemima a sliver of satisfaction, despite the terror that still coursed through her veins. “No, Sir. I’m sorry for what I did. I’m sorry for what you saw, but it ain’t my fault. Please, Sir. You can’t leave me there. I got family to think of. I beg you, Sir, show mercy.”

      

      “As you showed this poor boy mercy?” the gentleman spat. “You should have thought of your family before you attempted to brutalize him, too. Your punishment is long overdue.” With that, he dragged Harry, kicking and screaming along the corridor. However, he paused before he reached the staircase which led to the deepest depths of the ship. “You must wait for me here, boy. Do you understand? I will return for you, and speak with you, once I have thrown this ingrate in the brig.”

      

      Jemima nodded. “Yes… Sir.” She did not know this gentleman, nor where he had appeared from, though his face seemed vaguely familiar. Indeed, after a moment or two, she realized he was the gentleman that she had seen, walking with Captain McMorrow, on the day she had first boarded this vessel. Although, that did not answer her question as to whom he was, or what part he had to play in the running of the Evening Star.

      

      As the gentleman turned away, hauling Harry behind him, she understood that she would find out soon enough. And, perhaps, she might be able to thank her savior for sparing her from certain ruin. There was only one problem—she could not be honest with this gentleman, any more than she had been honest with the rest of the sailors.

      

      He may have saved her from Harry, but he could not save her from the future she would receive, if she was forced to return to England. No, she would have to keep up the ruse, and hope that she could continue to fool this gentleman, and everyone else. After all, who would believe a known cretin such as Harry over a peaceful, quiet individual such as herself?

      

      If she could not succeed in that, then she was doomed to wed Lord Beaurgant. And, no matter what threat may be made against her life from here on in, she could not allow that to happen.

      

      She would rather die.
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      Simon slammed the iron door shut behind Harry, appalled by the sight of the horrible young man. He had returned from Faro not long before and had been drawn by the terrible scream that had echoed up the staircase and onto the upper deck. Adrenaline pulsated through his veins, even now. For he did not know what might have befallen that boy if he had not appeared when he had.

      

      “Sir, you’ve got to let me explain,” Harry begged, gripping the slimy bars.

      

      “There can be no reason that you can offer that would alleviate you of your crimes here, tonight,” Simon shot back, furious.

      

      “But, I…” Harry paused, as though contemplating his next words. To Simon’s surprise, the foul sailor slumped to his knees and rested his head against the bars. Evidently, the reason he had been about to give was unsuitable, prompting him to keep his mouth shut.

      

      Good. Simon did not tolerate violence or deviancy of any kind aboard his vessel. He knew that things such as this went on, aboard other ships, but he did not permit it to go unpunished within his fleet. Buggery disgusted him, even more so when it was forced upon an unwilling individual.

      

      “You will be fed. Other than that, nobody is to speak with you,” Simon said coldly. “I will make it known. And, upon our arrival in Cape Verde, you will be delivered to the Naval tribunal. They can decipher a suitable punishment for your behavior, for I have washed my hands of you.”

      

      Harry said nothing, his face twisting up in a bitter grimace. Satisfied that he had said all he had to say, Simon turned away and made his way back up to the cabin deck. There, he found the boy huddled against the wall, clutching tight to the torn sides of his shirt. He had put his cap back on and peered out from under the peak with frightened eyes that reminded Simon of an ensnared rabbit.

      

      Simon removed his jacket and put it around the shoulders of the shaking boy, who stiffened at the slightest touch. I am sorry that this has happened to you. He wanted to say so out loud, but he did not wish to startle the boy, who looked as though he might faint at the merest hint of kindness.

      

      He realized he was partially at fault for this, for not having had James McMorrow investigate the behavior of Harry more thoroughly. James had sensed something was amiss with the boy, but Simon had not thought it anything too serious. These actions, however, were very serious indeed. He had only to look upon the boy to realize how traumatized he was.

      

      “I am sorry, but I have forgotten your name.” Simon knelt to the boy’s level and looked into his dark blue eyes. They were rather striking, with long, feminine lashes that took him by surprise.

      

      “Andrew Barton, Sir,” the boy squeaked in reply.

      

      Simon nodded. “Yes, of course. Well, my name is Simon Fitzwalles, the Earl of Burhill. This is my ship that you are sailing upon, and so I am responsible for the welfare of all who reside within it. I know you have had a somewhat trying evening. And so, I would like to invite you to recover in my quarters. I will have my manservant bring you something warm to drink and new clothes to wear.”

      

      The boy blinked strangely, his eyes widening. “The Earl of Burhill?”

      

      “Yes, though I usually tend to keep that to myself.” He smiled kindly and offered out his hand to help the boy up. “Come now, let us tend to any injuries you may have and see you restored by the stove.”

      

      The boy neglected to take Simon’s proffered hand and stood of his own accord. Although, he could not stop staring at Simon with that unnerving expression, as though he knew something he could not say. Passing it off as residual terror, Simon led the way up the corridor, making sure that the boy was following, like a rather unsuccessful Orpheus and Eurydice in the underworld.

      

      Even when they arrived at Simon’s quarters, the boy seemed unable to settle. Simon supposed he had never been in quarters this grand, though he did not know too much of this new recruit. I will have time to discover more, once the boy’s fears fade.

      

      “Take a seat, Mr. Barton.” Simon gestured to one of the armchairs. Tentatively, the boy sat down, careful to keep his shirt tucked about his chest.

      

      “Thank you, Lord Burhill,” the boy replied, his voice shaking. Poor thing.

      

      Simon walked to one of the closed doors and knocked gently. A moment later, a familiar face appeared—Simon’s manservant, Brockmire. He had clearly been sleeping, his pale blue eyes shot through with thin, red veins, whilst his graying, fair hair was unkempt, sticking up at curious angles. Indeed, he looked rather unwell.

      

      “Lord Burhill, you have returned early. I was not expecting you until the morning.” He straightened his shirt. “I would not have rested if I had known.” A rattling cough erupted from Brockmire’s throat, a faint speckle of red showing through the flimsy white fabric of his handkerchief as he lifted it to his mouth.

      

      Simon frowned. “Are you unwell, Brockmire?”

      

      “A trifling cold, no more.”

      

      “Are you certain?” It did not seem to be a simple cold. That worried Simon, for he could not risk releasing a contagion upon the ship.

      

      Brockmire nodded. “I will be quite well in the morning, My Lord. May I fetch you something before you retire?” He peered over Simon’s shoulder, and saw the young man sitting in the armchair. “Ah, I did not realize we had guests.”

      

      “Yes, I am afraid young Mr. Barton has had a rather horrible evening. As such, I was wondering if you might bring two hot ports and a fresh set of trousers and a shirt? And when you are done, I would suggest that you retire to your chamber and do not leave it until you are feeling much improved.” His tone was soft and worried, for Brockmire had been an excellent manservant to him aboard this vessel. He did not like to think that something may be afoot with the fellow.

      

      Brockmire cleared his throat. “Of course, Sir.”

      

      “I will send for the ship’s physician in the morning, before we depart. He can look over you, to ensure that you are well.”

      

      “I am well, My Lord.”

      

      Simon smiled. “Nevertheless, I would have a professional opinion. As much for your sake as for the rest of us. You know the protocol, Brockmire.”

      

      He dropped his chin to his chest in disappointment. “Yes, My Lord.”

      

      “Thank you, Brockmire.” Simon put his hand on his manservant’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze.

      

      As Brockmire busied himself, preparing the hot Port and acquiring new clothes for Mr. Barton, Simon crossed the room and sat in the armchair opposite the young man. He did not seem eager to remove his cap, even though they were indoors, and it was the proper thing to do. However, Simon did not point out the fact, for the boy had been through quite enough for one evening.

      

      “So, Mr. Barton, would you mind telling me a little bit about yourself?”
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        * * *

      

      Jemima gulped as she sat opposite Lord Burhill. She realized that he had not recognized her, but she recognized him. He was not a frequent presence in social gatherings, but she had encountered him often enough to remember him, putting the face to the name with ease. It was a skill of hers, to remember people. However, she knew that they had never been formally introduced at the soirées they had mutually attended.

      

      Indeed, he was somewhat infamous in the upper echelons of society, for his decision to embark upon business endeavors, instead of remaining in England to attend solely to his estate. It had caused quite the stir, after the gossip had circulated, not long after the death of his father. For it was not the done thing in polite society. Jemima herself had never heard of such behavior prior to him, though she rather admired the tenacity of his spirit, to purchase a fleet and enter into the merchant trade.

      

      At such close quarters, she could properly view him, in a way she had not been able to do when he had been shrouded in the shadow of the lower deck. He had broad shoulders, and though he was sitting, she knew him to be tall. His features were masculine and striking, reminding her of a lion, which only highlighted the mane of amber curls that framed his strong face. Hazel eyes looked upon her, swirling with a hint of caramel.

      

      He is very fine indeed. The softness in his eyes made her feel more at ease, scaring away the demons that had plagued her not long before. There was something about him that made her feel safe and protected. His voice was like honey, rich and sweet.

      

      “I am the youngest son of a steward, who used to aid in the care of Cowden Manor, just East of Cambridgeshire,” she replied, at last. She was aware that she had let the silence between them linger a little too long. However, she could have cursed herself for choosing her own home as the epicenter of her ruse. Then again, it was the only one she knew. If he had further questions, she reasoned she could answer more suitably if they regarded Cowden Manor.

      

      Lord Burhill frowned. “I confess, I do not know it, but I am not exactly au-fait with the estates of England. I ought to be, I suppose, but I never took the time to learn. Is it pleasant there?”

      

      “It can be,” Jemima replied. “The gardens are exceedingly pretty in the summertime.” Do not speak of gardens! A gentleman would never talk so. “And we have exemplary stables, for riding and hunting, and suchlike.” That was more like it. If she wished to fool him, one-on-one, she needed to think more like a gentleman would.

      

      “I do not care much for hunting, but I do enjoy riding,” he said wistfully. “It is one thing I miss when I am aboard this ship. Although, the exotic locations we visit more than make up for the lack of husbandry.”

      

      “Your estate is Burhill Towers, is it not?” Jemima asked.

      

      He smiled. “I see you have learnt more than I, in such matters. Yes, that is my seat.”

      

      “Do you care for it, My Lord?”

      

      “When I am in England, I suppose I do. Though, I do not think of it much when I am away. I have an excellent steward, who oversees the running of my estate. Much like your father, I imagine?”

      

      Jemima swallowed. “Yes, very much so.”

      

      He eyed her curiously for a moment, but the arrival of the manservant distracted his attention. As the fellow set down a tray with two glasses, and laid out a fresh shirt, and trousers, Lord Burhill seemed to forget any suspicion he might have been harboring.

      

      “I am sorry for the behavior of Harry, Mr. Barton,” Lord Burhill said, taking one of the glasses and handing it to her. “Please, take some of this to ease your nerves. And these clothes are yours to wear. You may go into one of the adjoining chambers to dress, if you please?”

      

      “Yes, My Lord. Thank you.” Taking the glass, she took a hefty sip, before setting it back down. Without another word, she grasped the clothes and hurried through one of the doors in these grand quarters, closing it firmly behind her.

      

      There, she pressed her back against the closed door and dragged in short, shallow breaths. This entire endeavor had been far easier before she had encountered Lord Burhill, for she had thought herself far from anyone who might recognize her. He had not done so, as of yet, but he had been looking at her with a rather intense curiosity that made her panic. She could not risk being discovered and being soundly returned to her furious parents.

      

      Let him be ignorant of who I am.

      

      She prayed in silence, her face lifted up to the dark beams that crossed the ceiling. Letting her nerves ease slightly, she began to undress from the torn remains of her old clothes. Glancing around as she did so, she realized she was in a bedchamber. She stopped abruptly. Had she entered Lord Burhill’s bedchamber by accident?

      

      Her eyes drifted towards the four-poster bed, the covers neatly made. Half-dressed in the bedchamber of a bachelor, she felt a sudden thrill tickle up her spine. Had Lord Burhill ever taken a young lady to bed in this room? She did not think he was the type to do so, but it did not stop her imagination from running wild. Even after what she had endured, she could not help it. It was Lord Burhill himself that inspired such thoughts. He would never seek to take a lady by force. He was one to woo with his rich voice and gentle manners, she was sure.

      

      She walked towards the bed and let her hand trail across the soft coverlet, the warm glow of the candlelight casting her bare skin in a golden haze. She wore bloomers, her chest still bound, but other than that, she was naked in that halcyon glow. Catching sight of herself in the mirror on the far side of the room, she smiled.

      

      With the shadows that ebbed and flowed around her, it created a curious illusion. One that made it look as though she still had her flowing, raven hair. She turned this way and that, smoothing her hands across her stomach. Reaching up behind herself, she untied the knots that held the bandages together, until she stood, bare breasted in the candlelit haze. In truth, she had missed being a woman.

      

      It troubled her to think of what Harry might have stolen from her. This naked form that belonged to her, to be given only when she decided. She had to be bold. She had to remind herself that he had not achieved his goal. Her body was still her own, mostly unmarred by his vulgar hands.

      

      I must think on sweeter things. I must not allow him to ruin my mind. I must not allow him to triumph in this. She forced her mind away from the darkness, urging it towards more pleasant images. Images that would allow her to remember that she was strong and pure, still. To do that, she had to reclaim herself entirely, dispelling Harry’s touch with her own.

      

      Closing her eyes, she imagined a handsome young gentleman coming up behind her and smoothing his own palms across her stomach, working up toward the fullness of her breasts and cupping them gently. She wanted to chase away the horror of what Harry had almost done, by picturing desire instead of brutality. Love given, not taken. She wondered what it might be like to watch such a thing occur, in the reflection of that mirror.

      

      Picturing the delirious couple in the alleyway, she smiled to herself at the prospect of a gentleman nuzzling into her own full bosom and taking one of her pert nipples into his mouth. Her abdomen tightened at the prospect, her nipples hardening as if she were in such a situation.

      

      Lord Burhill, perhaps? He had been brave and courageous, saving her from the grip of Harry. What if this were his reward? He was handsome and kind, his voice soothing and pleasant. She imagined he would make her feel desire instead of fear, were he to step into this room and see her like this.

      

      Her teeth grazed her bottom lip as she pinched her nipples lightly. A shiver of lightning shot through her body, a heat rising from deep within her core. There was something about being so close to destruction that had given her a renewed sense of life. She had been saved, gifted with the chance of giving herself to someone she loved, who might take her for the first time in a gentle and passionate fashion.

      

      Of course, she did not love Lord Burhill, and she did not really mean to reward him with her pure, untouched body. This was simply her imagination at play, creating delightful daydreams in her mind. And he was the first gentleman she could think of, with this being his chamber. As her hand wandered down the smooth curve of her stomach, sliding into the waistband of her bloomers, a knock at the door jolted her out of her wonderings.

      

      “Mr. Barton? Are you faring well in there?” It was Lord Burhill.

      

      Mortified at the risk she had taken, Jemima raced towards the pile of clothes on the floor and pulled the new trousers on. “Quite well, My Lord. I will be with you momentarily.” She lunged for the fallen bandages and hurriedly bound her breasts once more, before fastening the fresh shirt across. There was a waistcoat, too, which she quickly buttoned up to hide her womanly figure.

      

      Taking another look in the mirror, she saw a young man staring back at her, with shorn hair and a boxy, though slender, physique. A relieved sigh hissed from her lungs—she was Andrew Barton again. And that had been a very close call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Peter scoured the pile of letters that had arrived in the last few days and slammed his fists into his bureau, frustrated by the lack of leads he found amongst them. He had encountered several of Lady Jemima’s acquaintances in the past week and given them the same tall tale about wanting to arrange a surprise engagement ball. However, they had all returned with the same stark truth—nobody had seen nor heard from Lady Jemima since her escape.

      

      Where can she be? He stalked to the window and looked out upon the landscape of London. His confidence was waning somewhat. That being said, there was one letter amongst the morning’s post that gave him some sense of purpose. The Duke of Cowden had called him back to Cowden Manor at his earliest convenience.

      

      He had thought about writing a response but saw no need. The trail had run cold in London, and so had his patience. Indeed, Lady Jemima seemed to be more cunning than he could ever have anticipated. If she had not spoken to a single one of her acquaintances, then that meant she was not being aided in her continued evasion. Instead, she was pursuing this path alone.

      

      Clever girl.

      

      The tantalizing idea of her disdain had not lost its potency, nor had he lost his desire to hunt her down like a wild animal. If she would not come of her own accord, having given up this childish display of independence, then so be it. She had clearly chosen a more unexpected route of escape, and he meant to follow her down it, until she was his.

      

      Packing hurriedly, he headed back down to reception and acquired a carriage to take him to Cambridgeshire. There, the real investigation would begin, if the Duke of Cowden had not already lost faith in Peter’s ability to find Lady Jemima.

      

      That old fool will be easily persuaded of my unwavering intentions.

      

      He felt somewhat irked that he had come all this way, only to find a dead-end street, but that would never be enough to deter him. All he had to do was go back to Cowden Manor and retrace the steps that Lady Jemima could have taken. Once he had done that, he would be on her scent once again, closing in with every sliver of evidence he uncovered.

      

      After all, there had to be some. Lady Jemima was clever, yes, but she was not that clever. She had to have made a mistake, somewhere along the way, and he would find it, even if he had to uproot every inch of Cowden Manor to do so.
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        * * *

      

      The Duke of Cowden paced the floor of the library, fighting with his emotions. Anger and sadness battled for supremacy, for it had been over two weeks since his daughter had gone missing, and there had been no word of her. And his wife remained in her bed, in a state of stress, almost catatonic. He had been given frequent updates from Lord Beaurgant, but they had not been particularly promising, despite his assurances that he would find Jemima.

      

      And now, the fellow was sitting in his library, attempting to persuade Andrew that he was still the ideal candidate for the role of investigator. He could not believe he was even listening to him, for he was at his wit’s end. His wife had retired to her chambers, refusing to come out for the better part of a week, and he, himself, was struggling to decide how to proceed.

      

      Time and time again, he had contemplated going public with the news, but he could not bring himself to. If he did that, he would ruin Jemima’s reputation in one fell swoop. The gossipmongers would run riot, coming up with countless false reasons as to why she might have absconded, and he could not allow her honor to be dragged through the mud in such a vile manner.

      

      They would cast such aspersions on her…aspersions that she would never recover from. Affairs, elopements, unsuitable suitors, they would tarnish Jemima with every brush they could utilize, for the sake of sensationalism. His daughter would become nothing more than a cautionary tale to titillate the social elite, and he would not allow it. No matter how dearly he wished to have her home again.

      

      So, what choice do I have, but to let Lord Beaurgant find his errant bride?

      

      The Duke felt deeply disheartened by the realization, but it did appear to be his only option. Besides, the fellow seemed intensely willing to continue his search, where everyone else seemed to have given up entirely. The household staff had returned to their duties, their silence paid for with threats and, where necessary, monetary gain.

      

      “How is it possible that not one single individual saw her leave?” Andrew sighed, as he came to a halt beside the fireplace.

      

      “That is what I intend to discover, Your Grace. However, you must allow me free rein to interrogate your staff. There is someone here who knows something, and I will get to the bottom of it.” Lord Beaurgant folded his arms across his chest and stared at Andrew, in a most unnerving manner.

      

      Andrew sighed. “I have already asked the staff if they know anything of her and are all resolute in their claims that they saw nothing.”

      

      “That is because you have been too kind, Sir. I shall be more aggressive in my pursuit of the truth, and I will find something. I am sure of it.”

      

      Andrew frowned. “And you found nothing from your excursion to London?”

      

      “I did not. None of her acquaintances have heard a word from her. However, that leads me to believe that she must be hiding somewhere, supported only by the means she took with her. If you will allow me, I should like to make a search of her chambers?”

      

      Andrew almost choked on his own spittle. “You cannot be serious?”

      

      “If she has left any evidence behind, there will be some indication of it in her chambers,” Lord Beaurgant replied, most insistently. “I did not like to suggest it earlier, as I was certain I could find word of her in London. Now, we have no choice.”

      

      “But it is invasion of her privacy.” Andrew did not like the sound of Lord Beaurgant riffling through Jemima’s personal effects, even if he was to be her future husband. There were some things in life that were untouchable, in his mind. His daughter’s bedchamber was one of them.

      

      “Let me put it plainly, Sir.” Lord Beaurgant held his gaze. “Do you wish to have Lady Jemima returned to you, without any besmirching of her honor?”

      

      “Of course.” Andrew’s eyes hardened.

      

      “Then, you must let me do this, for her sake as well as ours.”

      

      Andrew sighed and leaned against the mantelpiece, feeling the heat from the fire against the backs of his legs. He found his mind drifting back to simpler times, when Jemima had not yet reached womanhood, and there had been no talk of weddings and suitors.

      

      He pictured her playing in the gardens, skipping merrily along the paths without a care in the world. Although he was furious at her actions, in abandoning the house without a thought for her family, he could not help but feel a nagging sense of guilt in the back of his head. Had they led her to this by arranging a marriage to Lord Beaurgant? Had their stubbornness forced her away from them?

      

      But it is a child’s duty to do as they are told.

      

      He wished he could have believed that they were not responsible. However, no matter how steadfast he attempted to be, he kept coming back to that gnawing guilt. Standing before Lord Beaurgant himself, he could somewhat understand Jemima’s reluctance. There was a peculiarity to the gentleman that Andrew could not put his finger on.

      

      I am being foolish. Jemima has done this through selfish motivation. If her honor is besmirched, then it shall be her own doing. Again, he tried to convince himself of his all-consuming anger, but it kept falling short. In truth, he cared about her honor, and he cared about her safety.

      

      He glanced at Lord Beaurgant, a plan emerging in his mind. He would allow Lord Beaurgant to continue his investigations, and if he succeeded, then he would allow him to wed Jemima. However, if he was not successful, Andrew swore he would find a way to reach his daughter, even if it meant putting a notice in the papers. And, in that notice, he would tell her that she did not have to wed Lord Beaurgant, if she would only come home.

      

      That way, he kept both his promises. The promise of the engagement that he had made to Lord Beaurgant. And the promise he had made to himself, to keep his daughter safe. Although, looking at the fellow opposite, he was not sure that the first promise coordinated with the second. Only time would tell.

      

      “Very well, then you may investigate my daughter’s chambers.” Andrew almost spat the words out, for he hated saying them. “But you must tell me, immediately, of anything you discover.”

      

      Lord Beaurgant grinned. “Certainly, Your Grace.”

      

      “You may begin at your leisure. Nobody has been in there since she escaped, so you will find her chambers untouched.” That brought a lump to Andrew’s throat. It was like a moment, frozen in time, everything as it had been before she left.

      

      She is out there somewhere, alone. He did not even know if she was safe, or if she was struggling…or if she was even alive. As he battled with the worst-case scenarios, he only hoped that her chambers would not become her shrine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Simon watched the boy from his armchair. The hour was late, and Brockmire had retired to his chamber, where the ship’s physician would diagnose him when the sun came up. Or, rather, as soon as Dr. Simkins returned from his jaunt into the port town of Faro.

      

      Although infinitely more sensible than the other sailors, Simon knew Dr. Simkins had a weakness for exotic young ladies and rich liquor. Besides, he would likely be insensible until morning, wherever he was, and Simon did not feel able to abandon Mr. Barton, after what he had endured this night. Certainly not to retrieve an inebriated gentleman from a dingy taverna.

      

      “I am sorry for what has happened to you, Mr. Barton. Tell me, do you feel much improved?” Simon broke the silence, which had been strangely peaceful. There was an air about the young man that invited calm, though Simon did not know why. It was simply to be found in the wide, starry blink of the boy’s striking eyes and the soft demeanor about him.

      

      He nodded uncertainly. “I will feel better in time, although I am still somewhat shaken by the incident. He came out of nowhere.”

      

      “Has Harry been harassing you prior to tonight?”

      

      The boy dropped his gaze. “Yes…I confess, he has.”

      

      “Why did you not say anything?”

      

      “I feared it might jeopardize my position on board this vessel, My Lord. He is a more seasoned sailor than I, and I worried that no one would believe me. Had you not witnessed it with your own eyes, he would only have tried to convince you that I was the one at fault.”

      

      Simon smiled despite himself. “You speak in a very refined manner. I imagine the other sailors have told you so?”

      

      The boy nodded. “It is my father’s doing. I was around the children of a Duke for so long that it has become a habit I cannot dispense with. This is simply how I speak.”

      

      “How old are you, if you do not mind my asking?” Simon was curious to know more about this young man, who had been brought onto the ship by the Captain’s permission. He knew all of the sailors on the Evening Star, so it was a rarity to find one he knew almost nothing of.

      

      “Ten-and-nine, My Lord.”

      

      Simon felt a flicker of surprise. “Really? I would have thought you much younger.”

      

      “I am slight of frame, I suppose. It runs within my family,” he replied, a little too quickly. To Simon, it almost sounded rehearsed. Then again, he reasoned that the boy had been questioned a great deal by the other men. The answers were probably second nature to him, by now.

      

      “Did you tell Ben of your problems with Harry?”

      

      The boy shook his head. “As I said, I did not wish to jeopardize my position here. Ben may have taken action that would only have caused you more trouble.”

      

      Simon chuckled. “You may be right. Although, I do wish you had said something to someone, before it could become so extreme. Harry might have been stopped.”

      

      “He was stopped, My Lord. By you.” The boy paused. “Did Harry happen to say anything to you when you took him to the brig?”

      

      “No, he wanted me to allow him to explain, but I told him he could have no possible reason for doing what he tried to do. After that, he fell silent. I will ensure that nobody speaks with him until we reach Cape Verde, after which time, he will be in the hands of the British Navy.”

      

      A small smile turned up the corners of the boy’s lips. “Thank you, My Lord.”

      

      “For what?”

      

      “For saving me, and for being understanding. I know there are others who would not have been so generous.” He gazed into his half-empty glass of hot port—their second that evening.

      

      “It is my duty to care for those under my watch, especially those who are most in need. Your size and stature have likely made you vulnerable, especially to men such as Harry.”

      

      The boy laughed bitterly. “I imagine you are correct.”

      

      “How would you feel if I was to offer you a more suitable role—one that would take you away from the sailors below decks? I do not think any of them would do you any harm, now that Harry has been dealt with, but I must be allowed to assure you in whatever way I can.”

      

      He frowned. “What do you mean, My Lord?”

      

      “I have reason to believe that my manservant has taken ill. It may be a temporary malaise, but I can always utilize further assistance here. You could perform the duties that Brockmire does not always have time for. Setting the wood stoves, cleaning the glassware and such, fetching meals from the galley, and drawing me a bath should I require it. That sort of business.”

      

      He had been thinking about it throughout the last few hours they had spent in front of the stove, with Mr. Barton recovering from his unnerving assault. It seemed like the ideal solution, considering the boy’s trauma.

      

      “Will Ben not miss me, in the galley?” Mr. Barton replied quietly.

      

      Simon tapped his chin in thought. “Very well, then. What would you say to working with Ben during the daytime, and coming to work for me in the evenings? From five o’clock, should we say? You may take chambers here, in my quarters, so that you will be readily available for any tasks that I may have, in the same manner as Brockmire. That way, you will have nothing to fear below decks.”

      

      Mr. Barton looked up at Simon with those curious sapphire eyes, a wave of relief washing across his smooth, oddly feminine features. Indeed, the boy looked almost desperate with gratitude, as though they were the very words he had been longing to hear.

      

      “I should like that very much, My Lord,” he said, at last.

      

      Simon smiled. “Excellent, then why not go through to the room on the far-left and make yourself comfortable? You can bring your belongings up tomorrow. There should be spare nightshirts and such in the armoire. I have no need of them, as they are for guests, so you may help yourself.”

      

      “Thank you, My Lord.” The boy was positively beaming. “And I apologize if I wandered into the wrong bedchamber earlier. I did not realize it was yours.”

      

      Simon laughed. “Nonsense. I told you to use any of the chambers, and you happened to choose mine. Besides, you will have to grow accustomed to where everything is, if you are to provide me with assistance. I usually take my baths in my bedchamber, so now, at least, you know where to find it.”

      

      Mr. Barton’s cheeks flushed with pink. “Yes, My Lord. You are quite right.”

      

      “Go on, then. You ought to rest, before you are due back in the galley for breakfast. I will speak to Ben and let him know what has occurred.” He was glad that he could do something for the young man, after his horrendous ordeal. Even now, he could not stop wondering what might have taken place, if he had not been there to stop it. Likely, the boy was thinking the same thing.

      

      “Thank you again, My Lord. I do not know how can I express the depth of my gratitude.”

      

      Simon chuckled. “Work well, and that is all I may ask of anyone.”

      

      With an awkward bow, Mr. Barton rose from his chair and headed toward the door on the far-left of the Captain’s quarters. Ordinarily, these quarters would have been reserved for James, but he had taken a large cabin below decks instead, to accommodate Simon. He did not seem to mind. Or, if he did, he had never mentioned as much to Simon, and they had been sailing together for a long time now.

      

      Simon watched the boy go, before settling back into his armchair to finish his glass of port, which had now turned tepid. Still, it warmed him as he let it coat his mind in a soporific glaze.

      

      “What a strange evening,” he murmured aloud. “What a strange evening, indeed.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jemima walked into the sizeable room and glanced around at her new surroundings. It was a grand chamber, with a broad window to the far side, and a bureau beneath it. There was an armoire, laden with clothes, and shelves with a multitude of books upon them. The bed was similar to that of Simon’s, with four posts and neatly arranged covers.

      

      Walking straight over to the bed, she sank down on the edge of it, her chest gripped in a vise of anxiety. She had been forced to put on a believable performance for Lord Burhill, but she could not deny the overwhelming stress that flooded her senses, now she was alone. Being his assistant manservant was almost too close for comfort. For, if he somehow remembered her face, she would be doomed.

      

      And yet, she felt a great relief that he had brought her up from the depths of the cabins and the galley that she had called home for the past week-and-a-half. Even with Harry in the brig, she could not shake the insidious fear that someone else might seek to harm her. Or that Harry might somehow find a way out, and desire to wreak his vengeance upon her.

      

      One thing brought her comfort, however. If Harry had not mentioned his suspicions of her being a lady to Lord Burhill, then it stood to reason that he might continue to keep quiet on the matter. After all, the consequences of seeking to assault a young lady were far more terrible than harming a young gentleman. Perhaps, that was what had purchased his silence.

      

      Slowly, she lay back on the bed and stared up at the ceiling, letting the night’s events wash over her. Anger, despair, gratitude, relief…it all mingled in her mind. Closing her eyes, one prominent feeling remained, and it brought a tentative smile to her lips. Here, she was safe. Here, in this room, she was out of harm’s way.

      

      That could not be taken away from her, as long as she could maintain the ruse of being Andrew Barton.

      

      So…the hard part is still to come. For, though it sounded simple on the surface, Jemima knew it would be anything but. If Lord Burhill discovered the truth, or came to recognize her, she would have nowhere left to run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      Peter wasted no time in accepting the Duke of Cowden’s permission to search Lady Jemima’s personal belongings. Leaving him behind in the library, Peter tried not to look too eager as he mounted the staircase and headed in the direction of Lady Jemima’s bedchamber, following the directions that the Duke had given him.

      

      He paused for a moment on the staircase, remembering the evening he had discovered her on the landing, with her back pressed to the nearest door. He had pursued her for much of that evening’s revels, though she had tried to evade him, even then. The memory brought a smile to his lips. She had thought herself clever back then, but he had found her. He would do the same again.

      

      Moving across the landing of the first floor, he came to a halt outside the second last door on the left and let himself into the room beyond. He lingered on the threshold, absorbing the sight before him. Her aroma drifted around the empty expanse—a perfume of lavender, something sugary sweet, and a faint hint of rich sandalwood.

      

      As the Duke had said, nothing had been moved. The bureau still had papers littered across it, and a pair of shoes were askance in front of the bed. The pillows were still ruffled, where she had last lain her head, and the curtains were partially drawn, as if she had been preparing for nighttime.

      

      Slowly, he entered, taking in everything, in case he missed an important feature. He longed to find something that would lead him to her, but that was not the only reason he had asked to gain access. In truth, he wanted to be closer to her, in some small way, as though that would connect them. It was the same reason he had pressed his lips to her portrait on the evening he had trailed her, although this was far more satisfying.

      

      First, he went to her armoire, and began to rootle through the clothing. He found gowns of all kinds, and brushed the silky fabrics against his skin, his body shuddering in delight at the sensation. The scent of her was more intense on the gowns she had more recently worn, as he buried his nose into the necklines of the dresses, imaging them filled out with her sensual form.

      

      Next, he opened drawers, discovering her corsets and pantalettes. To his dismay, when he leaned in to draw their scent deep into his nostrils, he found only the scent of starch and soap. He had been hoping for something more visceral, but that had been washed out of them by the laundry.

      

      Putting everything back neatly, lest someone discover his trail of furtiveness, he wandered over to the bureau and sat down. A few ink splotches covered the varnished surface, with a fingerprint clearly ingrained in one of the dried marks. He smoothed his own fingertips across it, trying to imagine Lady Jemima’s thoughts before she had escaped Cowden Manor.

      

      What did you think of, my love? Where did you wish to go?

      

      He glanced at the window beside him, which gave a beautiful view across the back gardens. He could not envision her clambering down from such a height, nor would such a thing have been possible without a rope, or without tying the bedsheets together. As that had not been discovered, he knew she could not have absconded like that.

      

      Then how? He sat back in the chair where Lady Jemima had sat countless times and wondered what her plan had been. It was becoming clearer that she must have left by one of the house’s exits, but even that would have been difficult without someone spotting her.

      

      An idea burst into his mind. Were you in disguise, my sweet?

      

      That seemed like the only option, if she had managed to get away from the house without being noticed. Then again, he could not conjure up a single disguise that would have allowed her to pass unseen. Her face was too recognizable, and that long, raven hair would have given her away immediately, even with a hat of some kind upon her head.

      

      Are the staff in on it? It was a possibility, though it would also have been a rather risky move on their part. If it was discovered that they had aided her, they would lose their employ at Cowden Manor, and their reputation alongside it. And yet, he could not ignore the niggling doubt that they had somehow helped her. After all, someone had to know something. People did not simply disappear, and certainly not young ladies such as Lady Jemima.

      

      He rose from the chair and walked about the room, making several circuits. As he did so, he kept his wits about him, scanning the area for anything amiss. However, aside from the shoes which had been left askance, there was nothing untoward at all.

      

      Curious, he moved towards the shoes and ducked down to the level of the floor, where he let his eyes peer into the gloom beneath. A faint dusting of lint had fallen upon the floorboards, like the first frost of Winter, but there was nothing under there, either. Well, nothing aside from the crumpled remains of a nightgown. Reaching under the bed, he dragged the nightgown out and held it in his hands.

      

      It was a long, elegant garment made of soft cotton, with a lacy trim at the hem and high neckline. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, he buried his face in the fabric and inhaled the intense scent, as though he were a bloodhound on the search for a fox. He smoothed it across his neck and his lips, letting the fabric brush against him. Beneath his trousers, he felt his member stir in sudden excitement.

      

      He pictured her, standing in this very room, dressed in naught but this nightgown, on their wedding night. He envisioned himself approaching her, his member straining for the heat of her sex, and sliding this garment from her body. If he thought hard enough, he could almost feel the smooth softness of her skin as he caressed her naked figure, his hands moving eagerly down to cup her sensual warmth.

      

      Biting his lip, he imagined sliding his fingers inside her, and listening to her gasp against his neck at the unexpected sensation. In this dream, she was willing, but he knew she would not always be. In the throes of his imagination now, he wondered how sweet it would feel to press her back onto the bed and have her unbutton his trousers, freeing his erect member.

      

      How delicious…He pictured her ready and exposed, her slender legs brought up to the edge of the bed, urging him inside her. Naked as she was, he imagined guiding himself into that wet lotus, and sinking in to the hilt, over and over until she screamed his name for everyone to hear.

      

      He opened his eyes suddenly, realizing how foolish he was being. If anyone were to find him here, with his face buried in her nightgown and his member showing rather obviously through his trousers, they would come to all the wrong conclusions. He merely wished to retrieve his bride, so he could bring his imagination to life. There was nothing sordid about that, surely?

      

      Shaking off the heat of his arousal, he glanced back under the bed. There, right beside the spot where the nightgown had been, he noticed a few unusual specks. Reaching for them, he pulled his hand back to his face, and found a few flakes of mud upon his palm.

      

      Dirt? Why would there be dirt here? He pressed the detritus between his forefinger and thumb and watched as it crumbled away to nothing but ash. Lifting his dirty fingers to his nose, he breathed in the smell of earth. It made him frown, for he could not think of any reason why Lady Jemima would have had dirt upon her feet. This was fairly recent, by his reckoning, and had not been swept away by the maids.

      

      Moving back to the bureau, he took out a clean sheet of paper, and dipped the quill into the ink. On the crisp vellum, he wrote: 1. Dirt on the floor. This would be his list of evidence, which he hoped would create a more comprehensive picture of where his bride had disappeared to.

      

      And, more importantly, how she had disappeared.

      

      Leaving it upon the bureau, he moved over to her vanity, where an array of trinkets and bottles of scent lay upon the table. He sat there for a moment, lifting the bottles to his nose and drinking in the aroma of Lady Jemima. He longed to pocket one, but he knew someone would notice if it was missing.

      

      Looking into the mirror, he assessed his reflection. He frowned at the sight, for he looked more tired than he had expected. Dark circles ringed his dark eyes with purple crescents, and a faint shadow of stubble could be seen along the edge of his jaw. He knew he would have to remedy that, soon enough, but he had more pressing matters to attend to, first.

      

      Skirting his hands along the two small drawers that were embedded in the vanity, he contemplated opening them. Reasoning that they would only be filled with more useless trinkets, he stood up instead, and padded over to the large trunk at the foot of Lady Jemima’s bed.

      

      Opening the lid, he discovered an extensive pile of blankets and sheets. Frowning, he began to sift through the seemingly innocuous items, certain that he would find something more. However, it seemed that the items were innocuous indeed, for that was all he could find within the box. Blankets, pillows, coverlets, and a few folded sheets.

      

      He had almost begun to give up hope, when he caught sight of something in the very bottom of the trunk. Snatching at it, he brought it up into the light and smiled broadly.

      

      It was a tiny slip of paper, and on that paper, two words—Head Gardener.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Jemima awoke as dawn glanced in through the pretty, crosshatched windows at the far side of her new chambers.

      

      She had not closed the curtains, as she’d known she would need the light to awaken her, so she would not be late to attend to her duties in the galley. Stretching like a cat beside the wood stove, she felt oddly refreshed, for she had experienced the best night’s sleep she’d had in a long while.

      

      And it is all thanks to Lord Burhill. She smiled at the memory of his kindness, and quickly threw back the covers. She had expected an English chill to creep upon her skin, but the room was surprisingly warm, even at such an early hour.

      

      Dressing in fresh clothes, she slipped out of her bedchamber and crept across the sitting room area. She froze before she could reach the door. Lord Burhill was asleep in the armchair where she had left him, his head lolling to one side as he breathed softly. Even in slumber, he looked kind and peaceful—the perfect savior.

      

      She paused uncertainly, for she did not know if Brockmire would be emerging from his own bedchamber anytime soon. Lord Burhill’s manservant had looked exceedingly unwell the previous evening, and she doubted his state had changed in such a short expanse of time. Taking a shaky breath, she tiptoed towards the sleeping figure and laid her hand upon his shoulder.

      

      Gently, she shook him.

      

      He blinked awake with a start. “Barton? Is something the matter? Has Harry escaped?” He lurched forwards in his chair, but Jemima pressed her palm to his chest, urging him back into the seat.

      

      “Nothing of the sort, My Lord. You were asleep, and I thought it pertinent to wake you, so you might retire to your bedchamber for a while. If you remain here, you are likely to get a sore neck, if you do not already have one.” She smiled down at him, grateful that she had thought to place her cap upon her head before she had exited her chambers. True, her hair was shorn, but she reasoned he was more likely to recognize her if he could see her full features.

      

      Lord Burhill visibly relaxed. “Thank you, Barton. That is most thoughtful of you.” He chuckled sleepily. “Although, you may be right—I fear it is already much too late for my neck.” He rubbed it tenderly, turning his head this way and that.

      

      “You should rest, My Lord.”

      

      He nodded. “If this crick has not abandoned me by evening, I should like you to draw a bath for me. You know how to do that, I trust?”

      

      “I can ask,” Jemima replied, for she had never drawn her own bath in the entirety of her life. Then again, how hard could it be? She had watched her maids do it often enough. Although, here, she was not even certain where she could get fresh water.

      

      “Very good. Speak to Brockmire if you need to.” He paused. “Which reminds me—if you pass Dr. Simkins’ cabin on the way to the galley, might you send him here?”

      

      Jemima dipped her head in a clumsy bow. “Certainly, My Lord.”

      

      “Excellent. Then I shall see you this evening.” He smiled at her. “I trust you slept well?”

      

      “I did, thank you.”

      

      “That is good to hear. And, remember, if any of the other men cause you any further trouble, you are to tell me immediately. I will speak to them about Harry myself, so they understand the consequences of any violent behavior.”

      

      Jemima nodded. “Yes, My Lord.”

      

      “Go on then, before Ben has reason to scold you.”

      

      She turned on her heel and left the Captain’s quarters, feeling a weight lifted from her shoulders. Although, as she reached the staircase leading down into the belly of the ship, she hesitated. Not because this was the scene of last night’s crime—well, not exactly—but because realization had slowly dawned upon her. If she was to draw a bath for Lord Burhill, would he also expect her to bathe him?

      

      Surely not…Her cheeks reddened as she contemplated the idea. Although, if he did happen to ask, she would have to come up with a very good excuse as to why she could not.

      

      Hurrying down below decks, she stopped short of the spot where Harry had accosted her in the gloom of the previous evening. In truth, it had rattled her, though she had not realized just how much until that moment. A delayed sense of panic and fear gripped her, as she stumbled against the wooden wall, unable to move.

      

      Last night, it had not seemed real. Perhaps that was why it had not affected her so intensely. But now…now, she was rooted to the spot, her heart beating fast, her palms clammy with terror. It had not been a nightmare. It had been very real indeed. Harry had almost brutalized her and almost taken her honor along with it.

      

      He is in the brig, he is in the brig, he is in the brig…

      

      She repeated the mantra, in the hopes it would urge her to move forwards. Instead, she found herself sinking down against the wall and drawing her knees up to her chin. Her mind filled with terrible memories, still fresh. Harry lunging at her. His body upon her. His weight crushing her. The sour smell of his breath. The grappling of his hands against her, tearing her clothes.

      

      “Barton?” A voice made her turn. Ben had just emerged from his cabin, bleary-eyed but smiling. His smile faded as he saw her, trembling in fear. “Barton, what’s up? Are you all right, lad?”

      

      Jemima shook her head. “No…no, I do not believe that I am.”

      

      “What’re ye doin’ out here?” Ben approached and heaved her to her feet. “Why ain’t you in the galley? Has somethin’ happened, lad?”

      

      “Yes…yes, it has.”

      

      Ben’s eyes widened. “Well, come on to the kitchen now, and tell old Ben all about it. I’ll make us some tea—what d’you say?”

      

      “That would be very nice, thank you,” she replied feebly.

      

      Taking her gently by the arm, Ben led her along the foul corridor, riddled with its nightmarish memories, and ushered her into the galley. He plonked her down on one of the stools as he crossed the room to prepare some tea. She sat there, shivering, as she waited.

      

      “Now, you tell me what happened, and I’ll deal with it, d’you hear?” Ben said, as he set two tin cups in front of them. Jemima put her hands around hers, letting the warmth creep through her cold palms. She could not understand how her state could change so swiftly, simply by seeing a single spot in a corridor.

      

      “Harry…” she gasped, struggling for breath.

      

      Ben frowned. “Harry? What about ‘im? What’s the devil gone and done this time?”

      

      “He attacked me,” Jemima whispered. “He attacked me, but Lord Burhill saved me. Harry is in the brig now and is to stay there until he can be sent to a tribunal in Cape Verde.”

      

      Ben sighed wearily. “I knew that lad would come to naught but trouble.” He took a deep sip of his hot tea. “Should’ve been thrown off this boat a long time ago, if yer ask me.”

      

      Jemima sipped her own tea, grateful for the heat of it. “He wanted to hurt me, in the most awful way.”

      

      “That don’t surprise me. Yer feminine in yer ways, and some men get the madness about ‘em when they’ve been at sea too long. Harry’s one of ‘em. He got in some bother on our last voyage, but the Captain and Lord Burhill saw fit to give him another chance. Looks like he didn’t do well by it.” Ben shook his head. “Still, we’ll be shot of him come Cape Verde.”

      

      Jemima nodded. “Lord Burhill has asked that I take on some duties in his quarters, from five o’clock. He said he would tell you himself, but I thought I should, as I am here.”

      

      “Aye, that’ll be no bother to me, lad. Once news gets round of Harry, everyone’ll be flighty, so it’s probably best he’s got you under his care. Good man is Lord Burhill. One of the best.”

      

      “I do not know much of him,” Jemima admitted. She only knew what the gossipmongers had spread amongst the social elite, and they were often unkind in their judgments.

      

      “He’s got a sailor’s heart. Salt of the earth type of fella.” Ben smiled. “And I’m mighty glad he saved you from Harry. He was always a wrong’un. Odd tendencies. I should’ve known to keep a better eye on things.”

      

      Jemima shook her head. “It is not your fault, Ben. You have been nothing but kind and generous to me. I am only sorry that I did not keep my wits about me, for it would never have come to pass if I had.”

      

      “Nonsense, lad. Harry would’ve found a way. Bad sort, through and through. We can all rest a little easier, knowin’ he’s in the brig, where he ought to be.” Ben clinked his cup against Jemima’s. “Now, what d’you say we get started on them spuds? Take yer mind off things?”

      

      Jemima smiled. “That sounds like a superb idea.”
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        * * *

      

      After finishing her day’s work, and preparing a tray of food for Lord Burhill, Jemima left the galley and headed back towards the Captain’s quarters. A few of the sailors offered her sympathetic glances as she passed, the news of Harry having spread like wildfire. It comforted her, to know she had their support, but she was still glad she no longer had to sleep below decks. Harry still had friends amongst the crew, and she did not trust them not to seek vengeance on his behalf.

      

      However, between Ben and Lord Burhill, she felt suitably protected from any errant acts of revenge. Ben had already said, several times, that he would take his cleaver to anyone who tried to hurt her again. She had appreciated the sentiment, but not quite the violent nature of it.

      

      Letting herself into the Captain’s quarters, she found Lord Burhill sitting at the long, worn table closest to the door. He was sifting through a formidable pile of papers and seemed to be engrossed in their contents. He lifted his head as she entered, a warm smile spreading across his lips as he saw her.

      

      Her stomach fluttered without warning, though she did not understand the sensation. Am I unwell? She did not feel poorly, but she had no other explanation for the sudden feeling.

      

      “I have brought your dinner, My Lord.” Jemima set the tray on the table in front of him, careful to keep it away from his paperwork.

      

      “Might you join me?” Lord Burhill replied.

      

      Jemima hesitated. “I have already dined, My Lord.”

      

      “Goodness, when you speak, it reminds me of the rather dull dinner parties my father forced me to attend.” He paused, realizing what he had said. “Not that you are remotely dull, Barton. I simply mean your tone is very reminiscent of the upper echelons, and I have been away from their company for some time.”

      

      She smiled. “I understand, My Lord.”

      

      “Then, will you accompany me whilst I dine? I do so hate to eat alone, and Captain McMorrow is otherwise engaged, since we are to sail on the dawn tide. I also believe, and you are not to tell him this, that he may have imbibed to excess last night.”

      

      Jemima recalled seeing him on the wharf and embracing a friend in front of one of the quaint tavernas. Judging by their bawdy exchange, she did not doubt that he may have been feeling somewhat fragile that day. Although, she did not say so to Lord Burhill, for she did not feel it was her place to cast judgement.

      

      “I suppose I may sit with you, My Lord.”

      

      “Then do so, please.” Lord Burhill gestured to the seat opposite.

      

      Awkwardly, Jemima took her place, and watched as Lord Burhill dined upon the rich, spiced beef stew that she had prepared for him. Learning to cook had been something of a revelation for her, and she had been more than surprised to find that she actually enjoyed the process. Then again, she had Ben as her mentor, who was as patient as he was skilled.

      

      “What are all of these papers, My Lord?” Jemima did not like the silence much, seeking to break it with polite conversation.

      

      Lord Burhill pulled a weary face. “They are inventories, from the products we have purchased to trade. I have acquired several cases of port, both ruby and tawny, to return to England. And there is a great deal more to come, before we go back.”

      

      “Silks and spices, yes?”

      

      “Very perceptive.” He frowned at her. “Do you read, Barton?”

      

      She nodded. “I do.”

      

      “And you can write?”

      

      “Yes, My Lord.”

      

      “That is unusual for a sailor,” he mused.

      

      Jemima’s heart gripped. “My father taught me. He thought I might find it useful.”

      

      “Yes…very useful, indeed.” He paused. “I may even have you cast your glance over these, once I am finished dining. It will take me forever to work through them alone, and I can always use an assistant.”

      

      “I should be happy to help, My Lord. Although, in all honesty, I do not know much about trade.”

      

      He laughed. “Nor would I expect you to! Fear not, I will only need you to make sure there are no errors. These papers with the star on the top should match with these with the single line in the corner. As long as they are paired, without mistakes, that is all I require.”

      

      Jemima relaxed. “That I can do, My Lord.”

      

      As he returned to his feast, Jemima found herself watching him more closely. He was more handsome in the bronzed glow of the daylight, shining in through the windows. Indeed, the hazy light seemed to cast a halo of sorts around his head, illuminating the golden strands in his amber hair. And his unusual eyes appeared almost gilded, as she looked upon them.

      

      Yes, he was very handsome indeed.

      

      What on earth has come over me? She scolded herself inwardly for fixating upon the gentleman. After all, he would never look upon her as anything other than a slightly feminine young man, whom he had saved from an atrocious encounter. If he did look upon her as anything else, that would be cause for concern.

      

      And yet, she could not help but gaze at him as he ate. There was an aura about him that invited the eye and held onto the heart. Here, in person, he was a world away from the selfish oddity that the gossipmongers had painted him to be. He was warm, and kind, and humorous, with an easy smile and strong sense of justice. Even if he had not been so handsome, Jemima felt she would have been drawn to him, regardless.

      

      Then again, she had grown into womanhood with a distinct lack of charming gentlemen around her. Perhaps that was what made him so intriguing. By encountering him as Andrew Barton, Lord Burhill was free to be himself, in a way he would not have been if she had been introduced as Lady Jemima. And, in a strange way, she was grateful for that. For, now, she got to see him without any pesky etiquette getting in the way.

      

      “Do I have something on my face, Barton?”

      

      Jemima snapped out of her reverie and realized she had been staring. “A few crumbs, My Lord.”

      

      He dabbed his mouth with the edge of a serviette. “Better?”

      

      “Yes, My Lord.”

      

      “Now I really do feel as though I am at one of those tiresome dinner parties.” He laughed heartily, as he washed his dinner down with a large swig of wine. “Have you ever attended one of those tedious affairs, Barton?”

      

      Jemima nodded. “On several occasions, My Lord.”

      

      “And how did you find them?”

      

      Jemima grinned. “Very tiresome, indeed.”

      

      “Glad to hear it!” Lord Burhill smiled back at her, his golden eyes glittering with merriment.

      

      It thrilled her to be able to speak so freely with Lord Burhill, and to have him speak freely in return. She had never known liberation like it, unbound by the trappings of polite society and the rules that came with it. Here, she could be the version of herself that she had always longed to be. Although, she wished she did not have to masquerade as a young man in order to achieve it.

      

      They spent the next few hours in companionable conversation, looking through the inventories and ensuring that everything was present and correct for the next legs in their voyage. Though she had no experience in the subject of trading, she found the topic rather interesting, as she delved deeper into it. Plus, Lord Burhill’s presence, and his enthusiasm, made it all the more intriguing.

      

      Despite her attempts to scold herself into not gazing upon Lord Burhill, she found it increasingly difficult, given their proximity to one another. In all her life, she had never been so close to a gentleman without a chaperone present. Even then, she had not much cared for their company. But Lord Burhill was different. His company was easy and good-natured, with no airs and graces.

      

      In truth, she began to wonder if her warmth towards him was simply due to the fact that he had come to her aid, in her very darkest hour of need. It was the only reason she could conjure up, though it did not prevent her from watching his lips as he spoke, and admiring the soft, plump shape of them.

      

      What would they feel like, pressed to mine?  She dropped her gaze immediately, instantly believing that she had somehow caught the madness that Ben had spoken of. This sort of behavior was so unlike her. And yet, she continued to wonder what his lips would feel like, pressed to hers.

      

      “Barton?” Lord Burhill nudged her gently. “Am I boring you?”

      

      Jemima shook her head. “No, My Lord. I apologize, it has been a rather trying day, all in all.”

      

      “Of course, forgive me,” he replied softly. “I had almost forgotten the reason I invited you to remain in these quarters. You must think me a terrible sort, not to ask how you are faring?”

      

      “Not at all, My Lord. I had quite forgotten myself—these inventories are certainly distracting.” As are your lips…You must desist!

      

      “You did not answer my question.” He turned to her. “How are you faring?”

      

      She shrugged. “I am as can be expected. It is a comfort to know that Harry is locked away, and that is all I may ask for.”

      

      “You are a brave soul, Barton. Far braver than I should be, in your position.”

      

      “I do what I must,” she said quietly.

      

      “Still, I find your courage remarkable. I mean it. There are far larger, stronger gentlemen who would crumble under the same circumstances.”

      

      Jemima smiled. “Then, perhaps there is a benefit in being slight and small.”

      

      He chuckled. “Yes, perhaps.” He stretched out, revealing the outline of taut muscle beneath the unbuttoned collar of his shirt. Jemima looked away immediately, feeling flushed. “Now, I should very much like that bath, if you would do me the courtesy? You were quite right about that soreness in my neck. I have been trying to resolve it all day, to no avail.”

      

      “Yes…yes, of course, My Lord.” Jemima rose from her chair, flustered. She had hoped this moment would not come, for she did not know what to do. However, she could not reveal her ineptitude, for he would surely find it suspicious.

      

      He stood, too. “Very good, then I will expect it in my bedchamber shortly. Again, if you require any assistance, you may speak with Brockmire.”

      

      “How is he?” Jemima was eager to purchase more time.

      

      “A pleurisy of the lungs, though I am grateful it is not a contagion. Dr. Simkins has assured me that it will not spread, but Brockmire shall be restricted to his bedchamber until he is fully himself again. He will not mind the intrusion, though. He will make himself quite mad, alone in that room, I am quite certain of it.” He smiled and crossed the room, heading into his bedchamber and leaving Jemima in a state of panic.

      

      How am I to do this without giving my identity away? Truthfully, she had no clue.
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      Simon looked up as Barton entered with the last of the water for his bath. He had felt lethargic all day, made worse by the incessant twinge in the side of his neck. He had not remembered falling asleep in the armchair the previous night, but warm Port tended to have that effect upon him. And now he was suffering for it, but it was nothing a hot bath could not resolve.

      

      He had watched Barton go about the task of filling his bath in a rather curious manner, though he had not intervened. It was something his father had taught him, many years ago—You must let a person figure something out by themselves, or else they shall never learn. Simon supposed his father had not intended for him to figure out the merchant trade by himself, but that did not matter now. His father was not here to see any of his success. Nor would he have been particularly congratulatory if he had been.

      

      They had shared a somewhat tense relationship, which had not lessened towards the end of his father’s life. Even then, he had continued to bombard Simon with words of judgement and disappointment, forever letting Simon know that he had not quite been the son that his father had wanted.

      

      Simon supposed that was what had led him to this life in the first place, for he had never felt as though he belonged in the upper echelons of society. And so, he had shunned it all—balls, soirées, dinner parties, all of it. And had become much happier for it, even though he knew he could not wholly abandon his duties forever. At one point, he would have to settle down into a more domestic existence…but not yet. There was still plenty of time for that, or so he hoped.

      

      “It is done,” Barton said, perspiring profusely from the effort. Simon had to wonder if Brockmire had instructed him incorrectly, on purpose, as a means of maintaining his position, despite his illness. Nevertheless, a bath had been drawn, and it looked to be a pleasant one.

      

      “Thank you, Barton.” To his surprise, Simon had found that he had rather enjoyed the company of the strange young man. He was quick to learn and had an excellent eye for detail. Truly, he knew he would still be toiling away at those inventories if it had not been for Barton’s sharp mind.

      

      It had begun as a feeling of duty towards the boy, after what had happened to him with Harry, but now Simon was beginning to wonder if Barton might actually make an excellent manservant. He had the potential to be a good companion, with a skill for easy conversation and an amusing sense of humor. He supposed he would discover with time, though he could not deny that he liked having the boy around.

      

      He crossed the room to the tin bath and began to remove his clothes. Ordinarily, that would be done by a manservant, but it was an aspect of such a relationship that he had never been fond of. And so, he preferred to do it himself. He let his shirt drop to the floor and began to unbutton his trousers. Barton, meanwhile, was holding the bath sheet up so high that it covered his face entirely.

      

      He must be shy. Simon could understand that and did not seek to point it out as he shed the rest of his clothes and stepped into the draped tub. Sinking down into the hot water, he let out a sigh of relief, the comforting liquid enveloping him in a luxurious embrace.

      

      “Do you enjoy a bath, Barton?” he asked, as he closed his eyes in pleasure.

      

      “Yes, My Lord,” Barton stammered in reply.

      

      My goodness, he really must be shy.
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        * * *

      

      Jemima did not know where to look, her face turning a worrying shade of scarlet. She had not been able to turn away when Lord Burhill had removed his shirt, to reveal a broad, muscular torso. In all her life, she had never seen so much bare skin. To her eyes, it looked as though he had been carved into life, instead of coming into the world the natural way. However, she had immediately averted her gaze when his focus had turned to his trousers.

      

      Now, he was lounging in the tub, casually soaking away the grime of the day. Taking a sodden cloth, he proceeded to draw it across his muscular limbs, cleansing himself of any sins that might be lingering upon his dewy, wet skin. Jemima had never seen anything more beautiful, though she was cautious to stay behind him, so that his upper body blocked her from seeing anything she should not.

      

      “Might you wash my back for me, Barton?” Lord Burhill asked, holding out the cloth.

      

      Jemima balled her hands into fists, absolutely mortified. “Certainly, My Lord.”

      

      Taking the proffered cloth, she approached as Lord Burhill leaned forwards in the water, hugging his knees to his chin. Kneeling behind the tin bath, she paused for a moment, cloth in hand. She knew she could tell the truth right then and spare herself the embarrassment of washing him. But, if she did that, he would send her straight back to England. No matter how flustered she was, she could not allow that.

      

      Steeling herself, she began to smooth the cloth across the contours of his back, admiring the flex of lean muscle as he moved. Soon enough, she began to relax into it, sweeping the cloth in circular motions to ensure that all the dirt and perspiration was sloughed away. Her maids had done the same for her, back home at Cowden Manor. Now, she began to have a greater respect for the work they had done for her.

      

      Lord Burhill groaned in appreciation as Jemima moved the cloth up the sides of his neck, pressing deep into the muscles that were causing him upset. That sound made her stomach flutter and her abdomen tighten, feeling a sudden heat in the most secret part of her. A warmth spread along her sex, sending intense shivers through her body that gathered in her very center. It surprised her as much as it delighted her, for she had never experienced such intense feelings before.

      

      I am surely feverish? This is surely an ailment? Nobody had told her of this, nor had she read of any such sensations in her treasured novels. This was entirely new, and not at all unwelcome. It certainly did not feel like a sickness.

      

      But what use is this? She could not tell Lord Burhill the truth of her state, nor did she imagine he would be reciprocal in these fledgling affections. After all, he thought her to be a young man. He had certainly never given her any indication that he was so inclined, though she had caught him staring at her in an unusual manner on more than one occasion. It had unnerved her, then, but now she felt a longing for him to look at her again and see her for who she truly was.
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        * * *

      

      Simon luxuriated in the warm water, enjoying the relaxation brought on by Barton’s skillful massage. Reveling in the soothing motions, he caught sight of the two of them in the mirror on the far side of the room. What he saw took him by surprise. In the gloom, Barton looked rather like a young lady, for he had removed his cap without Simon realizing.

      

      The shadows that conspired in the darkness made it look as though the boy had long, flowing locks of the same raven shade as his shorn hair. Simon held his breath, hardly believing his eyes. The shape of Barton’s face was delicate, with rosy cheeks and a slender chin, leading down to an elegant neck that he could better see, now that Barton had removed his cravat. Curiously, he found no hint of an Adam’s Apple.

      

      Those sapphire eyes were fixated upon Simon’s shoulders, as Barton moved the cloth in gentle circles, washing away the strain of the last few days. He noticed a small smile turning up the pink corners of Barton’s lips, inspiring a sudden desire in Simon that he could not swallow. Despite himself, Simon responded to the sight in a rather unexpected manner. He felt his arousal growing, though he hugged his knees to hide his swollen member.

      

      What in heaven’s name is the matter with me? Barton may have looked extraordinarily feminine, but that did not change the fact that he was a male. And Simon was certainly no deviant, with homosexual tendencies. He had never so much as looked at another gentleman in a desirous manner, for he enjoyed the curves and splendor of the feminine form. And yet, he could not desist in staring at Barton.

      

      “I believe the ache has gone,” Simon said, his throat constricted. “Thank you, Barton.”

      

      “As you like, My Lord.” Barton sat back on his haunches and handed the cloth back to Simon, who took it rather too quickly.

      

      “You may go, Barton.” He knew his voice sounded coarser than he had intended, but he needed Barton to leave before any discomfort could prevail.

      

      He nodded. “Of course, My Lord.”

      

      As Simon watched the boy go, and heard the door close behind him, he released a sigh of relief. He did not know what had come over him, to feel such a sudden desire for the young man. It mortified him, to think that he had become aroused over such a fellow. Or any fellow, for that matter.

      

      This will not do. No, this will not do at all.
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        * * *

      

      Jemima hurried out of the room and snuck away to her own bedchamber, where she lay down upon the bed and heaved out a series of fractured breaths. She had never seen anything so beautiful in all her life. Lord Burhill’s physique had quite taken her breath away.

      

      To be able to touch that smooth skin and run her hands along his taut muscle…she felt rather overcome.

      

      Indeed, she had caught him looking at her in the reflection of the mirror, though she had not dared to look back. The way he had stared… it was almost as though he knew who, or what, she was, but lacked the courage to confront her. Still, it had not been the sort of gaze he had afforded her previously. No, this had been something else entirely—a weighted, intense gaze that spoke of secret desire.

      

      I am evidently losing my mind. There was no possible way that Lord Burhill could have been looking at her in that way, for he had never so much as suggested that she was anything other than Andrew Barton. He believed in her ruse. And that meant he could not desire her, in the way she might have liked him to.

      

      I have been without fresh air for too long, methinks. That was the only explanation she could muster for this strange shift in her way of thinking. She was no harlot, and though she dreamt of love, she had never been one to fixate upon the sordid aspects of a union between man and wife. In truth, she was not even entirely sure of the logistics of procreation. All she had to go on were the fleeting sights she had seen, and the sound of ecstasy they inspired.

      

      Could it truly be pleasurable? It seemed to be the case, but she lacked any experience in the subject. Annie, the maid, had certainly seemed to enjoy the attentions of Eddie, and the lady in the alleyway had been euphoric in her lover’s touch. But nobody within her circle, not even within her friends, had ever spoken of such pleasure. Intercourse was a forbidden topic in polite society, and the absence of knowledge abounded in her mind.

      

      Pulling the coverlet over herself, she tried to forget what she had seen. For, although she was eager to know more, she knew she had no way of doing so. How could he feel even a hint of affection, given her current state? Her desires for Lord Burhill would have to remain hidden, draped in a disguise, as she was. She only hoped that, in time, they would go away.

      

      If they did not, then she stood to risk everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Peter burst into the laundry, his eyes narrowing as the ladies within shrieked in surprise. He held the small slip of paper in his hands, as though it were a trophy. In a way, it was, for he was certain it would lead him to discover how Lady Jemima had escaped. Already, an idea was forming in his mind, though it was almost too outlandish to contemplate. Even for a lady such as her.

      

      “You.” He pointed to the most senior of the ladies. “Do you work here?”

      

      She nodded. “I do, M’Lord.”

      

      “And what is your name?”

      

      “Mrs. Frost, M’Lord.”

      

      “Well then, Mrs. Frost, might you be able to tell me what this refers to?” He brandished the slip of paper in her face. It had become second nature to him, to ask for the names of ladies, for it seemed to make them more amenable to his requests.

      

      Mrs. Frost frowned as she looked at the fragment. “It’s a notation, M’Lord. We put them on the clothes, so we know what is going where. That must have come from one of the head gardener’s items.”

      

      “As I suspected,” he mused, mostly to himself. “And has there been any report of missing clothes in the past few weeks?”

      

      Mrs. Frost paled. “I…I can’t say, M’Lord.”

      

      “What do you mean? Either you know there are garments missing, or you do not. It is fairly simple.” He eyed her suspiciously. “Are you telling me you cannot say, or that you will not?”

      

      She trembled before him. “It’s not so easy as that, M’Lord.”

      

      “You may speak freely, Mrs. Frost. If there are any garments missing, I will not hold you responsible. Indeed, if you speak the truth, I will see to it that you are not punished, if anything has been spirited away without explanation.” He waited patiently, for he could tell he had struck a nerve, by the worried look upon her face.

      

      She dipped her head nervously. “There were some garments went missing almost a fortnight ago. A shirt and some trousers, and a waistcoat. A cap, too, and one of the ostler’s said his boots were missing.”

      

      “And why did you not report this?”

      

      Silence ensued.

      

      “Did you believe it might make you look careless, Mrs. Frost?”

      

      She looked up, startled. “I…I suppose I did, M’Lord.”

      

      “Did this happen shortly before Lady Jemima disappeared from this house?”

      

      She frowned in thought. “Yes, I believe it did, M’Lord, but we didn’t find out them garments were missing until after.”

      

      Peter smiled with satisfaction. “Very good, Mrs. Frost. Then that will be all.”

      

      “You won’t say aught to the Master, will you?”

      

      “I must, Mrs. Frost, but I will plead your case with the utmost sincerity.”

      

      In truth, he had no intention of doing so. He did not care a fig what happened to these underlings. Instead, he would leave their punishment up to the Duke. After all, if they had come forward with this sooner, then they might have been able to apprehend Lady Jemima more quickly. Thanks to them, Lady Jemima continued to put distance between herself and Peter.

      

      And you must be appropriately punished for that foolishness. He did not say so aloud, for he knew he might have further questions for the laundress. Turning away, he headed out of the low outhouse and made his way back to the main building, to seek out the Duke himself.

      

      What had started as an impossible thought was becoming clearer by the second, and, if he was correct in his assumptions, then they did not have a moment to lose. Dressed in men’s clothing, Lady Jemima would truly have become unrecognizable. And, with that gift in her arsenal, she could be just about anywhere.
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        * * *

      

      “You cannot be in your right mind, Lord Beaurgant,” the Duke remarked, his chest puffed out in shock. “That is simply not possible.”

      

      Lord Beaurgant smiled. “That is what I thought, at first. However, you must agree, the evidence is making it seem ever more likely. I discovered the slip of paper in Lady Jemima’s trunk of belongings, amongst a pile of blankets and suchlike. It should not have been there. And, when I spoke with the laundress, she told me that several garments had gone missing. Do you believe it to be coincidence?”

      

      He is trying to make me look a fool. Andrew stared at the impertinent gentleman with cold eyes, though he could not deny the hint of plausibility in what he was saying. After all, nobody had been able to locate Jemima, and nobody had heard a whisper of her. The idea that nobody had so much as seen her rang alarm bells in his mind, for she was a striking young lady who rarely went unnoticed.

      

      If she had ventured into the outside world, dressed in gentleman’s clothing, then there was every chance that she might have been able to wander without suspicion. For who would take a second glance at a young man in drab dress, going about his daily business?

      

      “I do not know, Sir,” Andrew replied tersely.

      

      “I understand your apprehension, but Lady Jemima is unlike ordinary young ladies. I would not suggest such a horrendous thing, if I did not believe she was capable of it, under the right circumstances.” Lord Beaurgant paused. “She was evidently spooked by the idea of marital union, and as she gave me little chance to persuade her of my merit, it would seem she has absconded by impulse alone. That can drive a person to do unseemly things.”

      

      “But dress as a gentleman?”

      

      Lord Beaurgant nodded. “Even that, Your Grace.”

      

      Andrew sank down into one of the armchairs in the library and held his head in his hands. He could not believe that his daughter had embarrassed him in so uncaring a fashion. If news of this were to spread, he would become a laughing stock, and Jemima’s reputation would be tarnished beyond repair. Unless Lord Beaurgant was still willing to marry her. Which, by the looks of things, he was.

      

      The unusual gentleman seemed almost excited by the prospect of Jemima’s method of escape, as though it thrilled him to have such a peculiar bride. Then, perhaps it is for the best if I allow him to retrieve her, with whatever means necessary. At least, that way, his daughter would not be a lifelong spinster, with no hope of a husband.

      

      “Then, what do you suggest for our next course of action?” Andrew sighed wearily, fervently wishing he had been blessed with a son instead. Sons were dutiful and obedient, where daughters appeared to be unruly and troublesome.

      

      Lord Beaurgant grinned. “I plan to visit the nearby town, to ask if anyone has seen a young man matching Lady Jemima’s description, though with the necessary amendments. There are only a handful of ways that she would have been able to leave the surrounding area—by stagecoach, by acquiring the services of a passing cart, or by walking. I happen to believe that she would not have been able to endure the latter, which leaves two remaining possibilities. I will explore both, until I discover some answers.”

      

      Andrew nodded slowly. “And you will return to me if you discover anything?”

      

      “I will, Sir. You may rely on that.”

      

      “Very well, then. I suppose you must be on your way, for if what you say is the truth, then there is no telling where she may be.”

      

      Lord Beaurgant rose sharply and sketched a bow, before exiting the library, leaving Andrew alone with his thoughts. He could not fathom how their family had been brought to this, and all for the sake of an engagement. He, himself, had been privy to an arranged marriage, and it had resulted well enough for him. He had grown to love his wife, and she had grown to love him in return.

      

      Why must young ladies put so great a precedence on love? He did not understand the attraction, personally. That initial feeling of affection was a transient thing, and so often disguised the truth, which was nothing but lust. He had lusted after enough young ladies in his time to know that it was nothing to risk one’s honor over.

      

      Turning his gaze towards the window and viewing the expanse of greenery that stretched away into the distance, he wondered where Jemima could be. In truth, he feared for her. What if she had been harmed? What if she had been assaulted? What if someone had discovered the truth and taken advantage of her?

      

      And, worst of all, what if she could not be retrieved?

      

      You foolish girl.

      

      One thing was for certain, he no longer knew if there would be a place for her here, after what she had done, even if she could be returned. True, he did not wish harm to come to her, and he hoped she could be found without a mark upon her.

      

      But, even if they could hide her actions from the general populace, he was not sure he could ever look upon her face with affection again.
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      As the following day dawned, and the Evening Star was due to sail for its next port of Cádiz, Simon found himself in something of a predicament. His encounter with Barton the previous night had prompted him to think of another way in which the boy might be safe from harm aboard this ship. Indeed, he had started to wonder if Barton might be better off on land, awaiting a different vessel to return him to England.

      

      Simon knew these thoughts were not solely spurred on by his concern for Barton’s safety. His curious feelings in the bathtub had brought his mind into turmoil, causing him to doubt his own sense of self. How could he have had such a response to a young man? It made no sense to him, and he did not know if he could continue on such a lengthy journey with Barton at his side.

      

      “Good morning, My Lord.” Simon turned to find Barton standing on the threshold to his bedchamber, his cap firmly fixed upon his head. Even so, Simon could not forget the way he had looked last night. So feminine and delicate. If he looked close enough, he could see that same elegance in the curve of the boy’s neck and the manner in which he stood, as though he were prone to dancing.

      

      “I had a thought, Barton.” Simon cleared his throat. “Might you prefer to wait on shore, and find a vessel to make your return to England? I could even arrange your passage, if you would like? You have suffered greatly upon the Evening Star, and I would not see you endure any further discomfort.”

      

      The boy’s eyes widened in horror. “No, My Lord. You cannot send me back to England. Please, I implore you.” He paused uncertainly. “Have I displeased you in some way? Did you not care for the bath that I drew for you? I am unused to such labors, but I did my very best.”

      

      Simon sighed. “No, you have not done anything to displease me, Barton. I merely thought it might be better for your welfare, if you were to return to England. You are clearly unsuited to life on the sea.”

      

      “How so?” A cold note entered his voice.

      

      “It is your demeanor, I suppose.” Simon struggled to find the right words, without giving away the truth—that Barton had confused him deeply, and he did not know how to contend with those emotions. “You are much too slight and fragile for this way of life.”

      

      “I have done something to displease you, I am certain I have. Something has changed, My Lord. Please, inform me of my error, so that I may strive to never make such a mistake again.” The pleading tone in Barton’s voice tugged at Simon’s heart, for he did not wish to send the boy away. He simply feared what might happen to his own mind if he did not.

      

      Is this what becomes of gentlemen who do not marry? His father had always warned him that he would come to untold trouble if he did not wed as soon as possible. He had always ignored the warning, but now he felt the panic of it, rising up his throat like bile.

      

      “There was no error, Barton. I worry for your safety, that is all.” Simon could not look him in the eye, for he was terrified that he might suffer a repeat response if he were to hold that sapphire gaze.

      

      Barton shook his head desperately. “I cannot return to England, My Lord. Please, I beg of you, do not make me. I will become the finest companion you could ask for, if you will only allow me to remain here.”

      

      How can I say no? The boy sounded truly petrified at the prospect of returning to England. That brought its own set of queries, but Simon did not have the energy to pry, at that present moment. Everyone had their secrets. Simon was not exempt from that. He stayed away from England because he abhorred the social elite and the constraints of his position. Perhaps, Barton had similar reasons.

      

      “Then…I suppose you must stay, but I will not ask you to draw my baths again.” He dropped his gaze, feeling his cheeks enflame.

      

      “As you wish, My Lord.” Barton still sounded anxious, his manner jittery. “But, if there is a way I can improve, you must tell me.”

      

      “I will, Barton.” Simon turned away, wishing he had the arrogance to cast the boy off the ship. However, one stolen glance at those dark blue eyes, and he knew he could not do it. He did not have the cruelty in his heart, to kick a man whilst he was evidently down.

      

      “Can I fetch you anything before I go to the galley?” Barton forced a smile onto his face.

      

      Simon shook his head. “No, thank you. I will see you this evening.”

      

      “Very good, My Lord.” With a clumsy bow, the boy scurried away, disappearing out of the door. As soon as he was gone, Simon sat down in the nearest chair and let out a shaky sigh. At least the boy would not be around him constantly. Indeed, he was quite certain he could endure the evenings, as long as he did not have to look upon Barton in the daytime.

      

      You will overcome this. There was nothing else for it…he had to, or else he would end up teetering on the brink of insanity.
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        * * *

      

      “Penny for yer thoughts.”

      

      Jemima looked up at Ben, realizing she had drifted into a daydream. The entire day had passed in much the same way, her anxiety rendering her silent as a graveyard. Her sole comfort came from the movement of the vessel, letting her know that they had moved away from land, and were headed in the direction of Spain. As long as they were moving, Lord Burhill could not force her to remain in a foreign country, entirely alone.

      

      His words that morning had taken her by surprise, and had not left her, no matter how hard she peeled potatoes or how keenly she threw her energies into creating the day’s meals. She had thought herself safe, after being taken into Lord Burhill’s care, but now that safety had been taken away. If he wanted her gone, there was little she could do about it.

      

      “Pardon?” She looked at Ben with apologetic eyes.

      

      “You’ve been mighty quiet today, Barton. Everythin’ all right?”

      

      She nodded wearily. “I did not rest well last night, that is all.”

      

      “Aye, well I don’t blame ye, after what you’ve been through. Not to worry, though. Harry ain’t gettin’ out of the brig anytime soon. He’ll be rottin’ in there by the time we get to Cape Verde.”

      

      “Yes…yes, I suppose there is nothing for me to worry about anymore.” She did not believe a word of it, though Ben was not to know that. He thought her nerves stemmed from Harry’s assault. He had no cause to know that it stemmed from her being removed from this very ship. Even now, she could not understand what she had done wrong, to elicit such sentiment from Lord Burhill.

      

      Was the bath so very terrible? He had seemed to enjoy it, from the way he had closed his eyes and the sound of his relaxed gasps. Perhaps he had been attempting politeness, so as not to offend her. Perhaps it had been too hot, or too cold. Or, perhaps, she had been too rough with the cloth.

      

      “You ought to be gettin’ to the Captain’s quarters, before he makes you come back ‘ere for good.” Ben smiled, but Jemima could not muster the same cheer.

      

      “Yes, of course.” She began to put together a tray for Lord Burhill’s dinner. “I will see you tomorrow.”

      

      “Aye, that ye will.”

      

      Taking the tray, she made her way back to the Captain’s quarters, her heart pounding with every step she took. Just because they were sailing once more did not mean he would not force her to leave when they reached Cádiz. However, as she got closer to the Captain’s quarters, she felt herself filled with a refreshed determination. She would make herself invaluable to Lord Burhill, so he would have no choice but to let her remain. That was her only hope now.

      

      As she opened the door, she found Lord Burhill sitting at the table with Captain McMorrow at his side. The two gentlemen looked up as she entered, prompting her to bow awkwardly with the tray in her hands.

      

      “Ah, Barton, there you are.” Lord Burhill’s voice was brighter than it had been that morning, though she sensed a hint of falsity within it. As though he were putting on a performance for the sake of Captain McMorrow.

      

      Were they discussing me? She hoped not.

      

      Captain McMorrow smiled. “Yes, we were just talking about you.”

      

      Oh dear…

      

      “You were?” she replied nervously.

      

      Captain McMorrow nodded. “Yes, we were discussing the unfortunate matter with Harry. I must apologize for his behavior. As the Captain of this ship, I feel a certain responsibility towards the actions of my men. That should never have happened to you, and I am sorry for it. Please be assured that he will be severely dealt with, upon our arrival at Cape Verde.”

      

      “Thank you, Captain.” She dipped her head, grateful that they had not been discussing her departure instead.

      

      “His Lordship tells me you have become his new manservant, whilst Brockmire is recovering from his pleurisy?”

      

      Jemima nodded. “Yes, Captain.”

      

      “I trust you are doing an exemplary job? Indeed, I can’t remember I time when I saw His Lordship so fresh-faced and cheerful. You must be doing something right.” Captain McMorrow chuckled, whilst Lord Burhill seemed to squirm in his seat, and Jemima looked away with a sheepish expression upon her face.

      

      “I did not think to bring any dinner for you, Captain. Would you like me to return to the kitchens to fetch you something?” At that moment, she wanted to be as far away from this room as possible.

      

      Captain McMorrow shook his head. “That will not be necessary, Barton. I was just about to make my excuses. I have already dined and have a great deal of work to attend to, though I thank you for your kind gesture.”

      

      “It is my pleasure, Captain.” Jemima struggled not to show her disappointment.

      

      “I will see you in the morning, My Lord.” Captain McMorrow flashed Lord Burhill a grin.

      

      He rolled his eyes. “I have asked you to call me Simon.”

      

      “Never in polite company, My Lord.” With that, he dipped his head to both his friend and Jemima and exited the Captain’s quarters.

      

      Longing to return to a sense of peace, Jemima laid the tray out in front of Lord Burhill and made to leave. However, his voice called her back, before she could run for her bedchamber.

      

      “Might you join me, Barton?”

      

      Jemima froze. “I have already dined, My Lord.”

      

      “I thought you might, but I prefer to have company whilst I eat. Would you mind?”

      

      Knowing she had no choice, Jemima took the seat opposite. As he began to dine, she studied the handsome contours of his face, unable to tear her eyes away whilst he was otherwise distracted. No matter how hard she tried, she could not forget the glisten of his damp skin, and the sweet scent of him as she had cleansed his body. Even though he was fully clothed at that moment, her mind kept picturing him the way she had seen him before. It was not something she could forget easily.

      

      “I am sorry for my words this morning,” Lord Burhill said suddenly, making her head snap away. “They were well meant, I assure you. I did not mean to cause you any upset, for you seemed rather perturbed when you left.”

      

      “It is only…it is only that I cannot return to England, My Lord. I worried you would demand that I leave, when, in truth, I have nowhere else to go. If you were to force me from this ship, I would be a lost soul, wandering aimlessly.” Her voice caught in her throat, as she remembered the reasons she had come here in the first place.

      

      Lord Burhill frowned. “Do you not have family? I thought you did?”

      

      “They would not accept me, if I were to return.”

      

      “How so?”

      

      Jemima sighed. “I refused to wed the person they selected for me. It caused a great uproar, and I chose to leave, rather than to bring them further shame by continuing to reject their wishes.”

      

      Lord Burhill stared at her, his eyes suddenly sad. “So, that is why you are here?”

      

      “Yes, My Lord. I am not sure they would accept me now, even if I were to return.”

      

      “I can understand your turmoil, Barton. Believe me, I understand.” Lord Burhill sat back in his chair, a strained frown upon his brow. “I had a similar experience with my own father, though he is dead and buried now.”

      

      “You did?” The air in the room had shifted, prompting her to lean forward with genuine interest. She no longer felt as anxious, for his previous words had allayed her fears of being cast away.

      

      Lord Burhill smiled bitterly. “He always wanted me to choose a bride, but I could never settle the way he desired me to. Captain McMorrow jests that I have chosen to wed the ocean instead of a true lady.”

      

      “Have you never thought to marry, My Lord?”

      

      He shrugged. “I do not know if a suitable lady exists. You see, I do not know that I could ever forgo this life that I have taken upon myself. I could never remain solely on land, for the oceans bring me greater joy than anything I have ever known. And yet, I do not imagine there is a young lady living, who would join me in such dangerous endeavors. If she were to exist, perhaps things would be different. As of yet, I have not met her.”

      

      “Maybe she is nearer than you think,” Jemima said boldly. “Perhaps, she is waiting for you in the next port, or the next. A lady who would join you in your every endeavor, and share in your enjoyment of these exotic lands.”

      

      Lord Burhill chuckled. “Then you must introduce her to me, should you find her. I lack the patience for searching.” He cast Jemima a wry smile. “However, I know definitely that she does not reside in fair England, and certainly not amongst the ton. Could you picture it—a great lady, clad in her finest gown, standing before the bow at my side? Her muslin would be ruined before we even left port.”

      

      “It is not so outlandish. There are young ladies in England who have dreams of far-off places…there must be, surely?” She dropped her chin to her chest, a secret smile edging onto her lips.

      

      “All they have ever shown me is disdain for my decisions,” Lord Burhill replied. “Even if they are interested, their mothers and fathers always look down their noses at me, as though I am a curious species they have never encountered before.”

      

      Jemima smiled. “That is because you are unique. I should think there are many young ladies who find you dashing and thrilling, in your adventuring ways. No?”

      

      “Honestly, I do not know. I suppose I have not attended enough soirées to find anyone who might make a suitable wife.” He looked weary, his eyes downcast. “And what of this young lady you were to wed? What made her so abhorrent that you could not bring yourself to marry her? Be assured, I cast no judgement on you; I am simply curious.”

      

      “They were…frightening, I suppose.”

      

      Lord Burhill burst into laughter. “Ah, now I have met a great many of those types of young ladies!”

      

      She watched him laugh, delighted by the way it lit up his amber eyes and softened the blunt edges of his face. In that moment, she wished she could have told him the truth. She wished she could have pointed to herself and said, “Me. I am the sort of young lady who longs for adventure and excitement, away from England. I am the sort of lady who would stand at your side, caring little for the dangers of the open sea.”

      

      But she could not.

      

      He was speaking to her as though she were a fellow gentleman, with whom he could be entirely open and honest. If she were to announce her true self now, she would shatter that sense of companionship. Out of concern for her wellbeing, he would surely put her on the next Naval ship they found and have her sent right back to her home.

      

      She wanted to believe that he would not, but she lacked the courage to take that chance.
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      Peter rode into the nearby town of Borrowdale, urged on by this fresh trail of potential. Now that he knew what he was looking for, he stood a greater chance of finding Lady Jemima’s whereabouts. Truthfully, she could be in the next town over, and nobody would know it was her.

      

      But that is wishful thinking. After all, this was Lady Jemima—she would not have dared to stay so close, for fear of being discovered.

      

      Borrowdale itself was a quaint, countryside town, with a river flowing through the center of it. Bridges arched over the babbling water, joining the two halves of the town together. Along the stone banks, shops and cottages stood proud, with an inn at the nearside corner: The Frog and Bucket. A sign swung gently in the breeze, showing a carved rendition of a squat amphibian, jumping into a wooden pail.

      

      “Excuse me,” Peter said, stopping a young man in the road. “Might you point me in the direction of the local stagecoach?”

      

      The man nodded. “Ye can speak with the fella in the inn there. He’ll be able to tell ye more.”

      

      “Thank you.” Peter walked towards the Frog and Bucket, and ducked under the low lintel, into the cozy interior. A fire roared in the grate on the far side, though the afternoon was warm, and several customers sat around, nursing tankards of ale as a cloud of bluish smoke billowed overhead. He inhaled the sour scent of stale ale, combined with the acrid tang of lit tobacco. It took everything within his power not to wrinkle up his nose in disdain.

      

      Spotting the proprietor of the inn, an elderly, wizened man with no hair to speak of, and a frame so lean and lanky that he resembled a beanpole, Peter made a beeline for him. The fellow edged slowly towards him on unsteady legs, before coming to a shaky halt.

      

      “What’ll it be?” he asked.

      

      Peter smiled. “Actually, I was hoping you might be able to assist me in a rather pressing matter. My nephew has recently gone missing, and I should very much like to bring him home before he can cause any trouble. Would you happen to have seen a young man of slender build, with very dark hair and unusual blue eyes? He is about shoulder-height, compared to me, and has very delicate features. He would have passed this way just under a fortnight ago, and it may have been at a rather late hour.”

      

      The wizened old man shook his head. “I don’t recall such a fellow, but the memory ain’t what it used to be.”

      

      Peter struggled to suppress his annoyance. “Might you direct me towards the nearest stagecoach, then?”

      

      “Aye, if ye go out the door and head back up the road, you’ll find the stagecoach post just outside the town. They come along every few hours. Ye shouldn’t be waiting too long.”

      

      “Thank you.” Peter turned around and made his way back out into the warm afternoon, following the directions towards the correct spot. Sure enough, he found a lantern hanging from a lamppost, with a sign attached to it. A picture of a stagecoach had been carved into the wood, for those who did not know how to read, alongside the word itself.

      

      Glancing up and down the road, he folded his arms across his chest and unleashed an almighty sigh. He did not know how long he would have to wait, but he was determined. I only hope that you are worth this trouble, Lady Jemima.

      

      For, if she was not, he would be forced to punish her, in every way he could think of.
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        * * *

      

      Almost six hours and five stagecoaches later, Peter had almost run out of patience. The afternoon had turned to darkness, the night overhead twinkling with a billion burning stars. Although the day had been warm, the evening had grown cold, and he was beginning to shiver. His horse grazed casually on the verge, oblivious to Peter’s increasing frustrations.

      

      He was about to give up entirely, when he heard the steady approach of hooves, coming out of the darkness of the road ahead. Sure enough, the stagecoach pulled to a halt beside the post where Peter waited, the driver pulling gently on the reins to make the horses stop.

      

      “Ye lookin’ to go someplace?” the driver asked.

      

      Peter shook his head. “Were you driving this stagecoach around ten days ago, late in the night?”

      

      “Aye, I had the midnight duty. Would’ve been here about ten days ago, if I ain’t mistaken.”

      

      “Do you remember any passengers from that night?”

      

      The driver nodded. “Aye, there was but one.”

      

      Peter’s heart lurched with excitement. “Can you tell me what they looked like? Only, my nephew has gone missing, and we are frantic with worry.”

      

      “Would’ve been a young lad, maybe ten-and-six. Skinny lad, with clothes that didn’t fit proper. Had a cap on his head, so I couldn’t make much of his face, but I know he looked young. Would that be your nephew?”

      

      “Yes, yes I do believe it is!” Peter practically shrieked the words at the driver. “Do you remember how far you took him?”

      

      “To Westport, Sir. He stepped off at the harbor. ‘Tis our last stop, so I remembered him right enough. Still didn’t see too much of his face, mind.”

      

      Peter smiled. “Thank you, Sir. You cannot know how grateful I am to you for this information.”

      

      The driver shrugged. “Glad I could help. Do you want me to take you there?”

      

      “No, no, I will make my own way, but I will remember you for this.”

      

      “Well then, I hope you find him soon enough.”

      

      Peter nodded. “Oh, I am certain that I will.”

      

      The driver glanced down at him with curious eyes. “Although, if he were hopping off at Westport, chances are he’s already boarded some ship, away from England. Why else would a lad be stopping at a harbor? I didn’t linger too long, so I didn’t see where he went, but I’d reckon he’s managed to garner passage to some far-off place. That’s what I’d do, if I were running from something.”

      

      Peter’s blood ran cold. Lady Jemima’s escape, in the disguise of a young man, had been outlandish enough…but this? Could she really have gone to such dangerous lengths? He had never so much as contemplated it. Indeed, he had been sure she would still be somewhere within Britain. Now, however, he was no longer certain.

      

      “You mind if I carry on?” the driver said. “If you ain’t going somewhere, there’s no need for me to wait.”

      

      Peter nodded slowly. “Yes, of course.”

      

      As he watched the stagecoach pull away, and head back into the darkness, he could not control the racing state of his mind. If the driver was right, then Peter was in far direr straits than he had anticipated, where Lady Jemima was concerned. If she had managed to board a ship, and was now sailing upon some unknown ocean, then how would he ever retrieve her, and bring her to heel?

      

      Surely, she would not? Had it been any other lady, he might have been able to convince himself, but Lady Jemima was not like ordinary young ladies. If she had gone so far as to dress herself up in gentlemen’s clothes, then why not set sail upon a vessel? After all, it was the most certain way of putting immeasurable distance between herself and Peter.

      

      His eyes narrowed with anger. He had known of her obvious distaste for a marriage between them, but he had never expected her to go to lengths such as these, in order to evade him. It infuriated him, taking the sheen off his excitement.

      

      Now it had become a matter of pride. She had dishonored and embarrassed him, as well as her family, and he would have his revenge on her.

      

      He had come this far. If he turned back now, then he would have failed. And if there was one thing that Peter refused to be, it was a failure. He would claim Lady Jemima as his own, one way or another. And she would not be able to outrun him forever. Nobody slipped out of Peter’s grasp. Nobody.

      

      He smiled secretly, his face twisting into a sour grimace. Fortunately for him, there was one gentleman he could speak with. The one person in this entire world who stood a chance of ensnaring her, on his behalf.

      

      I am coming for you, Lady Jemima. Over land, over sea, I will find you. And, when I do, you will regret ever running from me.
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      Two days’ later, the Evening Star arrived in the port of Cádiz.

      

      Jemima had spent a pleasant voyage, flitting between the galley and the Captain’s quarters, where she had aided Lord Burhill in his daily tasks. He had not asked her to draw him a bath again, but they had enjoyed quiet evenings in one another’s company, conversing in front of the wood-burning stove.

      

      The more she got to know him, the more her feelings for him grew. She had never been on such casual terms with a gentleman before, not even her father. For her father had kept her at arm’s length, always putting up a wall of politeness instead of allowing her to speak her mind. Lord Burhill did no such thing, the two of them speaking however they pleased.

      

      In truth, in the last few days, he had become more of a friend to her than an employer. Whilst she toiled away in the galley, she found herself daydreaming about the evening to come, when she would sit opposite Lord Burhill and hear more of his life. More than that, she eagerly awaited the moments when she could gaze into his eyes without restraint, and hear that soft laugh of his, echoing across the room.

      

      However, that evening, before she made her way to the Captain’s quarters, she could not help but take a peek at the new town they had arrived in. She stared out at the pretty port, with its whitewashed architecture and flashes of brightly painted color. Other ships had come into port, one or two bearing the flag of the British Navy. That made her nervous, but she hoped she had become valuable enough to Lord Burhill that he would not place her upon one of them.

      

      A pristine, sandy beach curved around the cliffs, the waves lapping softly against the shore with a comforting susurration. She spied sailors walking along it, laughing and jesting amiably with one another. Meanwhile, the evening sun glanced downward, covering everything in a wash of golden light. The air tasted of salt, and felt warm upon her face, as it caressed her cheeks like a tender lover.

      

      “It is beautiful, is it not?”

      

      Jemima smiled as she turned to find Lord Burhill approaching. “Exceedingly so.” He looked even more handsome in the sunset glow, with the bronzed light turning his amber eyes to liquid gold.

      

      “I had a thought,” he went on.

      

      “Oh?” The last time he had said that, he had suggested she stay behind and join a different vessel.

      

      “I wondered if you might like to join me in Cádiz this evening? I usually wander alone, and then wish I had brought company. This way, I will not make that mistake again. And besides, you know how I loathe to dine alone.”

      

      Jemima beamed. “I should like that, My Lord.”

      

      “Superb. Then, would you care to depart now?”

      

      She nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

      

      Together, they crossed the upper deck of the Evening Star and headed down the gangway, entering the lively town. It felt different to Faro, for she had no terror in her heart, and she no longer had to walk by herself. Not only that, but it meant she would be gifted more time with Lord Burhill—just the two of them. Back in England, that would’ve been impossible, but her disguise gave her a delicious freedom that she did not want to relinquish.

      

      She kept close to him as they meandered through the evening crowds, who shouted and bellowed in a foreign tongue. It sounded musical and enthralling to Jemima’s ears, a smile fixed upon her face as she took in everything. Presently, they came to a small taverna, where the proprietor was grilling fish outside on hot coals. The scent was so tantalizing that Jemima’s mouth began to water.

      

      “Are you hungry?” Lord Burhill glanced at her.

      

      She nodded sheepishly. “I confess, I have not eaten a thing since breakfast.”

      

      “How does fresh fish sound?”

      

      “Delightful,” she replied, half forgetting that she was supposed to be Andrew Barton. For, when he looked at her with those soft, amber eyes, she felt entirely like a woman.

      

      Sitting outside in the warm evening, they dined upon grilled fish, that tasted rich with salt and garlic and olive oil. It was so tender and delicate that it almost melted in Jemima’s mouth, awakening every sense. There were crispy potatoes to accompany the fish, and tangy tomatoes that had been cooked in the juice of the salty, garlicked fish. All of it washed down with several glasses of the most delicious red wine.

      

      “I imagine you were intellectual as a child,” Lord Burhill said, as he finished up the last of his fish. “Were you educated well?”

      

      Jemima nodded, as she sipped her wine to cut through the oil in her mouth. “I was, My Lord. I am proficient in Latin, Greek, French, and some German. I can play the piano forte and used to enjoy reading whenever I had the opportunity.”

      

      Lord Burhill chuckled. “Goodness, it sounds as though you were educated alongside the ladies of your household.”

      

      “My mother thought it prudent, so I could impress potential…uh, young ladies.” She took a larger gulp of her wine, realizing she had almost exposed some of her truth.

      

      “I envy you,” he replied. “I have not read something for leisure in a good, long while. I used to prefer poetry, personally, but I have had little time to entertain such exploits.”

      

      “You have some poetry books in my chamber. Do you not read those?”

      

      He shook his head. “I confess, I had forgotten they were there. Although, now that you have reminded me, perhaps I may indulge one of these days.”

      

      “You should, My Lord. Poetry is soothing for the soul.”

      

      He glanced at her, arching an eyebrow. “You speak so very prettily, Barton. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      

      “They have, My Lord. I am afraid it is in my nature.”

      

      He nodded uncertainly. “Indeed, there is a great deal of femininity to you, Barton. I suppose many young ladies prefer it, for I imagine they deem you inoffensive. You are not imposing, and you have an amenable charm to you. They must be despairing of your absence.”

      

      Jemima chuckled. “I do not think so, My Lord. I used to be rather too independently minded for anyone to offer me much affection in that manner.”

      

      “Is that so?” He grinned, as he sipped his wine.

      

      “Yes, I was forever being called willful.”

      

      “There is surely nothing wrong with a willful gentleman?”

      

      Jemima held his gaze. “There is, if it causes upset to the family.” She steeled herself, using the courage of the wine to spur her on. “You see, I always hoped to marry for love. Foolish, perhaps, but that was my ideal. And so, when an engagement was forced upon me, to someone I deemed woefully inappropriate, I could not accept it. In that way, my willfulness caused me nothing but trouble.”

      

      Lord Burhill smiled sadly. “That is a tragedy, Barton. Although, it is rather pleasant to find a rebellious sort, much like myself. I do not believe anyone should marry without love, for otherwise you are destined for a life of mediocrity and misery. And life is much too short for that.”

      

      “I agree, My Lord.” She smiled at him openly, feeling warm from the food and the wine and the company. His words brought her joy, for she had spent her entire life searching for a gentleman who thought as she did. And yet, she felt a pang of sorrow alongside it, for she could never tell Lord Burhill who she was. And so, she could never reveal the depth of her affections for him.

      

      That wounded her, more than she could possibly say. It seemed like a cruel trick, played by the heavens, to punish her for running from her family. To grant her the gift of her perfect gentleman, and to forbid her from ever revealing her desires…that was cruelty, indeed.
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        * * *

      

      Simon struggled in vain, as he walked along the wharf with Barton. All throughout dinner, he had been unable to take his eyes off the boy, admiring the sparkle of his dark blue eyes and the gentle way he laughed. At times, he had almost been able to convince himself that Barton was a young lady, for his mannerisms were remarkably effeminate. Even the way he spoke was elegant and refined, as pretty as any lady’s.

      

      I must be rid of him. Simon hated to admit it, but he could not go on like this, pretending that everything was fine. He enjoyed his evenings with Barton, more than he could possibly say, and that concerned him deeply.

      

      He was not a deviant. He did not find gentlemen attractive. And yet, when it came to Barton, he could not help but gaze upon the boy in the same way he might gaze upon a beautiful young lady.

      

      But first, he had to find a reason to be rid of Barton. He could not simply say that he no longer cared for his company, and he could not claim to be concerned for his welfare. He had already used the latter, and he had not been able to send the boy away. And so, he realized he was going to have to use far darker means. And he hated himself for what he was about to do.

      

      “We should return to the ship,” he said, fighting a battle between his brain and his heart, as he noted the plump red of Barton’s lips.

      

      “Of course, My Lord. I am rather tired.”

      

      Simon nodded. “Then, let us go back.”

      

      They turned around and walked the way they had come, taking their time as they made their way towards the Evening Star. Simon wanted to enjoy these last moments with Barton, before he had to force the boy to leave. It was the only way he could proceed. If he did not, he was quite certain he would either lose his mind or do something he would fervently regret.

      

      It is better for him, this way.

      

      “Good evening, then, My Lord.” Barton gazed up into his eyes with such intensity that he could have sworn his heart almost stopped. The boy had a rare beauty to him that seemed tragically wasted upon a gentleman, for Simon could not act upon it.

      

      Simon nodded. “Yes…good evening, Barton.”

      

      As soon as Barton had returned to the Captain’s quarters, Simon crossed the upper deck and headed down the stairs to the lower floor. He did not stop there. Taking the next set of stairs, he went all the way down into the belly of the ship and did not stop until he reached the brig.

      

      There, he found Harry hunched in the corner, slicked with grime, his hair matted. The stench of desperate humanity hit Simon’s nostrils like a savage blow, stinging the insides. Taking a moment to acclimatize, he pressed on towards the bars.

      

      “Harry?”

      

      The wretched sailor blinked in confusion, before creeping forwards. “My Lord? Have ye come to let me out?”

      

      “I have come to ask you a question. It may lessen your sentence upon our arrival at Cape Verde, though I can make no promises.”

      

      Harry’s eyes widened. “Anything, My Lord. Ask me anything.”

      

      “The night you assaulted Andrew Barton—I want to know why you attacked him in such a brutal manner?” Simon balled his hands into fists, loathing himself. “Were you provoked in any way? You must be honest if you wish to gain leniency for your actions.”

      

      Harry smirked. “Depends what ye mean by ‘provoked’?”

      

      “Did Mr. Barton give you any suggestion that he might wish to engage in such activities with you?”

      

      “No. But then, I like ‘em when they struggle.”

      

      Simon scowled. “Then why did you attack him?”

      

      “Ye don’t see it, do ye?”

      

      “See what?”

      

      He chuckled darkly. “I ain’t no deviant, My Lord. I don’t touch men.”

      

      “Then why did you assault Mr. Barton?” Simon could not fathom it.

      

      “She’s got yer all fooled. Devious witch. I knew as soon as I saw ‘er, what she was. But the rest of yer—clueless fools, believin’ every word she fed yer.” He leered at Simon. “So, aye, she provoked me. She provoked me, ‘cause I hadn’t seen a woman in a week, and I hadn’t tasted one in far longer. That’s why I wanted her, My Lord. I wanted what lay between ‘er legs, even if she didn’t.”

      

      Simon gaped at Harry in disbelief. “Have you taken leave of your senses? What on earth are you speaking of?”

      

      “Andrew Barton ain’t no lad, My Lord. She’s a woman, as sure as I’m a man.”

      

      “You must be mistaken.”

      

      Harry shook his head, chuckling. “No, I ain’t. I felt them breasts with me own two hands. Tried to tear them bandages right off her, but they were knotted tight. I’d have done far more, if yer hadn’t come along to interrupt.” Evidently, he had given up on remorse, choosing to take pride in his despicable behavior instead.

      

      Frantic thoughts thundered through Simon’s mind, as he tried to piece together the things that Harry was saying. He thought of the curve of Barton’s neck, and the glitter in the boy’s eyes, and the way he had looked in that mirror, when he had drawn the cloth across Simon’s back. He thought of the boy’s sweet voice, and delicate way of speaking, and the effeminate demeanor of him.

      

      “Barton is a lady?” Simon choked out the words. If that was true, then he had put her in a most improper position. He felt nauseous at the idea that he had invited an innocent young lady to wash him, whilst she had been unable to refuse. After all, if she was masquerading as a young man, there had to be a reason. One that would have made it impossible for her to refuse, without giving herself away.

      

      Barton said he had run because of an engagement. What if she had run for the same reason? Desperation could drive people to do outlandish things. What if that proposed marriage had driven her to come here, to sail as far from England as she could get?

      

      “Now he gets it.” Harry smirked. “She’s tricked yer, all along.”

      

      Without another word, Simon sprinted out of the room and pounded up the stairs to the upper deck. He had to know the truth for himself. He could not take the word of a foul wretch.

      

      And yet, the more he thought about it, the clearer it became. All those curious incidents that had made him view Barton in a strange, unsettling light. His arousal in the tub. His inability to look away from Barton, as though he were entranced.

      

      It is because Barton is a young lady, and not a young man. He did not know whether to feel furious or relieved. And, until he had the truth from his or her lips directly, he would not decide which way to swing with his emotions.

      

      Racing across the upper deck, he burst through the main door of the Captain’s quarters and crossed the room to Barton’s bedchamber. There, without thinking, he threw open the door.

      

      And what he found shocked him to the very core.
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      Andrew could not believe what he was hearing.

      

      Just when he had thought things could not get any worse, Lord Beaurgant had returned to ensure him that it could. They were standing together in the drawing room, and Lord Beaurgant appeared to have lost much of his former enthusiasm. Andrew could not blame him for that, though he hoped these latest advancements did not mean that Lord Beaurgant no longer wished to marry Jemima.

      

      “Westport? That is close to Bristol, is it not?” Andrew said, trying to maintain a sense of calm.

      

      Lord Beaurgant nodded. “Yes, I believe so. I plan to travel there tomorrow morning, if you would care to accommodate with a chamber for this evening? I am rather exhausted, and I must have my wits about me for what is to come.”

      

      “Of course, Sir.” Andrew paused. “Do you think she may still be in Westport?”

      

      “I cannot say, Your Grace. I confess, I have some concerns that she may have boarded a ship, but I will not be able to ascertain what has happened until I am at the harbor itself. Someone must have seen her, and someone must know what has become of her.” He sounded bitter and angry, and Andrew shared in the sentiment.

      

      How could she be so foolish? He had not raised her to behave like an unruly child, fleeing the house at the slightest sign of something she did not wish to do. He thought he had instilled a sense of duty in her, but it appeared he was wrong. Truthfully, he did not know whether to be hurt or enraged.

      

      “We must ensure that news of this does not reach the gossipmongers,” Andrew said anxiously.

      

      Lord Beaurgant nodded. “I agree, Sir. If I am to wed her, I cannot have her reputation brought under scrutiny. Hopefully, I will reach her before any of her behavior can be revealed.”

      

      “Then…you still wish to wed her?”

      

      He smiled darkly. “I do. I have made a promise to you, and I will not break that. Although, we may have to reconsider matters if anyone should hear of this, prior to me being able to retrieve her.”

      

      “Of course, Lord Beaurgant. I would not expect you to continue with this engagement if her honor has been besmirched.”

      

      “Then, we must hope that it has not been.” Lord Beaurgant sighed wearily. “Now, if a bedchamber can be arranged, I must retire as soon as I am able. I have a long ride tomorrow, and there is much to do.”

      

      “Certainly, Sir.” As he stepped out of the drawing room to find a maid to arrange a room, he took a moment to draw in a shaky breath. Despair did not even begin to cover the spectrum of emotions that rattled through his heart. He was entirely torn, for though he loved his daughter dearly, he did not know if he would be able to forgive her for this.

      

      The stress and strain that she had wrought upon himself and his wife were almost too much to bear. All he had ever wanted was to see her securely married, and with her peculiar interests in literary meetings and friendships with bluestockings, suitors had been sparse. Indeed, no matter how he tried to view it within his mind, he could not alleviate Jemima of sole responsibility. She had brought this upon herself.

      

      What else could she have hoped for?

      

      He had done his duty as a father and arranged a suitable match. She was the one who had dissuaded better gentlemen from approaching her. She was the one who had done everything within her power to make herself difficult and aloof. What else had she expected? Lord Beaurgant had been her only option, to avoid scandalous gossip that would have ruined her.

      

      This is all her fault.

      

      So, why did he continue to feel a pang of guilt?
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        * * *

      

      After spending the night at Cowden Manor, and riding away shortly after dawn, Peter eventually arrived in Westport Harbor as a gray afternoon drifted across the docks. The air smelled metallic with rain, and the clouds were rolling in from the horizon. Gathering the collar of his coat tighter around his chin, Peter tied up his horse and headed down to the wharf.

      

      There, he began his ordeal of asking if anyone had seen Lady Jemima on the night she had escaped from her family home. The docks were crowded with sailors and traders and fishermen, hawking their wares and shouting to one another in bawdy voices that scraped at Peter’s last nerves.

      

      “Excuse me?” He approached the first man he saw who wore a uniform that marked him out as a dock official.

      

      “Yes?” the man replied curtly.

      

      “I am looking for my nephew, who has recently disappeared. I have reason to believe that he came here, and I hope that you may help in my endeavors to find him.” Peter shrugged off his irritation at the man’s brusque attitude. “He is around shoulder-height to me, with unusual blue eyes, and dark hair. He would have been wearing a cap, and clothes that did not quite fit, and he is of slender frame and delicate features.”

      

      The man snorted. “You’ll have a job, finding your nephew here. Do you know how many people come and go each day? Chances are, he’s already long gone.”

      

      “So, you have not seen such a gentleman?”

      

      “No, Sir. I can’t say I have.”

      

      “Well…thank you for your time and courtesy,” Peter said sourly, as he turned away. Moving along the wharf, he stopped and asked every person that he passed, desperate to find some answers. However, the same response continued to come back to him—derision, amusement, and no sign of Lady Jemima whatsoever.

      

      Someone must know where she is.

      

      She was unique in her beauty. It could not have gone unnoticed. It simply could not have done. He refused to believe that he was walking upon another cold trail, the scent fading fast. And so, he continued in his task, until he found himself at his wit’s end. It truly did seem as if she had vanished into the ether, never to be heard from again.

      

      Eager to calm his fractious nerves, he decided on another course of action. I will not be beaten by you, Lady Jemima. The Dock Office would know which vessels had come into port that day, and which had departed on the dawn tide. If Lady Jemima had reached Westport before dawn, then it stood to reason that she had gained passage on the ship that had left the soonest.

      

      If needs be, he would wait until that ship returned. And when it did, he would be there, at the port, to apprehend Lady Jemima upon her arrival.

      

      As reckless as she was, he could not believe that she would settle in a foreign land, far from here. Chicks in their nest always flew back home. Lady Jemima was an English lady, and to England she would return. He was almost convinced of that. For, if she did not, then his plight was doomed to failure.

      

      With a furious sense of determination, he walked towards the Dock Office and entered the tall, white building. It was one of the grander structures along the docks, standing tall and imposing beside the churning water. There, he located a gentleman that he vaguely knew—a fellow named Jonathan Brake.

      

      “Mr. Brake, good afternoon to you.” Peter forced a smile upon his face, though his cheer was waning somewhat. Lady Jemima had evaded him for much too long, and he did not think he would smile again until he had her in his grasp. Truly, he had never worked so fervently for anything in his life. And though he was not one to shirk a challenge, the novelty had begun to wear thin.

      

      The gentleman looked surprised, a glitter of suspicion in his dark brown eyes. “I am sorry, I can’t quite recall your name.”

      

      “Lord Beaurgant,” he replied tersely. He did not like it when people failed to remember him, for he delighted in making his mark.

      

      “Ah, yes, of course. And how may I assist you today?” Jonathan Brake was a clerk here, and often held letters from sailors, that were to be collected by friends and family, as well as contending with official matters.

      

      “I was wondering if you might be able to tell me which ships were in port eleven days ago, and which ones sailed on the dawn tide.”

      

      Jonathan frowned. “I can’t give you that information, Sir, not unless you have the proper authorization.”

      

      Peter cricked his neck. “My nephew has recently disappeared, and I have reason to believe that he was upon one of those vessels. He is not yet of age, and his family are desperate to see him returned. So, if you would indulge me, I should like to know which vessels were in the port, and which ones departed on the dawn tide.” His voice held a warning, as he repeated the same thing he had been telling everyone else.

      

      “Well…I suppose I could, if it is for a good cause.” Jonathan hesitated, before reaching below his desk for an enormous ledger. Heaving it down in front of Peter, he began to flip through the pages, until he reached the date that Peter had given. Licking his finger, he drew it down the list. “There were fifteen ships in the harbor that day, but only four sailed on the dawn tide of the following morning.”

      

      “Which ships?”

      

      “The Queen Elizabeth, the Emerald Siren, the Jewel of India, and the Evening Star.”

      

      Peter stared at Jonathan. “What was the last one?”

      

      “The Evening Star, Sir.”

      

      “Do you know of their voyage itineraries?” His heart was beating fast, for that name held a bitter place in his heart.

      

      Jonathan nodded, and removed several pieces of paper from the ledger. “The Queen Elizabeth is headed for the Americas, directly. The Emerald Siren is intended for West Africa, by way of Europe. The Jewel of India is set to voyage to, well, India. And the Evening Star is destined for Cape Verde, though it tends to make several ports of call on the way.”

      

      “Are there other ships destined for these locations, that are due to depart today?” He could barely get the words out, for he felt a shiver of excitement amidst his disdain for the vessel, the Evening Star.

      

      “Yes, I believe the Northern Angel is due to sail to India this evening. The Maiden of Caerphilly is due to leave tomorrow morning, for West Africa. The Summer Wind will be leaving for the Americas in the next day or so, and the Flight of Fortitude sails for Cape Verde this evening.”

      

      “Will the latter be stopping along the way?”

      

      Jonathan shook his head. “No, they are set to collect cargo from Cape Verde, and have no planned ports of call prior to that.”

      

      “Thank you. You cannot know what this will mean for my family.” Peter grinned with satisfaction, for now he had a lead. True, he had four that he needed to pursue, but at least he had something to follow.

      

      He would write four letters and send them on the ships that were due to sail to the same locations, to give to those four vessels that had departed the same morning that Lady Jemima had arrived here. He would include a description of the missing Lady Jemima, for someone will have seen her, he was sure. She could not have endured the task of being a stowaway.

      

      “Was there anything else, Sir?” Jonathan glanced at Peter with concern.

      

      “Yes, actually. Do you have anything for me from Jack Spratt?” He smiled at the name. It was one he had conjured up himself, as a means of keeping his co-conspirator a secret. He did not collect letters often, but there was usually one awaiting him, with news from abroad.

      

      Jonathan frowned, and riffled through a box of letters to his right-hand side. After several minutes of sifting, he produced a square of cream vellum and handed it to Peter.

      

      “Thank you, Mr. Brake.”

      

      Jonathan nodded. “My pleasure, Sir.”

      

      Taking the letter, Peter crossed the marble floor of the grand Dock Office, to a side room where they had bureaus and quills and ink, for traders and suchlike to make their notations. Settling himself down at one of the empty desks, he set the letter in front of him, and unfolded it carefully. He was eager to read the contents, for it had been some time since he had heard from ‘Jack Spratt.’

      

      Dear Lord Beaurgant,

      

      I hope this letter finds its way to you. I’m writing to you from Westport, having returned from my latest voyage upon the Evening Star. I’ve done as you’ve asked and taken matters into my own hands. His Lordship continues to ingratiate himself, which makes things more difficult. I’ve included a list of our latest cargo, for your perusal, and the price it received at auction. As promised, I’ve enclosed a suitable sum from the cargo that I managed to siphon off without detection from the upper authorities. I would’ve written sooner, but I only received news of the cargo’s private sale this morning. His Lordship and his best pal were watching, so I had to be careful, but I don’t think they suspect anything.

      

      We’re due to sail again in a few days, and I’ll attempt to write to you again from one of our first ports of call, to let you know what cargo is being picked up. As usual, let me know how much you want me to siphon off, and I’ll do what I can to make it happen. I’ve taken my cut, as agreed.

      

      Yours Sincerely,

      

      H.

      

      Peter smiled and took out the notes of money that his acquaintance had acquired for him. If he was to stay here in Westport, he knew he would receive any further letters far earlier than usual. He did not visit this place very often, but H sent him letters with some regularity, to let him know how things were aboard the Evening Star.

      

      He had a stake in the trade that went on aboard that vessel, but he hated that name, for it brought him nothing but bad memories and left a sour taste in his mouth. It was not something he cared to remember, but necessity made it a continued part of his existence. For that ship had been named in honor of a young lady he had once known, whose ghost haunted him still. Her death would always weigh upon his shoulders.

      

      Shrugging off his irksome thoughts, he took a fresh sheet of paper from the small stack that had been laid out and began to write the first of his four letters to the departing ships. Once they were in place, they would sail in pursuit of Lady Jemima. And once she was discovered, those in receipt would have no choice but to send her back home, for the sake of duty towards her future husband.

      

      The Duke of Cowden might have been concerned for Lady Jemima’s reputation, but Peter was past caring. He wanted her back, by hook or by crook, and if that meant telling a handful of men that they had been harboring a young lady, all this time, then so be it. That unspoken bond between gentlemen would ensure her safe return. He would have staked his life on it.

      

      And if Lady Jemima’s reputation was ruined in the process, then so be it. For he did not care for such things. Indeed, he planned to ruin her anyway, so what harm was there in picking away at her honor now? He had no qualms about the gossipmongers dragging her name through the dirt, for when she was his wife, she would not see the light of day again.

      

      He would cage her for what she had done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      Jemima whirled around as the door burst open, snatching up her discarded shirt and drawing it across her bandaged chest as Lord Burhill stood on the threshold to her bedchamber. Her eyes flew wide in horror, for she had not expected him to return for some time, and she had certainly never expected him to intrude in so abrupt a manner.

      

      “My Lord, I can explain.” She fumbled for the right words, aware of her state of undress. She still wore her trousers, but her top half was all but bare, aside from the bandaging.

      

      Lord Burhill stared at her. “So…it is true?”

      

      “My Lord, please…please, let me explain.” She felt sudden tears brimming in her eyes as he continued to stare at her in disbelief. She could not gauge his emotions, for his face showed nothing but surprise. Would he be cross? Would he throw her from the ship? Would he ask the Captain to turn this vessel around, and head back to England? She did not know.

      

      “You are not Andrew Barton?”

      

      Jemima shook her head. “No, I am not, but please do not be cross with me. I have good reason for this, I assure you.”

      

      Lord Burhill crossed the room and seized Jemima in his hands, grasping her bare arms. “It can wait,” he murmured. “My goodness, it can wait.” Slowly, he leaned in towards her, moving his hand so that it cupped her face. She held her breath, hardly believing what was about to happen, as his lips grazed hers with a desperate tenderness that made her heart pound violently.

      

      He pressed his lips to hers once more, and she found herself responding in kind. It was impulsive and primordial—a natural urge to kiss him back, as her abdomen tightened, and her breaths came in short, startled gasps. His grip on her arm was still rough, but his kiss was soft, and his thumb brushed across her cheek with such gentleness that it made her stomach flutter.

      

      Driven by the raw passion of the moment, she looped her arms around his neck, prompting him to release his grip. As soon as he did, his hand moved down her body and slid around her waist, to meet his other hand. His fingertips caressed the small of her back, sending sparks of excitement up the length of her spine.

      

      He caught her mouth in his, the kiss deepening as she ran her own fingertips through his amber curls, somewhat shocked as she felt the delicious caress of his tongue against hers. Curious, she reciprocated, letting her tongue explore his mouth. She could not have pulled away, even if she had wanted to. This was beyond anything she had ever imagined, for his body was pressed flush against hers, her hips moving closer to his.

      

      “You cannot know how relieved I am,” he murmured, pulling away slightly, before plunging back in to kiss her fervently. As she pushed herself further into him, longing to be as close as possible, she felt a hardness against her. Recalling what she had seen between Eddie and Annie, she realized what it was that she could feel. His member strained as she moved her body against it, a groan escaping Lord Burhill’s lips as she did.

      

      “Why are you relieved?” Jemima gasped, eager to taste his mouth again.

      

      He smiled, and nuzzled into her neck, placing kisses along the curve of it and across the bare skin of her shoulders. Meanwhile, his hand slid upwards and caressed one of her breasts, still bound beneath the bandages. She bucked against him as he gently squeezed her erect nipple, her breath catching in her throat.

      

      “Because you are a lady,” he replied, his voice thick. “I desired you, so very much, but I thought you to be a gentleman. You cannot know the turmoil I have endured. But that is past now, for here you are, in all your shapely, feminine glory, and you could not be more exquisite if you tried.”

      

      She smiled at the thought of his relief. “I have longed to tell you the truth, My Lord.”

      

      “Simon, please,” he urged.

      

      “I have longed to tell you the truth, Simon. I almost did, so many times, but I could not find the words.” She squeaked in surprise as he lifted her up and carried her towards the bed, laying her down upon the covers. Leaving her there for a moment, he crossed the room and locked the door, before moving back over to devour her once more.

      

      He lay down beside her, lifting her face to his so he could kiss her again, his lips firm and bruising in the most remarkable way. This is pleasure, she realized. And it felt like pure lightning during a storm, each bolt splintering through her body in the most exquisite way, making her feel more alive than she had ever done before.

      

      “Who are you?” he whispered, kissing her chest, right above her heart.

      

      She paused uncertainly. “Jemima Barton,” she lied. If she revealed her true identity, as the daughter of the Duke of Cowden, he would have no choice but to make her return to England. This way, she could have the best of both worlds, for she longed to hear him speak her name aloud.

      

      “Jemima?”

      

      She nodded shyly.

      

      “I do not recognize the surname. Are your family of title?”

      

      She shook her head. “I am no one, Simon.” It felt strange to say his name, but she relished the way it felt in her mouth. Indeed, it was almost as pleasant as his tongue.

      

      “May I call you by your name?”

      

      “You may,” she replied, tracing her fingertips along the line of his strong jaw.

      

      “May I kiss you again?” He paused. “I realize that I did not ask before, though I ought to have done.”

      

      She chuckled. “You may.”

      

      Needing no further permission, he leaned in and pressed his lips to hers, moving them with such sensuality that she felt her body might explode. It was tender and rough and firm and passionate, all at once. She tried to match his fervor, letting her hands smooth across his muscular neck and over his taut chest.

      

      “I must make sure of something,” he murmured, with a smile.

      

      “Oh?” She lost herself in his kiss, as his hand moved across her body, making her shiver as it flowed over her bare stomach. She paused uncertainly as his fingers unbuttoned her trousers, before slipping beneath the waistband of her pantalettes. A sharp gasp emerged from her throat as he brushed his fingertips across the bud of her secret flower, moving them in slow circles that urged shudders of pure bliss through her veins.

      

      He smiled down at her as he pulled the edges of her trousers down her hips, granting him further access. She knew she should be stopping him, but she found she did not want to. This had been all she could think about, ever since she saw him submerged in the tin bath, and she was eager to learn more of pleasure.

      

      Slowly, his fingertips moved lower, circling the sweet warmth of her sex. Gripping his shoulders in anticipation, her hips bucked instinctively as he slid two of his fingers inside her.

      

      Oh my goodness…it felt strange and wonderful and peculiar, all at once. Gently, he slid them back out, before moving them back inside her once more. She gasped in pleasure, her eyes fluttering closed as his thumb began to circle her sensitive bud.

      

      With deft skill, he moved his fingers in and out, whilst his thumb brought an unknown sensation that seemed to build. It started in her core, firing off jolts of ecstasy that vibrated through her very being, making her breath harder and faster as she struggled against the overwhelming feeling. Arching her back, she moaned in delight, wondering if this was what it would feel like if Simon replaced his fingers with something else.

      

      Although, from what she had felt of his member, through the fabric of his trousers, it was far larger. Indeed, she was not certain such a thing could fit within her.

      

      And I cannot attempt it, not as I am. She had vowed never to give herself to anyone, unless she was married, and truly in love. Whilst she already felt the beginnings of the latter, they were not bound in holy matrimony. As such, there was a limit upon what she could experience of Simon.

      

      Relaxing back into the bed, her muscles began to tense as that exquisite, unique sensation continued to build within her. With every circle of his thumb, and every thrust of his fingers, she felt herself growing closer to something…though she did not know what. It revealed itself a minute or so later, as a great wave of euphoria crashed over her, eliciting a cry of absolute pleasure from her lips.

      

      Simon continued in his actions, until the intense sensation ebbed, like the rushing tide flowing away from the shore. Jemima trembled upon the bed as her body settled back into a normal rhythm, her every nerve tingling with the residual ecstasy of what he had done.

      

      With a smile, he leaned over her and kissed her deeply, his body pressed against hers. Even through the cotton of his trousers, she could still feel the hardness of him, straining for the damp heat of her sex. Instinctively, she wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him closer, sinking into the sensual movement of his lips on hers.

      

      “You have been here, all along,” he murmured against her mouth. “You were right in front of me, and I did not see you.”

      

      She smiled. “I did not let you.”

      

      Kissing her once more, he rolled away and lay beside her, gently caressing her face as he gazed into her eyes. “I was a fool, not to have seen.”

      

      “If you had, I would not be here,” she replied, pressing her palms to his chest and feeling the thud of his rapid heartbeat.

      

      “Why are you here?” he said softly. “I am glad that you are, but I would know more of you, now that I know that you are Jemima Barton.”

      

      A flutter of guilt made her stomach turn. “My reasoning is the same.”

      

      “You ran from an engagement?”

      

      She nodded slowly. “He was a brute. A peculiar gentleman, whom I am certain wished me harm instead of affection. I abhorred him, but he sought out my father’s permission before I could prevent such a thing from happening. I was told that I was to marry him, and that would be the end of that.”

      

      He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “I am sorry that happened to you, Jemima. As I am sorry that Harry accosted you in such a vile manner. It was terrible enough when I thought you to be a young man, but it has been made all the worse now that I know you are a lady.”

      

      “You saved me. I will always be grateful for that intervention.”

      

      “As will I,” he replied, smiling happily. “And you may rest assured that Harry will receive the most severe punishment. Although, I will be sure to keep your name out of matters.”

      

      She gazed at him. “Thank you, Simon.”

      

      “It is my pleasure.” He toyed with the shorn strands of her dark hair. “Was your hair long once?”

      

      “It was.”

      

      “I should like to see it, one day.” He kissed her again.

      

      Her eyes widened. “Does that mean you will allow me to remain? You will not send me back to England, where I will face nothing but misery at the hands of that gentleman?”

      

      “I will keep you safe here. I will protect you for the rest of our voyage, and beyond…if you will allow me?”

      

      She nestled closer to him. “I should like that very much.”

      

      It seemed curious to her, as she enfolded herself in Simon’s arms, that her greatest fear should have become her greatest pleasure. She only hoped that nothing would threaten this happiness, for in his arms, she was certain she could find the true love that she had been looking for, all this time.

      

      And yet, she could not shake the terror that something would take him from her. A distant storm on the horizon, that would destroy this, and her, both.
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      Two days later, after the cargo from Cádiz had been loaded onto the Evening Star, the ship set sail for Morocco, where they would acquire the silks and spices that were so sought after in England. It was a long voyage to Morocco, but Simon did not mind. He adored being at sea, but his newly confessed affection for Jemima had made it far better than he could ever have imagined.

      

      Somehow, against all odds, the very young lady that he had been seeking had found her way to him. An individual who feared nothing and had no qualms about standing beside him on the deck, and getting her clothes drenched by the spray. Moreover, she longed for far-off lands, and reveled in the cultures and the people that they encountered. In truth, she seemed to enjoy this life as much as he did. And that was priceless.

      

      “Did you care for Spain, Jemima?” Simon glanced over his shoulder, to make sure nobody could overhear their conversation. The other men would think it mighty strange that he had suddenly taken to calling Barton by a lady’s name. Indeed, he was still getting used to it himself, though he relished every time he got to speak her name.

      

      She smiled. “I thought it exceedingly pleasant. I should like to return there, one day.”

      

      “I should like that, too.” He had not dared to enter her bedchamber again, since that passionate evening. Instead, they had returned to their routine of spending the nights in one another’s company, talking by the wood-burning stove. But Simon continued to look forward to kissing her again, whenever such an opportunity might arise.

      

      Truly, with each day that passed, he found himself growing more and more attached to Jemima. He could not resist her warmth and her humor, and her sharp intellect, and though he had never experienced love before, he was certain that he could feel it burgeoning within his heart. It was like drowning, almost, in that he could not breathe when he was around her, and yet he looked to her as a lifeboat, to bring him renewed strength.

      

      “What is Morocco like?” She gazed up at him, her blue eyes twinkling.

      

      “You have the most remarkable eyes. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      

      She chuckled. “They have, but I do not find them particularly extraordinary. Your eyes, however…they are very special, indeed.”

      

      “My mother had the same eyes as me,” he said sadly.

      

      “Is she living still?”

      

      He shook his head. “No, she died some years ago now, after a cruel illness. My father is also gone.” He paused, not knowing whether to continue. The encouraging look in Jemima’s eyes spurred him on. “We did not always exist on the best of terms, he and I, but I miss him. I miss them both.”

      

      “Have you no siblings?”

      

      “None.”

      

      She leaned closer to him, her gaze sorrowful. “Then you are alone in this world?”

      

      He smiled. “I was.” She beamed with delight. “Do you have siblings?”

      

      “No, it is only me.”

      

      “I thought you were the youngest? Did I misremember?”

      

      She chuckled. “That was simply part of my ruse, Simon. I am the sole child of my mother and father.”

      

      “And they are living?”

      

      Her expression darkened, making him wish he had not asked. He did not want to upset her, and he sensed that her family was a somewhat tempestuous subject. Given the terms on which they had parted ways, he could not blame her for that. It was always a tragedy, in his opinion, when young ladies were forced into unsuitable unions.

      

      She nodded. “Yes, they are living. And…and I suppose I miss them, too, despite what they have done. I left so abruptly that I had no time to contemplate their feelings. They are likely worried by now, but that cannot be helped. If I go back there, they will make me wed that despicable gentleman. And I will not do that.”

      

      “Even so, that is a terrible price to pay, when it is not your fault.”

      

      “Yes, I suppose it is.” She sighed wearily, turning her gaze out towards the open ocean. They could no longer see land, only the endless toss and turn of the waves, their tips frothing furiously like jagged fangs.

      

      He wanted to put his arm around her shoulders, to comfort her, but they were too exposed here. Sailors darted about the deck, clambering up the rigging and calling to one another. Simon had always marveled at the agility of these men, who sprinted up the ropes as though they were flat, solid ground. He, himself, had never been particularly good with heights.

      

      “Might I ask who this gentleman was, who you were supposed to marry?” He brushed his arm against hers, delighting in her closeness. Even if he could not pull her into his embrace, he would do what he could to let her know he was by her side.

      

      She shook her head. “He is of no importance. The less I must think of him, the better.”

      

      “I did not mean to pry.”

      

      She turned back to him and smiled. “It is natural for you to be curious, but it is something I simply cannot talk about.”

      

      “I understand. If it brings you pain, I will not enquire again,” he replied softly. “Now, what do you say we return to our quarters and play a game of backgammon?”

      

      She chuckled. “That sounds very pleasant, indeed.”
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        * * *

      

      The following evening, Jemima had just finished another weary day in the galley. Simon had tried to convince her that he could make arrangements so she would no longer have to work in the kitchen, but she had resisted. It was hard work, but she enjoyed it. And talking to Ben as she worked was a source of great peace to her.

      

      “You seem more cheerful,” Ben remarked, as he cleared away his knives.

      

      Jemima smiled. “I do?”

      

      “You haven’t stopped chattering since you got here this morning. My ears ain’t used to the noise.” He smiled kindly. “Not that I’m complaining. It’s nice to see you coming out o’ yer shell.”

      

      “I suppose it is because I no longer have anything to worry about,” she replied shyly. She hoped that she was not giving too much away. Although, Ben still did not know the truth of her identity. If he did, and he suspected an affection between herself and Simon, there would undoubtedly be an uproar.

      

      Ah, so I do have something to worry about. Now, more than just she herself depended on her secrecy. Simon depended on it, too.

      

      “Well, it’s good to see. You’re an amusing sort of lad, when yer want to be. I’ve got to admit, I’ve become fond of ye.” He patted Jemima on the back. “Now, be off with ye, before I find some more carrots to peel.”

      

      Jemima chuckled. “I will see you tomorrow, Ben.”

      

      “Aye, that ye will.”

      

      Taking the tray, with enough food for two, Jemima left the kitchens. Ever since Simon’s revelation, she constantly looked forward to the moment in which she could leave her daily duties and return to him. She had stopped dining alone and taken to dining with him instead, if only to keep him company.

      

      Entering the Captain’s quarters, she found him already waiting at the table, with two glasses of wine sitting ready upon the worn surface. She smiled contentedly, as she set the tray down and sat opposite him, meeting his gaze. He could not stop looking at her, and the sight of those golden eyes made her heart beat faster. Ordinarily, such intensity might have unsettled her, but she found she enjoyed Simon’s attention.

      

      “How was your day?” He pushed the glass of wine towards her.

      

      She chuckled. “There were far too many turnips, though you will likely discover that when you eat this evening’s stew.”

      

      “I am sure it will be delicious.”

      

      She took a sip of her wine, letting it warm her. “And how was your day?”

      

      He groaned. “I have been drowning in inventories, though things are much improved now that you are here.” He smiled at her. “Are you certain I cannot make arrangements for you, so you no longer have to work in those ghastly kitchens? I feel awful, allowing you to work there, knowing what I know.”

      

      “I rather enjoy it,” she replied. “There is a sense of peace to be found in the routine of it, and I should hate to leave Ben without assistance. He has been extremely good to me since I arrived here, and I would like to repay him however I may. If that requires peeling endless vegetables, then so be it.”

      

      “You are a remarkable young lady, do you know that?”

      

      She stared shyly into her wine. “You flatter me.”

      

      “No, I speak the truth. I have never encountered anyone like you before. I suppose it is why I did not think such ladies could exist, for you are an anomaly of wondrous proportions. I thank my stars that you were brought to me, though I abhor the circumstances you were placed in.”

      

      She looked back up, feeling joy spread across her chest. “And yet, I would not change them, for I would not be here if anything had been different.”

      

      “I have been thinking about what we might do upon our eventual return to England,” he said quietly. “I know you must be worried about it, but I wish to assure you that you have nothing to fear. I will protect you there, as I am protecting you now. If this gentleman to whom you were betrothed attempts to harm you, or speak with you, or touch you, he will have me to contend with.”

      

      Jemima looked away, struck by a sudden realization. She had not truly planned much beyond boarding a ship and sailing away from England. She had supposed she might find a town in some foreign country and begin her new life there.

      

      But now…she was not so sure. If she wanted to stay at his side, then she would have to return to England at some point. And step back into the wolf’s jaws…

      

      “Would I be able to remain on board, when the Evening Star returned to a port in England?” Her tone carried a tremor.

      

      Simon nodded. “Of course. I would ensure that you were not seen, and that nobody knew of your arrival.” He reached across the table to hold her hand. “I will keep you safe from harm, I promise you. All I desire is your security, and I will do all I can to conceal you.”

      

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      

      “There is nothing to thank me for. I care for you, Jemima. I adore you, and I…feel as though I am falling in love with you. I have never been in love before, but I sense it is something like this.” He smiled nervously. “I do not expect those feelings to be reciprocated, but I feel compelled towards absolute honesty.”

      

      Her heart soared. “I feel as though I am falling in love with you, too, though I am likely even less experienced in such matters as you.”

      

      He chuckled. “Then it is fortunate that we have found one another, so that we may educate ourselves together.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it softly, the brush of his mouth against her skin sending a frisson of excitement through her body. She had missed the touch of his lips, for it had been a few days since they had embraced in her bedchamber.

      

      Their eyes connected in an intense gaze, his hand still holding hers. An unspoken sentiment drifted between them, as Simon stood and led Jemima towards his bedchamber. She followed him willingly, her nerves jittering excitedly. There was so much she still did not know, and she was determined not to give herself to him until there was a possibility of marriage.

      

      However, she could not deny how fervently she desired him, if only within their limits.
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        * * *

      

      Simon closed the door behind them and cupped Jemima’s face in his hands, gazing deep into her unusual, sapphire eyes. He brushed his thumb across the apple blush of her cheek and remembered how that same thumb had brought her untold pleasure, a few nights previously. Her lips parted slightly as she looked at him, as though she was sharing in the same memory. It prompted him to draw his fingertips across the smooth contours of her mouth, delighting in their soft plumpness.

      

      “Where have you been, Jemima?” he murmured. “I never thought I would find you.”

      

      She smiled, her eyes glittering. “I have been waiting…waiting for you.”

      

      He leaned in and kissed her gently on the lips, delighting in the way she responded. The way she pulled herself closer, her body fitting his as though they had been made for one another—he did not think he would ever tire of it. He had been emboldened the other night, driven by the relief of learning the truth. And so, he had behaved in a rather improper manner. He did not regret his actions, for he had brought Jemima pleasure, but he knew it could have ended very differently. He refused to put her at risk of dishonor, or an unexpected child, even if it meant they had to rein in both their impulses.

      

      However, he could not resist scooping her into his arms and carrying her to the edge of the bed. There, he sat her down and knelt before her. She smiled at him with an expression of nervous anticipation, as he dipped his head and kissed the flat of her thigh, whilst he ran his hand up her shapely calf.

      

      “What if Brockmire calls upon you?” Jemima said, her voice catching in her throat.

      

      “He will not. He is still resting, upon the physician’s orders,” he assured, bending to kiss her opposite thigh. It still seemed strange to him, to see her in gentleman’s clothes, now that he knew she was not one. Although, he did not mind so much. There was a freedom to her movements that she would not have had, if she had been restricted by the trappings of female fashion. In a way, he preferred it, for it meant she was comfortable.

      

      Gently, he continued to kiss his way up the length of her thigh, before reaching the curve of her stomach. Lifting the edge of her shirt, he kissed her bare skin, smiling as he felt her shiver beneath his touch. Rising up, he pressed her back onto the bed and kissed her full on the mouth, his tongue dancing with hers as she pulled him closer by the lapels of his waistcoat. Already, he could feel himself stirring, though he was determined to ignore his own arousal.

      

      It can come to no good here. It did not matter how much he desired to feel himself within her, such a thing could not come to pass. Not unless, by the grace of God, they found a way to be married. Only then would he allow himself that pleasure.

      

      He thought about asking James to marry them, as soon as possible. Being a ship’s Captain gave him certain legal authorities where that was concerned, but that would mean revealing her true identity to him. Simon would not put her in that position, not when she had taken such pains to keep the truth secret. He trusted James, but he did not believe that Jemima would agree to taking such a risky move. It would have to wait, despite his desires.

      

      Letting his hand smooth across the curves of her waist, his palm found its way to her firm, supple breast. Even beneath the bandages, he could feel the pleasant rise of it. Kissing the edges of those bandages, he picked her up in one swift move and set her back down in his lap, maneuvering himself onto the edge of the bed. Looking up into her eyes, and feeling her hands in his hair, he reached behind her and found the knot that held her bandages together.

      

      Kissing along her collarbone, he unpicked the tight knot, eager to free her from their constraint. All the while, she moved her hips in a slow rhythm, creating a delicious friction against the length of his member. His teeth grazed his bottom lip as he struggled against the intoxicating sensation. It would have been so easy to remove her trousers, and sink into her warm heat, but he could not. He would not. Not yet.

      

      Instead, he continued to focus on the knot, loosening the ends until the came undone. He was about to unwind the long strips of fabric, when the door to Simon’s bedchamber suddenly opened. Immediately, he turned Jemima away from the door, blocking her figure with his own body. Glancing back over his shoulder, his eyes widened as he saw a figure standing there, looking equally as shocked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      “My Lord?” James McMorrow gaped at Simon from the doorway, his eyes darting between the two figures upon the bed. Jemima had buried her face into Simon’s chest, to hide her face. But it was too late for that. Simon knew his friend had seen everything, if only by the look of horror on his face.

      

      “Wait outside. I will be with you shortly,” Simon replied curtly. “Do not go beyond my quarters, do you understand?”

      

      James nodded. “As you wish, My Lord.”

      

      He backed out of the room and closed the door behind him, leaving Simon to hold Jemima tightly. She was shaking violently, her eyes watering with abject terror. Carefully, he tilted her chin up, making her look at him. He knew she was likely worried, but he had sworn to protect her, and he meant that with all his heart. Even if that meant protecting her from his dearest friend.

      

      “I will resolve this, sweeting,” he murmured. “I promise, I will resolve this. Stay here, and I will speak with Captain McMorrow. Do not leave this room until I have returned.”

      

      She nodded frantically. “I will…I will stay here.”

      

      Leaving her on the edge of the bed, and wishing he could do more to comfort her, he crossed the room and exited. James stood a short distance away, with his back to Simon. Judging by his body language, Simon could tell that James wanted to run as fast and as far from the situation as possible. Although, Simon was glad he had not, for this required a great deal of explanation.

      

      “James…”

      

      His friend turned slowly, his eyes still wide. “What did I just see?”

      

      “Sit down, James. You must allow me to explain.” Simon gestured to the nearby armchairs. At first, he was not sure that James would comply, for he visibly hesitated. A moment later, James stalked towards one of them and sat down with a hefty thump.

      

      “I am all ears, Simon,” he replied, shaking his head.

      

      Trying to remain calm, Simon took the chair opposite. “Might I offer you some Port before I begin?”

      

      “Yes, I think that would be useful.”

      

      Simon poured two glasses, and handed one to James, who soundly downed the entire contents in one go. Undeterred, Simon refilled the glass and set the decanter back down. It gave him a much-needed pause, to collect his thoughts and decide how he was going to explain this to his friend.

      

      “No doubt you are dubious as to what you just saw?” he began tentatively.

      

      “You could say that, yes,” James shot back. “Was that Mr. Barton?”

      

      “In a manner of speaking, only it is not quite what you are thinking.” Simon took a nervous breath. “You see, Barton is not the person you believe he is. Indeed, he is not a ‘he’ at all.”

      

      James frowned. “What?”

      

      “She is Miss Barton. Miss Jemima Barton, to be exact,” he replied. “It would appear that she had some trouble back in England, which prompted her to run away, dressed in the guise of a young man. That is why Harry attacked her, because he discovered her secret and wanted to cause her harm. I did not find out her true identity very long ago, but I have sworn to protect her whilst she is aboard my ship, and beyond.”

      

      “Have you taken leave of your senses?” James gasped. “What is she running from? Is she a criminal? If she has lied so well, have you not contemplated the idea that she might be lying still?”

      

      In truth, he had, but she had given him no further reason to doubt her. Having been on the receiving end of countless matchmaking endeavors, and endless tirades about marrying this young lady and that young lady, he could comprehend the impulse that had made Jemima run from England. Moreover, the gentleman that she had run from sounded like a true brute, and that was all the explanation he needed.

      

      Simon shook his head. “She has told me the truth, I am certain of it. I will not relay the information she has given me, but it is cause enough for her to have absconded in desperation. I understand her reasoning, and I will not condemn her for it, because…well, because I am falling in love with her. I know this is unexpected, but it is the way of things, and I cannot change them, nor do I wish to.”

      

      James looked as though he might keel over. “You cannot be serious?”

      

      “I am deadly serious. I care for her, James. I cherish her. We have not known one another long, but I have never experienced emotions such as these,” he explained, trying to find the right words. “And that is why I will do whatever it takes to protect her. As such, I must be assured of your discretion. Nobody can know that she is who she is. We must maintain the ruse of her being Mr. Barton, for her sake and for her safety.”

      

      “Why? What is she running from?”

      

      Simon sighed heavily. “An unfortunate engagement, and a furious family who want nothing to do with her. She cannot go back to him, and she cannot go back to England.” He paused. “As my dear friend, I must implore you to keep this secret.”

      

      Please, James…

      

      James took a large gulp of his port. “Do you think it wise to engage in such improper behavior, if you care so deeply for her?” He seemed to be softening, though Simon could not be certain.

      

      “Perhaps not, but I long to be near her.”

      

      “There is a difference between being near a young lady and striving to take her maidenhood.”

      

      Simon scowled. “You will not speak so impertinently towards me, James. We are friends, but courtesy must be effected.” He took a calming breath. “I have no intention of taking Miss Barton’s maidenhood, not unless we are wed. I can see you do not approve of what you have just witnessed, but that does smart, somewhat, of hypocrisy. I have heard your tales of debauchery often enough, and I am not attempting debauchery. I truly care for her.”

      

      James arched a suspicious eyebrow at Simon. “You truly do?”

      

      “With all my heart.”

      

      “You love this young lady?”

      

      Simon nodded slowly. “I am falling for her, yes.”

      

      “She is not simply some concubine, that you are keeping here for your own benefit?”

      

      Simon swallowed his anger. “No, she is not. I may have kissed her, but I do not wish to dishonor her in any way. I mean it when I say that I adore her. I would not do anything that would cause her harm or bring risk into the equation.”

      

      A lengthy silence stretched between the two gentlemen, as James continued to sip his Port and stare at Simon in disbelief. As a matter of principle, Simon loathed tense silences, especially ones in which he felt judged. It had been extremely unfortunate that James had walked in on them whilst they were in the throes of passion, but that could not be altered now. All he could do was hope that James would remain loyal and keep their secret to himself.

      

      To Simon’s surprise, a small smile crept onto James’ lips. “So, you really are besotted with this stowaway?”

      

      Simon relaxed slightly. “I am, James. I have never known a young lady like her. In all my days, I had never thought to find someone whom I could even envision marrying. But her? She has changed so much, in such a short time, and I do not think I will ever be the same again. In the best possible way.”

      

      He had not admitted those things to himself, until that very moment. It had not been an overnight metamorphosis, but it had still taken him by surprise. After all, he had gone from being desperate to find a way to remove Jemima from the ship, to holding her in his arms, all in the space of a few short days. Now, he would not have had her leave, under any circumstances.

      

      “You are positively gushing with emotion, Simon. Surely, this Miss Barton must be a witch of some kind, for she appears to have altered you entirely.” James chuckled, as he took a more leisurely sip of his drink. “I do not think I have ever seen you behave in this manner. Even when myself and the rest of the men have gone into the port towns, you have never joined us. Not once. And then I walk through your door and find you entangled. It is rather unsettling.”

      

      “You are teasing me,” Simon remarked.

      

      “Naturally. I must get all the jests I can out of this.”

      

      Simon eyed him. “But you will keep our secret?”

      

      “Of course I will, Simon. Upon pain of death.” He grinned. “I confess, I was shocked, but I am happy to see you so content. Although, you may have some explaining to do with your current wife.”

      

      He frowned. “I do not follow?”

      

      “The sea, Simon,” he replied, with a snort of laughter. “Let us hope you do not anger her whilst we are sailing upon her voluptuous waves, otherwise the rest of our voyage will be somewhat unpleasant.”

      

      Simon chuckled. “I will do my best to keep them apart, for all of our sakes. Then again, they have already taken to one another rather well, so perhaps we will have no conflict at all, from here to Cape Verde.”

      

      “I should like to raise a toast to that.” James lifted his glass, a warm smile upon his face.

      

      Simon lifted his own glass. “A toast to what?”

      

      “To plain sailing, and peaceful affairs.”

      

      “It is not an affair, James,” Simon replied sharply.

      

      “Very well, then. To plain sailing and newfound love.” He flashed his friend a mischievous grin.

      

      Simon laughed. “To plain sailing and newfound love.”

      

      As he sipped his drink, he tried to ignore the possibility in James’ words. The ocean could be a treacherous place, and they still had a long voyage ahead of them. In his time, he had seen waves taller than mountains, and other ships dashed to matchsticks by the sheer force of a sudden tempest.

      

      He had sworn to protect Jemima, but how could he promise to protect her from the unknown?
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      With the weeks passing by, Peter’s patience began to wear thin once more. He had heard nothing for at least a fortnight, though he supposed that was to be expected. The letters he had sent had a long way to go, and the return journey would take even longer. But still, he refused to be deterred.

      

      Stepping out of the inn where he had taken rooms, in order to wait for the replies he so desperately sought, he took a morning stroll towards the Dock Office, in the hopes that H had sent him more news of the Evening Star. It irked him that he could not speak more directly to his co-conspirator, for there was every chance that Lady Jemima was aboard that very vessel. Or, at the very least, that someone had seen her here, at the port, and could tell him which ship she had stepped onto.

      

      To make matters worse, the Duke of Cowden was applying a great deal of pressure to Peter’s pursuit of Lady Jemima. Peter could understand her father’s concern, but what did he expect him to do? Swim his way across the oceans, and check every ship he encountered, in case she was somehow hidden away within?

      

      Foolish man.

      

      Peter grumbled under his breath as he stalked along in the unseasonably chilly breeze, pulling his coat tighter about himself as he did so. In all honesty, this endeavor had entirely lost its shine. There were other young ladies out there, who were far less trouble, and would be grateful to stand at his side, as his Marchioness. They would not be nearly as exciting, but he was starting to think that the thrill of the chase was somewhat overrated.

      

      Reaching the grand, white building of the Dock Office, he made his way to Jonathan Brake’s desk. The fellow eyed him warily as he approached, for Peter had taken this same journey every other day for the past fortnight-and-a-half, in the hopes of receiving some sort of news.

      

      “Lord Beaurgant, it is a pleasure to see you again,” Jonathan said tightly.

      

      Peter smiled sourly. “Do you have any correspondence for me?”

      

      “As a matter of fact, there is a letter. It arrived this morning on one of the ships. I thought to seek you out, but then I reasoned you would undoubtedly come back in due time.”

      

      Peter’s face twisted into a grimace. “Yes, I suppose you are right.” He felt furious that this ingrate had not bothered to call upon him, even though he was a short distance up the wharf. Surely, given the frequency of his visits, this fellow knew how important any letters addressed to him were? After all, as far as he was concerned, he still presumed that Peter’s nephew was missing.

      

      Jonathan took out a letter and slid it across the desk. Peter snatched it up and strode away without another word, heading for the same side room where he had written his letters of hope. The room was mostly empty, with a couple of weary-faced individuals toiling away at their desks. Peter sat down at a bureau nearby, far away from the other people who were attending to their work.

      

      There, he unfolded the letter and began to read:

      

      Dear Lord Beaurgant,

      

      I’m writing to you from our latest port of call and have sent this letter on with a ship that is returning to England. I’ve been given confirmation of our cargo in Cape Verde and will collect it upon our arrival there. It will be brought back without detection, and I will see to it that it reaches you without delay.

      

      All is quiet on board the Evening Star. I am able to investigate and make arrangements without trouble, as His Lordship and his guard-dog are distracted with inventories and other such matters that don’t interest me. I managed to resolve the issue that took place on our last voyage, and nothing has been mentioned of it since, so all is well. The men still seem to trust me, even after that indiscretion. I will send word again when we reach Cape Verde, though I don’t know if it’ll reach you before I return.

      

      I just thought I should write, to let you know that everything is in place.

      

      Yours Sincerely,

      

      H.

      

      Peter smiled as he reread the letter. Even though he felt as though he was failing miserably in his task of retrieving Lady Jemima, at least he had this to comfort him. As soon as he had heard where the Evening Star was destined, through the steady intelligence of H, he had known precisely what he wanted. And, soon enough, he would have it within his grasp. Discovering Lady Jemima alongside it would simply be the cherry atop the cake.

      

      The only thing that thwarted his enthusiasm was the knowledge that he might have to sail, himself, to one of those far-off lands, in order to drag Lady Jemima back to England. Having had more time to think about it, he began to realize that not all gentlemen were morally honest. There was every chance that he could receive a response, revealing that Lady Jemima had indeed been aboard their ship, but with no effort to send her back.

      

      I do so hate the water. He shuddered at the prospect of having to undertake such a voyage, crossing that vast and treacherous expanse to an unknown world. If it came to that, he did not know that he would be able to make that step.

      

      A long time ago, now, he had lost someone to the sea, in a boating accident off the coast of Cornwall. He had never confessed his love to her, though he had felt it keenly. Indeed, she might have been the only young lady capable of making him truly happy, but she was gone now. Her life had been swallowed up by the churning waves, though it might have been saved if one person had acted more swiftly. The man in charge of the Evening Star.

      

      The ship had been named in honor of that young lady, whose nickname had always been ‘Star.’ It derived from her surname, Starling, and had stuck for the rest of her too-short days. Georgiana Starling, I think of you, even now. Whenever he heard the name of that vessel, it brought all those memories flooding back in a painful torrent.

      

      A large contingent of them had been holidaying at the estate of Peter’s friend, Lord Linton. Several families had been present, and the youngest of them, then between fourteen and sixteen, had thought it a marvelous idea to take out a boat on the afternoon tide. Even then, Peter had been afraid of the sea, and so he had not partaken in their revels. Instead, he had watched from the cliffs, keeping them forever in his sight. For that boat had held the most precious cargo.

      

      All but one of them had been inexperienced in the ways of the sea, and when a sudden squall had taken them too far out, where the waves were much too large, the boat had capsized. Peter had watched it all in horror, unable to do a single thing to help. All he could do was look upon the tragedy, as that wretched fellow had ducked and dived beneath the surface of the water, saving everyone but Georgiana. Even now, he could not bring himself to say that gentleman’s name.

      

      Forced to give up, Georgiana had not been found. Peter had never lost hope that she might have managed to swim to shore, but everyone else had resigned themselves to her terrible fate. It was not until some hours later that she washed up on the beach, looking like a mythological legend, pale and peaceful, with her dark hair framing her angelic face. He had been the one to discover her, lying out on the sand, unmoving.

      

      He remembered the way she had felt in his arms as he had cradled her to him, her skin so very cold, her lips tinged with blue, whilst her beautiful skin had taken on a waxy sheen. She had reminded him of a doll, and he spent a long time trying to feed his own warmth into her, in the vain possibility that he could urge her back to life.

      

      She had been buried a few days later, and Peter still visited her grave from time to time, if only to feel closer to her. For as long as he lived, he would not forget her face, or her voice, or her demeanor. No one would ever match her in grace and beauty. He supposed that was why he treated ladies the way he did, for he wanted to punish them for not being her. He wanted to destroy them, because they were living, and she was dead.

      

      Lady Jemima was no exception. However, there was more to it than that. He had searched endlessly, looking for a young lady who reminded him of his lost love—spirited, intelligent, fierce, and beautiful. The moment he had set eyes on Lady Jemima, he had known that he had found her. And he had known he had to claim her for himself, if only to hold onto that fragment of what he’d lost. She even had the same, unusual blue eyes.

      

      The trouble was, where Georgiana had shown him affection, Lady Jemima showed him nothing but disdain. It wounded him and would not go unpunished. Once she was returned to him, Peter would mold her into obedience, crushing her until she no longer fought back. He had to, because she would be his wife, and Georgiana would not. And an echo was not the same as the original, but it could be made to match more precisely.

      

      And, in doing so, he would feel alive again. He would channel every ounce of his torment into her, one way or another. He would resurrect the memory of Georgiana, in Lady Jemima’s image, and he would be happy at last. For that was all he had ever wanted—some semblance of Georgiana by his side.

      

      And when Lady Jemima learned that she would not be able to escape, he wondered if she might come to love him. Like a horse, broken in, she would obey and respect him. He knew that could sometimes turn to affection. It had done so with his own mother and father, so why not with himself and Lady Jemima? Perhaps, in that, he would be able to find a sense of his own peace, with all of his pain dispersed and taken upon her shoulders instead.

      

      Then, maybe, at long last, he would be able to put the memory of Georgiana Starling to bed, once and for all.
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      Perspiring in the furious heat of the Moroccan sun, Jemima walked through the port of Mogador with Simon at her side. A fortnight had passed upon the water, and they had reached Morocco without incident. The weather had been on their side, the winds filling the sails, leading them here in peace and harmony.

      

      Of all the places they had visited, Jemima loved this town the most. It looked truly ancient, with sandstone structures that reminded her of bygone days, and lessons of history that she had read in childhood. She half-expected to hear the clash of swords, and the cries of cavalry as they strove to defend the fortifications that surrounded the port. Most of the inhabitants wore loose clothing, their faces half covered by cloth—the gentlemen and the ladies alike.

      

      It made her own constrictive trousers and shirt feel woefully inferior, for whilst she baked uncomfortably, they seemed to wander about in cool satisfaction. Their skin was far darker than the individuals she had seen in Spain and Portugal, but no less beautiful. Indeed, she rather envied that rich mahogany, against the pallid complexion of her own skin. She only wore her woolen cap to keep the bright sun out of her eyes, though her face was prone to faint freckles whenever it caught the sun’s glow.

      

      “It is so very pretty,” she said, watching the palms swaying in the arid breeze, whilst she could see the stretching, terracotta landscape of scorched earth in the distance. The streets were labyrinthine, with colorful tapestries draped from the sandstone and whitewashed walls. Wherever they walked, they were greeted with smiles and welcomes. And, by the harbor, she had even witnessed a gentleman with a monkey—a creature she had never seen, except in books.

      

      “It is.” Simon smiled at her. “And the town is rather pretty, too.”

      

      Jemima chuckled and nudged him in the arm. “You tease me, Simon.”

      

      “I assure you, I would never tease about such a thing.” He paused in a shaded alley, to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. It had grown somewhat in their month at sea, and Simon had urged her not to cut it. As such, she had taken to tucking it into her cap, and letting a few short tufts stick out.

      

      Glancing around, to make sure nobody was watching, Simon leaned in and kissed her gently on the lips. She kissed him back, though they kept it brief and fleeting, lest anyone catch them. After all, to the outward eye, it would appear as though two gentlemen were standing in the alleyway, kissing one another. And that would likely be grounds for some sort of trouble.

      

      “You cannot know how glad it makes me, to see you enjoying these places so readily,” he said, as they returned to their walk.

      

      She smiled. “Why should I not? These countries have a rich beauty. I am only sad that we cannot explore them further, for I should love to travel to small villages and secret places, to discover more of what these lands have to offer. There is such history here. You can feel it, brimming in the air. It is quite remarkable.”

      

      “No, my dear, you are quite remarkable.”

      

      “You are making me blush.” She giggled happily, as they rounded the corner of another street, and entered a wide square. Market stalls of all kinds had been set up, selling their wares, with merchants shouting their prices. Simon had come here to speak with the market traders, in the hopes of acquiring large quantities of their goods. And Jemima was only too happy to accompany him, for there was a thrill to be found in the noise, and the intoxicating scents of unknown spices, and the unusual goings-on that surrounded her.

      

      They paused for a moment beside another gentleman with a monkey, with Jemima squealing in delight as it hopped onto her shoulder and began to pick at the wool of her cap. It chattered away as it did so, its adorable face tilting as it took a closer look at her. Lifting her hand, she stroked the downy fur of its body, chuckling as it grasped her finger and licked it gently.

      

      Moving further along, Simon began to attend to his business. He spoke in a language she did not recognize, the sound of it making her focus solely upon him. There was something extraordinarily intriguing about a gentleman who could speak different languages, especially one she did not know.

      

      I am falling helplessly in love with you…

      

      She wanted to take him back into one of those secluded streets and tell him, but he was too engrossed in his work, and she did not wish to disturb him. After all, if he allowed her to remain, indefinitely, then she would have all the time in the world to tell him of her feelings. And, perhaps, in one of these towns, one day, they would find a church and bind themselves together before God.

      

      She could not believe that a few weeks ago, she had been planning to escape to a foreign land, such as this, where she would disembark and remain forever. For, now, that seemed impossible. Wherever Simon went, she wanted to follow, as she knew that she could not be without him. He had come into her life for a reason—a gift, given in reward for her pursuit of true love. And she would never doubt her decision to run, ever again.
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        * * *

      

      Having loaded the Moroccan cargo onto the Evening Star, Simon gave the order for them to leave Mogador, and head for their final destination of Cape Verde. There, he would collect goods that had been brought from the Americas, without having to make that extensive final stretch to the New World. Relations were still fractured between Britain and America, and he preferred to avoid that land altogether, whenever he could.

      

      “We should arrive within a fortnight,” James said, checking off the last of their inventories, as they stood together at the top of the gangway. Preparations were underway for their departure, and the rest of the sailors were darting about around them, making sure everything was in order.

      

      Simon nodded. “Very good.”

      

      “Tell me, how is Barton faring?” James flashed him an irreverent smile. “They seemed to enjoy Mogador very much. I heard them chattering away about it to Brockmire earlier.”

      

      “Barton is faring well, thank you.” Simon’s voice held a warning, but James ignored it.

      

      “What are your intentions towards them, if I may be so bold? I am not one to argue against living in sin, but they do not seem the sort of person to accept such circumstances. Indeed, they have been speaking very highly of you.”

      

      That warmed Simon’s heart. “They have?”

      

      “Oh yes, they talk about you almost as much as they talk about Mogador. It would seem they are quite entranced by you, and, I confess, I have become fond of them myself. That is why I worry.”

      

      “Why would you worry?” Simon frowned.

      

      “That you do not intend to wed them, as they may want.” James sighed, looking around as he lowered his voice. “She is a young lady, after all. It does not matter where she has come from, or that she is not titled. She deserves the same respect, and has the same wishes, as any other lady. I should hate to think that she is hoping for something that cannot happen.”

      

      “I am free to marry whomever I please,” Simon replied.

      

      James chuckled. “Does that mean you do intend to wed her?”

      

      “If you must know, I plan to make a proposal of marriage upon our return to England. I will arrange for our ship to sail to Scotland, after we have offloaded our cargo and seen it sold at auction, where she and I will, hopefully, make our way to Gretna Green. After that, we will return to our voyaging, and she will be at my side, as my wife.” Simon had kept the secret to himself, but James was his dearest friend. Besides, he was the only other person who knew who Jemima was, and he felt he might burst if he did not tell someone.

      

      “Your father will be rolling in his grave,” James teased, grinning. “But I am happy for you, friend. In truth, I never thought I would see the day where you would find someone to tolerate you enough to wed you. You must hold onto her, for you will not find another of her ilk. She is a rare species.”

      

      Simon smiled. “I believe she is, and I have no intention of letting her go. I must only hope that she wishes to wed me.”

      

      “She would be a fool not to.”

      

      “Is everything ready for our departure?” Simon changed the subject, his heart thudding at the idea of being married to Jemima. Could he really be so blessed? It truly seemed as though serendipity was at play, for if neither of them had suffered through their lives in England, then they would never have found one another.

      

      James nodded. “It is, my friend. One more port, and then onwards to England. By the time we come this way again, you may well be a married gentleman.” He paused. “Although, you know it is a grave superstition to have a lady aboard a vessel, do you not?”

      

      “How about a young lady disguised as a gentleman?” Simon chuckled.

      

      “Ah, you have me confounded on that one, my good man.”
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        * * *

      

      Harry leered at Jemima in the corridor of the ship’s underbelly. It looked familiar, and yet entirely foreign. Shadows shifted and swirled all around her, seeming to take on a life of their own, pressing in upon her in the same manner as that evil man.

      

      “Ye think you’ve won, don’t ye?” Harry chuckled darkly. “Ye think yer safe, but yer not. Lord Beaurgant will find ye, and when he does… ye’ll think what I tried to do was a mercy.”

      

      Jemima shook her head frantically. “He will not find me. He cannot. He does not know where I am. He will never trace me here. Even if he were to, Simon would protect me.”

      

      “He can’t protect ye from the law, sweeting. Yer engagement still stands. The moment ye set foot back on British soil, he’ll claim what’s his, and he’ll take it by force if he has to.” Harry stepped forwards, and Jemima found her body was frozen to the spot. “Just as I’m goin’ to.”

      

      As he lunged at her, Jemima awoke with a start, sitting bolt upright in her bed. A cold sweat dampened her forehead and made her shiver, as she frantically glanced around the room, to make sure Harry was not hiding in the gloom.

      

      It was a nightmare, nothing more. Slowly, her breathing returned to normal, but she could not stop her heart from racing. It had felt so very real, and his words lingered in her mind as she sat there, hugging her knees to her chin.

      

      Impulse spurred her on to throw back the covers and slip out of bed. Dressing quickly in her gentleman’s garb, she crept out of the bedchamber and crossed the room, letting herself out onto the upper deck. A bright, swollen moon shone down upon the ship, whilst a blanket of beautiful stars glittered effervescently in the clear night. The ocean was surprisingly calm, a veritable looking glass to reflect the sky above.

      

      Pulling her cap lower over her head, she kept to the shadows, making sure none of the evening’s crew spotted her as she tiptoed below decks. She did not stop in her descent until she reached the brig—a room she had never visited. The corridor leading up to it was abandoned, with no sailors daring to tread here at night.

      

      Taking a tremulous breath, she opened the door to the ship’s prison and stepped inside, closing it behind her. Four cells stood before her, but only one had an inhabitant within it. In the anemic flicker of a single candle, she could make out the horrid features of Harry, though he was now camouflaged beneath layers of dirt and grime, collected across the three weeks he had been down here.

      

      Carefully, she approached, though she was wise enough to keep a safe distance between herself and the bars. Behind them, Harry sat in the corner, his head lolling against the wall as though he were asleep. However, the sharp intake of his breath let her know that he was anything but.

      

      “Harry?” she said, steeling herself.

      

      “I was wonderin’ if you’d come to me,” he replied, his tone cold. “Have yer changed yer mind? Are you lonesome, Miss Barton? Are ye seekin’ a man’s company?”

      

      She pulled a disgusted face. “Nothing of the sort.”

      

      “Then why are ye here?” In truth, she did not know. She had merely felt an unyielding drive to come and visit with him, to assure herself that he was safely behind bars.

      

      “I…I suppose I was curious.”

      

      “About what?”

      

      She shrugged. “That you were still here and were not wandering the ship at your leisure.”

      

      “You wouldn’t be breathin’ if I was.”

      

      Her blood ran cold. “What will they do to you, when we reach Cape Verde?”

      

      He laughed bitterly. “They will put me to death, most likely. The British Navy love to make an example of a fella. Even if I were to tell the truth, they’d lynch me for it. Funny, isn’t it, how an assault on a lady is deemed worse than an assault on a man?” He grinned at Jemima. “Then again, it’d be satisfying indeed to see the look on they faces, if I revealed what you were.”

      

      “You would not. You said it yourself, your sentence would be far graver if they were to find out you attacked a young lady.” Her hands were shaking, for she had not contemplated the idea that he might give her away.

      

      “Wouldn’t I?” He glowered at her. “If I told ‘em what you were, they’d send you right back to England, to face whatever it is yer runnin’ from. I doubt ye want that, but I don’t rightly care what you want.”

      

      She realized she needed to find a way to persuade him against revealing her identity. “What if I were to speak to Lord Burhill and Captain McMorrow on your behalf? What if I were to convince them to leave you in Cape Verde, without a trial? They would have to dispense with your services, but you would be a free man.” She did not like the idea of doing so, for it meant that Harry would be free to harm others, but she could not see another way.

      

      Harry frowned. “Making deals with the devil, are ye?”

      

      “If that is what it takes, to purchase your silence.”

      

      He remained silent for a moment or two. “Let me think on it. I’ll get someone to send for you when I’ve made me decision. It’s not somethin’ to be taken lightly.”

      

      “No, it is not.” Jemima stood taller. “But remember, if you do not accept this, then you will be doomed to hang, as you have said. What would you prefer, Harry? A life of freedom, in return for silence? Or a death sentence, for the sake of one moment of revenge?”

      

      He smiled. “Yer a smart lass, ain’t ye?”

      

      “I have to be.”

      

      “Like I said, I’ll think on it.”

      

      “Well, do not wait too long, for we will arrive in Cape Verde in a fortnight.” She turned away without another word and hurried back to her bedchamber in the Captain’s quarters.

      

      She did not know if she had done the right thing, or if she could even persuade Simon and Captain McMorrow to make such a deal, if Harry accepted. But what else could she have done? If he revealed that she was female to the British Navy, there was every possibility that they would march her back to England themselves, tearing her away from Simon in the process.

      

      And she refused to be returned to a gentleman she did not love, and could not stand, when she had found the person she had been looking for her entire life. If they tried, she would fight them, every step of the way. For she would rather throw herself into the ocean at this very moment than be a slave to that wretch, Lord Beaurgant.
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      A fortnight passed by in the blink of an eye, with Simon and Jemima growing ever closer.

      

      They continued to spend their evenings together, though they had made the decision to retire to their separate rooms to sleep. The temptation was simply too great, otherwise. Already, Simon found it increasingly difficult to be close to her without kissing her and touching her in the most tantalizing way.

      

      With Brockmire fully recovered from his pleurisy, he was a near-constant presence within the Captain’s quarters, causing them to be more careful in their affections towards one another. If they were caught, it would spell disaster. It was troublesome enough that James knew of their courtship, but he was loyal, and knew how to keep a secret. Brockmire, on the other hand, had always been a loose cannon.

      

      I crave her. She is in her bedchamber at this very moment. And I wish I were with her. Simon swallowed thickly, trying to shake off the sinful thoughts that plagued his mind.

      

      Simon had only to brush Jemima’s hand by accident to feel the stirring of his arousal, and the desire to carry her into his room and make love to her. Now and again, he caught her glancing at him with an intense gaze, that seemed to suggest that she had similar feelings towards him. At times, the tension was unbearable, but he had made his promise to uphold her honor, and he would not go back on that.

      

      A knock at the door distracted him from his work, though he had already been distracted by thoughts of Jemima. They had parted ways an hour previously, and he had not been able to think of anything else, since.

      

      “Come in,” he said, anticipating Brockmire. Instead, his eyes widened as he saw Jemima on the threshold, a pail of water in her hands.

      

      She smiled wantonly. “I thought you might care for a bath, My Lord.”

      

      “I…I should like that very much,” he replied, in awe of her. He had come to learn that she was as passionate and sensual as she was intelligent and beautiful. Truly, he felt he was the most fortunate gentleman in all the world.

      

      “Very well, My Lord.”

      

      He remained in his seat as she came and went, filling the tin bath with bucket after bucket of steaming hot water. Before long, the bathtub was full, and Jemima closed the door behind her, turning the key in the lock. They had learned their lesson after James had burst in on them, and they would not make that mistake again.

      

      With a shy smile, she held up a bath sheet and covered her eyes with it. “You ought to undress, My Lord. I will not peek, I promise.”

      

      He chuckled, his heart pounding as he stood from his chair and crossed the room. Pausing beside the bath, he began to undress. His breath had grown rapid, his member already swollen with anticipation, as he unbuttoned his shirt and cast it to the floor. He kept his eyes fixed on Jemima, silhouetted behind the bath sheet, as he unfastened his trousers and let them fall.

      

      Naked, he stepped into the hot water and sank down, letting it embrace him in a liquid caress. However, he could not relax, knowing that Jemima was close by. Looking into the mirror opposite, he watched as Jemima lowered the bath sheet and moved around the side of the bathtub, sinking to her knees beside him.

      

      Taking a cloth, she dipped it into the water, and began to draw the wet fabric across his arms. Her gaze never left his, her teeth grazing her bottom lip as they looked upon one another. He closed his eyes in pleasure as she moved the cloth across his chest, and up the sides of his neck, smoothing away the tension of the last week or so. Letting his imagination run wild, he imagined there was no cloth, and it was simply her hands, running across his body.

      

      “Does that feel nice, My Lord?” she said softly.

      

      “It does.” He smiled, enjoying the gentle sensation.

      

      He gasped as the cloth dipped below the surface of the water and trailed across the muscles of his abdomen. She moved ever lower, his eyes blinking open in surprise as he felt her hands slide around his eager member. She had turned her gaze away from him, her eyes fixated upon his arousal. She looked stunned and intrigued, all at once, letting him know that she had never seen such a thing before.

      

      Covering her hands with his, he guided her, showing her how to please him. She smiled in shy curiosity, as she moved her hands slowly up and down, his body tensing with the exquisite sensation. Knowing that he could not contain himself if she continued, he stilled her hands and urged them gently away.

      

      “Did I do something wrong?” Jemima frowned in concern.

      

      He shook his head. “Not at all, my darling. It is simply that I wish to bring you pleasure, whilst we are alone. It has been much too long since I have touched you.”

      

      Holding her face in his wet hands, he rose up and kissed her full on the lips, catching her mouth in his. He had missed this, so very much. His kiss grew in fervency, as her fingertips smoothed through his curls, tugging ever-so gently. He was intoxicated, body and soul, by Jemima. Even her kiss made the rest of the world melt away, leaving only the two of them, in this room together.

      

      “Will you join me?” he murmured, his body rippling with bliss.

      

      “What do you mean?” she whispered, kissing his cheek tenderly.

      

      “Will you join me in a bath?”

      

      She drew back in surprise. “How would we fit?”

      

      He chuckled. “I will make room, my love.”

      

      “What did you just say?” Her eyes widened.

      

      “I said…my love.” He smiled up at her. “I love you, Jemima. I have wanted to tell you for a long while, but I could never find the opportunity. Now, seeing you here, I could not call you anything else. You are my love.”

      

      A broad smile turned up the corners of her plump, sweet lips. “And I love you. I have loved you for longer than I care to admit.” She dipped her head to kiss him firmly on the mouth, where he could feel the curve of her smile as she reveled in the moment.

      

      Breaking away, she stood up and began to remove her clothes. He watched appreciatively as she shrugged her shirt from her shoulders, letting it drift down to the floor. Next, she unbuttoned her trousers and stepped out of them, leaving her in naught but her pantalettes and her bandages. He swallowed thickly as she reached behind her back and undid the knot that held the bandages together.

      

      It was almost more than he could take, as he saw her full, swollen breasts, bathed in the glow of the candlelight. He gripped the edges of the bathtub as she pushed the waistband of her pantalettes over her hips, letting them crumple to the ground so she could step out of them. Naked as the day she was born, she stood before him with shy pride, her cheeks flushed with pink.

      

      “Come into the water,” he urged, holding out his hands to her. Tentatively, she took them in hers, and clambered over the edge of the bathtub, where she sank down into the hot water with him. Fortunately, the tin bath was wide enough to accommodate them both, though he reached out to pull her into his lap, giving them more space.

      

      He dragged in a shallow breath as he felt her sit down, her legs wrapping around his waist. His member stood proud between them, resting against the curve of her stomach. Desperately, he longed to lift her up and feel her sink down onto his eager length, but he could not do that. He had promised. Instead, he held her close, looking up into her eyes. She put her palms to his cheeks, and leaned in slowly, their lips meeting in a frenzied kiss.

      

      His tongue danced with hers as he relished the touch of her bare, damp skin against his hands. Eager to taste more, he moved away from her lips and traced kisses along her jaw, before turning his attention to the elegance of her neck and the smooth line of her throat. She gasped with every kiss, her hips moving against him, spurring on his pleasure. Kissing his way along her collarbone, he sank into the pillowy softness of her breasts.

      

      Cupping one in his palm, he bent to take a nipple into his mouth, sucking gently. She cried out, arching her back and writhing in his lap, bringing him closer and closer towards a wave of pure ecstasy. Knowing he could not allow that to happen, he focused everything on her, moving his hand lower beneath the surface of the water.

      

      Sliding his hand along her secret lotus, he sucked more intently at her nipple, prompting her to rake at his back with her fingernails. He groaned against her, as he pushed his fingers into her willing sex. She collapsed into him, burying her face in his neck as he began to move in and out, wishing he could feel that delicious heat around his member.

      

      Soon…when we are wed. Soon.

      

      As he brushed his thumb across her swollen bud and continued to nip and suck at her erect nipple, his fingers moving in a steady rhythm, he felt her tense suddenly. A cry escaped from her throat as she gripped him to her, her muscles tightening around his fingers as a wave of pleasure crashed over her. She trembled in his arms as her bliss subsided, his arms wrapping around her as he pulled her close.

      

      “I love you,” he whispered against her shoulder.

      

      “And I love you,” she murmured, breathing heavily.

      

      “Can I ask you something?”

      

      She pulled away slightly, staring down into his eyes. “Is something the matter?”

      

      He shook his head. “No, it is nothing of the sort.” He smiled warmly. “I was wondering if you might do me the honor of becoming my wife? If you were to agree, I thought that, after we have returned to Westport, we might sail up the coast to Scotland. There, we can elope to Gretna Green, and be married without intrusion, so that nobody will be able to come between us.”

      

      She kissed him with such passion he thought he might burst. “I will, my love. It would be my greatest joy to be your wife. I will marry you. Oh, Simon, I will marry you.”

      

      He kissed her back, thrilled by her acceptance. He had been so afraid that she might refuse, though he could see, now, that he had been foolish to think that way. She loved him, and he loved her. And nothing in this world could alter that.

      

      For the first time in his life, he found himself eager to return to England. There, he would marry Jemima, if she would have him. And, in doing so, she would make him the happiest gentleman across every one of the seven seas. As soon as she was his wife, she would no longer have to worry about the gentleman whom she had escaped, as that was a bond that could not be broken. Not by him, whoever he was, and not by the law.

      

      A few more weeks, and we will be bound together for the rest of our lives. Surely, nothing could happen in those weeks that might threaten their joy? Surely, if they had been brought together like this, no power would be so cruel as to separate them?
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        * * *

      

      Leaving Simon’s bedchamber with a smile upon her face, Jemima felt everything was right with the world. And yet, one nagging problem remained. Harry had not yet given her an answer, and they were due to arrive in Cape Verde the following day.

      

      With no other choice, she did not go to her own bedchamber. Instead, she hurried out of the Captain’s quarters and made for the brig. Harry was standing at the bars when she arrived, a smirk upon his face. So, you wanted me to come to you? Is that it?

      

      “Here you are,” he purred. “I wondered how long it’d take ye.”

      

      “Do you have a decision for me or not?” Jemima shot back, irritated that this vile specimen had ruined her otherwise blissful evening.

      

      He nodded. “I do.”

      

      “And what might it be?”

      

      “I’ll accept yer offer.”

      

      A wave of relief washed over her. “I am glad to hear it.” Although, she realized she could not go to Simon or Captain McMorrow about this. He had left it much too late for her to be able to persuade them to set Harry free. And she was almost certain that Simon would not agree to it, for the sake of her protection.

      

      “I’d like to see how you’ll persuade ‘em, mind.” It was almost as though Harry could read her mind.

      

      “I will arrange it, worry not.”

      

      “Be sure that ye do, or else I tell everyone yer little secret.”

      

      “I will see to it,” she replied curtly.

      

      As she left, a plan began to form in her mind. A plan that would see Harry imprisoned, whilst preventing anyone from being able to do anything about her true identity. It was a plan that she was sure Simon would agree to. All she needed to do was get him to keep Harry aboard the ship until they had sailed to Scotland, where they would marry. Once they were unified in the eyes of the law, and of God, Harry could say whatever he liked to the authorities. It would not matter.

      

      They could return to Westport, where Harry could be handed over to the British Navy, to stand trial for his crimes. Even if it were to cause a stir, it would have no effect upon them. Harry did not know her true name, and so, he could not tell anyone who she really was. All he could say was that she had disguised herself as a gentleman, but there would be no trail for the gossipmongers to follow. She had committed no crime. She could not be punished for what she had done.

      

      Only Lord Beaurgant could stake a claim to her, but he would not know anything about it. He sought Lady Jemima Livington, not Miss Jemima Barton. Even if he were to read something, and suspect her true identity, it would be too late for him to intervene. She would be married to another by then.

      

      She smiled to herself as she went to tell Simon about it, in the hopes that he would agree. It is the perfect plan. There was no possible way that it could be ruined.
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      The following day, the Evening Star arrived in Cape Verde.

      

      Jemima had come to Simon again the previous night and told him of her plan. He had agreed that it would be the best course of action and had instructed James of the change in their dealings with Harry. Jemima’s security was paramount, and he would do all he could to ensure it.

      

      “And you are sure this is the right thing to do? You realize that it means taking Harry all the way back to England?” James frowned in concern.

      

      Simon nodded. “This must be done, for all of our sakes. The British Navy cannot find out about Barton’s true identity. They will insist that she is returned to England, on their terms, and I cannot allow that.”

      

      James shrugged. “As you wish. I confess, I was looking forward to being rid of the wretch, but I suppose it makes more sense to return him to England, where he can be dealt with on home ground. The prisons here are notorious for being lax in their security, and I would not have Harry loose again.”

      

      “Then, we are agreed?”

      

      He nodded. “We are agreed.”

      

      “Now, I must go to speak with our suppliers in Praia, to arrange delivery of our cargo. Can you oversee things whilst I am abroad?”

      

      “I suppose I must.” James grinned irreverently.

      

      “Thank you, James. I do not know what I would do without you.”

      

      “Be living a miserable life in your grand estate?”

      

      Simon chuckled. “Yes, that is likely correct.”

      

      Leaving James at the top of the gangway, Simon headed into the port town. He had urged Jemima to remain hidden whilst they were here, for Cape Verde was known to be somewhat dangerous. Pirates still abounded in these waters, and he did not want any harm befalling her. She had tried to protest, wanting to see Praia for herself, but he had managed to convince her that it was not a good idea.

      

      In truth, even he felt somewhat unnerved by this place.
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        * * *

      

      Jemima peered around the door to her bedchamber, her curiosity piqued by the sound of voices in the main area of the Captain’s quarters. Keeping back behind the wall and peeking through the crack between the door and the frame, she found Captain McMorrow standing on the far side of the room with a gentleman she did not recognize. They were talking in low voices, and the Captain looked worried.

      

      “Thank you for telling me and thank you for waiting whilst I penned a reply,” he said quietly. “I will ensure this is dealt with as soon as possible, once His Lordship returns.”

      

      A reply to what? She frowned as she continued to watch their exchange.

      

      The other gentleman—a wiry figure with curly gray hair and pale brown eyes—nodded graciously. “I am only grateful that I found you when I did, for we are due to sail shortly.”

      

      “Yes, it is fortunate indeed.”

      

      “Well then, I will take my leave of you, and thank you again.” The stranger dipped his head in a bow, before leaving the Captain’s quarters. Captain McMorrow paced for a while, before Jemima mustered the courage to exit her room and confront him.

      

      “What were you speaking of?” she said, approaching him.

      

      His head whipped around in surprise. “Miss Barton? I did not realize you were still here. I thought you would be in the galley with Ben?”

      

      “His Lordship told me to remain here.” And I am glad that I did. She sensed something amiss in Captain McMorrow’s behavior, though she did not know what. “Now, I ask again, what were you speaking of with that gentleman?”

      

      Captain McMorrow sighed. “There has been news of one of His Lordship’s vessels. It was attacked by pirates not far from here and has been sunk. All of the British ships are leaving as soon as they are able, for it appears as though they are targeting those with our flag, specifically. That gentleman had come from another vessel, in order to warn us.”

      

      Jemima’s eyes widened. “One of his ships has been sunk?”

      

      “It would seem so.”

      

      “What reply did you give that gentleman?”

      

      Captain McMorrow narrowed his eyes. “You should not be eavesdropping, Miss Barton. However, if you must know, I sent a letter with him, to give to the Dock Office in Westport, as they will arrive there shortly before us. It details the cargo that would have been lost aboard that ship, so that they can remove it from their inventory and take it out of the auction.”

      

      “Oh.” Jemima felt a twinge of guilt for being so confrontational. She blamed all of this on the to-do with Harry, for it had set her nerves on edge, making her increasingly wary in this current port. With the British Navy so close, she was living in constant fear of being discovered. Truthfully, she knew she would not be able to settle again until they departed from this place, especially now that she knew there were pirates afoot.

      

      “It is dire, indeed,” Captain McMorrow said, with a sigh.

      

      Jemima dropped her chin to her chest. “I am sorry if I appeared rude just then. I am rather nervous at present.”

      

      He smiled at her. “I do not blame you, Miss Barton. I know you have been under a great deal of strain, thanks to Harry and his misdeeds. But he will be punished, in due course, once you and His Lordship are wed.”

      

      “You know of that?”

      

      He chuckled. “I do, Miss Barton. His Lordship tells me everything.”

      

      She paled. “Everything?”

      

      “Well, as long as it is proper.” Captain McMorrow cast her a knowing glance that made her cheeks burn. She knew that Simon could not have told him what had occurred between the two of them in the tin bath, but he evidently suspected that they had grown closer.

      

      “I will retire to my chambers. Please, rouse me when His Lordship returns. I should like to present when you speak with him.”

      

      Captain McMorrow nodded. “I will, Miss Barton.”

      

      Jemima retreated into her room and closed the door. She had thought to take an afternoon rest, but now she felt no desire to sleep. Her mind raced in time with her heart, as she contemplated the terrible thing that the Captain had just revealed to her. Simon would be heartbroken, and she knew it would spur him on to return to England as swiftly as he was able.

      

      She was looking forward to marrying him, upon their return, but she wished they could be voyaging back under more pleasant circumstances. More than that, she feared what might be awaiting them on the high seas. If these pirates had taken one of Simon’s ships, there was nothing to stop them from sinking another.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you sure of this?” Simon muttered. He had returned from Praia five minutes ago, to find James in a state of deep worry.

      

      James nodded. “I am certain. A gentleman came to inform me. The other ships are leaving shortly, and we ought to do the same.”

      

      Simon shook his head. “We must wait for the delivery to arrive.”

      

      “And when will that be?”

      

      “They said within the hour.”

      

      James sighed nervously. “Then, I suppose we must wait. After all, you cannot afford to neglect this cargo, after losing the contents of the Winter Hearth.”

      

      “Precisely.” Simon was torn. He had a duty of care towards Jemima, and had sworn to defend her, but he could not leave Praia until the cargo had arrived. He feared that might leave them vulnerable, for if they were the final British ship in the port, then they would almost certainly be targeted.

      

      It is an hour. We can wait an hour. He only hoped that it would be a risk worth taking.

      

      Just then, as though brought by his concerns, Jemima appeared from her bedchamber and ran towards him, throwing her arms about his neck. He held her close, lowering his defenses for one tender moment, regardless of who might see. Brockmire had not made an appearance, and James already knew of their relationship, so he did not see any harm in a brief indulgence.

      

      “It is awful, is it not?” she murmured, holding his face in her hands.

      

      He nodded. “It is, my love. But we will soon be gone from this place, I assure you.”

      

      “Do you believe that we might be under threat?”

      

      “I cannot say for sure, my love, but we only have to remain here for an hour more. And then, we can set sail for England, where there will be nothing more to worry about.” He kissed her cheek, conscious of James staring at them.

      

      “You will not change your mind about allowing me to accompany on your future voyages?” She held his gaze. “I know you will likely be concerned, but if we are to be wed, I cannot be separated from you for months at a time.”

      

      He shook his head. “I am worried, my love, but I will not abandon you in England. I have made you a promise, to keep you at my side, and I will not take that away.”

      

      “Oh, I am glad.” She hugged him tighter. “I thought you might begin to doubt the sense in it, but if you are to put yourself in dangerous situations, I must be allowed to endure them with you.”

      

      He chuckled. “You are a wonder, Miss Barton.”

      

      “Only because you allow me to be, my darling.” She kissed his shoulder secretly, out of sight of James. It made him smile, to feel that gentle pressure against him.

      

      “Until we depart, you must return to your chambers and stay there. I have much to attend to, to quicken the pace of this imminent delivery. It will be safer if you are not seen,” he urged.

      

      She nodded. “As you wish, my dear. I will await your return.”

      

      He kissed her gently on the forehead. “I will not be gone long.”

      

      As he watched her return to her bedchamber, Simon began to wonder if there was some truth in what Jemima had said. Could he really ask her to endure this life with him? Was it fair to do so? He realized he had been somewhat selfish, in desiring to have her at his side. And yet, he did not think he would ever be able to persuade her to remain in England.

      

      “She is tougher than you think,” James said, distracting Simon from his thoughts.

      

      “Pardon?”

      

      “Miss Barton is far stronger than you believe. She may appear fragile and feminine, but she managed to run through this world alone, before you stepped in to protect her. She will be well, for she certainly has her wits about her.”

      

      Simon sighed. “Do you truly think so?”

      

      “She took it upon herself to evade a gentleman she did not wish to wed, and she did so in the most dynamic manner. She is decisive and bold, and somewhat cunning. I imagine she would give any pirate some trouble, if they ever tried to harm her. Or you, for that matter.”

      

      “I hope that you are right,” Simon replied. He wanted to believe that, but he could not shake the eerie sensation that someone might harm her. And he would be unable to do a thing to stop them.

      

      In truth, it had become his greatest fear, for now he had something truly precious to lose.
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      Three weeks later, Peter found himself back in the Dock Office, approaching the desk of Jonathan Brake. The gentlemen looked up in surprise, riffling through the pile of letters before Peter had even reached him.

      

      “I have some correspondence for you, Sir,” he said proudly.

      

      Peter smiled. “You do?”

      

      “Yes, it arrived this morning on Flight of Fortitude.”

      

      Peter’s eyes widened, for he knew that was the vessel that had been destined for Cape Verde. The very same destination that the Evening Star had been headed for. He snatched the letter from Jonathan’s hand and turned away, tearing it open as he stalked towards the grand foyer of the building. His eyes devoured the contents, for he had not received any word from any of the other ships that had delivered his letters.

      

      Dear Lord Beaurgant,

      

      I’m writing to you in something of a hurry, from the port of Praia in Cape Verde. I’ve sent this with a gentleman from the Flight of Fortitude, who came to me after receiving a letter from you, regarding a missing young lady who may be masquerading as a gentleman. We almost missed one another, but he saw our ship come in and sought me out immediately. He didn’t realize that there was a higher authority, and so his letter did not reach His Lordship. It came solely to me, which I hope will grant you the element of surprise, upon our return.

      

      I’ve fabricated a tale that should ensure our rapid return to Westport. The Flight of Fortitude has sailed ahead of us, but we will not arrive long after. A day, perhaps, depending on the delivery of cargo.

      

      I have reason to believe that the young lady you seek is aboard our ship, although she is using the pseudonym of Miss Jemima Barton. It can’t be a coincidence. How many other young ladies can there be, who have boarded ships under the guise of a young man? They do not suspect a thing.

      

      However, there is one more thing that I must tell you, which you won’t want to hear. His Lordship is in a courtship of sorts with Lady Jemima. They plan to wed when they reach England, by sailing from Westport to Gretna Green, where they will elope. You have to be at the port, if you hope to stop them from achieving that. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news.

      

      I hope this reaches you in time. If it doesn’t, I will do what I can to find you, so that you can stop them from marrying.

      

      Yours Sincerely,

      

      H.

      

      Rage boiled in Peter’s stomach as he let the words sink in. He detested the Earl of Burhill, and he detested the very mention of the name—Simon Fitzwalles. He despised his cousin more than he could possibly say, but to discover that Simon had stolen his bride, and planned to marry her himself, made him positively seethe with loathing.

      

      Have you not taken enough from me? He glared at the letter, wanting to bellow his fury into the grand foyer.

      

      Simon was the very gentleman who could have saved Georgiana that day. He had swum with all his might to save everyone else, but he had left Georgiana to the mercy of the waves. If he lived a thousand lifetimes, Peter would never have been able to forgive Simon for that. And now, he found that Simon planned to steal another bride from him?

      

      You may think again, Simon. You will not have her. I have worked too hard to make her mine.

      

      He had approached Captain Henry James McMorrow shortly after discovering Simon’s plans to become a merchant, and the two of them had agreed to enter a business relationship. Henry would keep watch over the daily business of the Evening Star, and report back to Peter at frequent intervals. Plus, he had asked Henry to work on his behalf, siphoning off quantities of the cargo and selling it at private auction, to make money for Peter.

      

      Naturally, Henry took his own share, but it was minimal, and had made Peter a much wealthier gentleman. It had been that very wealth that had helped him persuade the Duke of Cowden to let him marry Lady Jemima. And now, Simon had dared to threaten all of that, and leave Peter bereft, as he had done that day on the cliffs, when he had failed to save the life of Georgiana Starling.

      

      It had burned Peter up inside, to hear that Simon planned to call his flagship the Evening Star, for it had felt as though he were rubbing salt into a still-raw wound. Simon had never cared for Georgiana, so how dare he use her nickname to emblazon across the stern of his vessel. It twisted Peter’s stomach into knots, even now.

      

      Well, you will not succeed.

      

      Peter folded the letter back up and began to forge a plan in his mind. He would wait for the Evening Star to arrive, and he would reclaim his bride from the hands of Simon. If they did not cooperate, he would involve the port officials. Indeed, he would scream at the top of his lungs of this injustice, until Lady Jemima had no choice but to come with him.

      

      He had waited much too long for this moment to allow Simon to snatch her away at the last second.
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        * * *

      

      The following afternoon, Peter could hardly breathe as he stood atop the wharf and watched the distant vessel edging closer. He could not see the name of it, but he was certain it would be the Evening Star. It had to be. His eyes narrowed, his mouth set in a grim line of determination, as he stepped down onto the docks and waited for that ship to come in.

      

      He smirked with satisfaction as it finally pulled into one of the wharves, the sailors leaping about in order to prepare the vessel for docking. He recognized the figurehead, which resembled a maiden, draped in cloth. Indeed, he would have known it anywhere, for he had always thought it resembled Georgiana. This was the Evening Star and he was about to seize his revenge.

      

      As soon as the ship had been tied off and the gangway had been lowered, he headed up the wharf and straight up the slope, onto the upper deck of the vessel. He marched towards the Captain’s quarters, knowing that was where he would find Henry, if not Simon himself. Without knocking, he barged into the room, in time to find Simon sitting at the table with Jemima opposite, whilst Henry was nowhere to be seen.

      

      Jemima scraped back her chair and stood up sharply, a squeak of terror rasping from her throat. Peter smiled at her with cold intensity. Her hair was short now, falling just shy of her shoulders, but he knew those eyes, almost as well as he knew his own.

      

      “No…no, you cannot be here,” she murmured, panicked.

      

      “Oh, but I am,” Peter replied, with a grin.

      

      Simon moved to stand between us, a puzzled expression on his face. “Cousin, what in heaven’s name are you doing here?”

      

      “I have come to claim what is rightfully mine.” He glowered at Simon. “You will not steal her from me, Simon. I will not allow it. She is betrothed to me, and I will have her.”

      

      Simon glanced back at Jemima in confusion. “You are mistaken, Cousin.”

      

      “No, I do not believe that I am. Ask Lady Jemima for yourself, if you do not think me honest. Do you see the fear on her face, Cousin? Do you think she would look so frightened if she did not know me?”

      

      Simon’s head whipped back around. “What do you mean, Lady Jemima?”

      

      Peter chuckled darkly. “My, my, it looks as if she has deceived us both. This is my future bride, Lady Jemima Livington, the only daughter of the Duke of Cowden. I have been searching for her for months now, and I will not be denied that which belongs to me.”

      

      Simon turned back. “Jemima? Is this true?”

      

      “My love, please let me explain. You must let me explain. I only lied because—” Peter did not give her the chance to finish, as he lunged past Simon and grasped her by the wrist. She cried out as he yanked her forwards, dragging her towards the door.

      

      “Unhand her!” Simon snapped, trying to wrest Jemima from Peter’s grip.

      

      “I suggest you stand aside, Cousin,” Peter hissed. “If you so much as touch her, or attempt to stop me, I will send for the port officials. They will not hesitate to assist me in my plight, for Lady Jemima is mine by rights. You have no claim to her, and if you continue to try and prevent me from taking her away, I will be forced to take drastic action.”

      

      Simon gaped at him in disbelief. “No, I will not let you.” Just then, a figure emerged from one of the nearby chambers. Simon looked to the gentleman in desperation. “James, assist me. Please, assist me in stopping this gentleman. He cannot be permitted to take her.”

      

      He approached, as though he intended to help, but Peter knew better. Henry McMorrow was his man, not Simon’s. Although, the poor devil was not to know that. Reaching Simon, Henry suddenly turned and struck him in the jaw, knocking him to the ground in one swift blow. “I am sorry, My Lord. I cannot do that.”

      

      Jemima screamed like a wound animal. “Simon!”

      

      Leaving Simon on the ground, Henry wrenched Jemima’s other arm into his grasp and helped Peter haul her out of the room and onto the upper deck. With the sailors staring in shock, they forced her towards the gangway and down onto the wharf. Peter already had a carriage waiting, to take them to Cowden Manor.

      

      However, he had one more surprise in store for Simon. One that would leave a suitably bitter taste in his cousin’s mouth.
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      Simon stirred, his head pounding, and the taste of blood in his mouth.

      

      It took him a second or two to recall what had happened. As the awful memories came rushing back, he sat bolt upright, ready to spring to his feet and chase after Jemima and his cousin. He tore out of the Captain’s quarters, desperate to catch up to them.

      

      As he ran, he struggled to process everything that he had discovered. His cousin was the gentleman that Jemima had run from. Jemima was a titled Lady—the daughter of a Duke. And James McMorrow was not his friend, but his enemy. Indeed, it appeared as though the latter was somehow in cahoots with Peter, though Simon had no idea how long that had been going on.

      

      In truth, the only person he could properly think about was Jemima. True, he felt a flicker of anger and confusion, that she had not trusted him enough to tell him the absolute truth, but he was certain she would have a feasible explanation. However, he would not be able to garner that reasoning from her, if he could not get her away from Peter.

      

      Sprinting down the gangway, he skidded to a halt as two men blocked his path. He did not recognize them, but they wore the dark uniforms of the port officials.

      

      “Excuse me, Sirs. I am in something of a hurry,” Simon said brusquely.

      

      The first man shook his head. “No, Sir, you are not going anywhere.”

      

      “Pardon?” Simon’s anxious gaze scanned the top of the wharf, to try and spot Peter, but he did not know how much time had passed since James had knocked him unconscious.

      

      “You’re not going anywhere,” the man repeated. “We’ve received a tip that you’re carrying contraband, and you can’t be permitted to leave until we’ve searched your vessel.”

      

      Simon’s frown deepened. “I am not carrying any contraband. I can show you the inventories, although I should like to do that later. There is something I must attend to first.”

      

      The second man grabbed Simon by the arm. “If you leave this wharf, you will be in contempt of our official request. We’ll have no choice but to have you arrested.”

      

      “You must let me past!” Simon snapped, trying to barge his way between the two officials.

      

      “You have one more warning, Sir. Attempt to leave, and we will have you arrested.” The first man put out his arms to stop Simon from progressing.

      

      “Let me through!” he demanded, shoving against the weight of the two men. He could not focus on their threats, or the outlandish claims that they had made. He needed to pursue Jemima, before Peter could do something that could not be undone. The idea of her being forced to marry that gentleman stuck like a fishbone in his throat. He could not allow it. He had promised her, and though she had lied, that did not affect his love for her.

      

      “Right, you’ve been warned. We’re going to have to arrest you.” The two men wrestled Simon into submission, wrenching his arms up behind his back as they frog-marched him along the wharf. He fought every step of the way, panic overwhelming him as he tried to break away. If he could not go after Jemima, there was no telling what might happen.

      

      I will save you, my love. I will save you, I swear it.

      

      But, for now, it had been taken out of his hands.
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        * * *

      

      “Why am I here?” Simon paced the floor of his cell, rattling violently against the bars as he looked upon the clerk that had been sent from the magistrate. The port officials had brought him here several hours ago, ignoring his pleas to be released. They had not cared for his words, as they had handed him off to the constabulary, where he had been soundly thrown in prison.

      

      The clerk looked nervous. “You are to be charged for disturbance of the peace, assaulting a port official, and for bringing contraband goods into the country.”

      

      Simon slammed his fists against the bars. “I did not bring contraband into the country. That is a lie!”

      

      “The port officials have searched the Evening Star. I believe a gentleman named Captain Henry McMorrow led them into the cargo hold, where they unearthed several crates of opiates, and several crates of pistols and assorted weaponry. He claimed not to know anything of them, but that you often acquired private deliveries for your own ends.”

      

      Simon reeled back. “What? Those items do not belong to me. And who on earth is Henry McMorrow? Surely, you mean James McMorrow?”

      

      The clerk checked his papers. “Ah, yes, Captain Henry James McMorrow.”

      

      That villain has lied to me, this entire time.

      

      Simon had called him his dearest friend, and James, or Henry, or whatever he was called, had betrayed him. It was becoming ever clearer that the wretch had been working for Peter, though he did not know why. What could Peter have hoped to achieve from infiltrating his flagship? Did he wish to ruin Simon’s fleet? Or had he merely intended to keep watch over him?

      

      The two of them had always had a fractious relationship, after an unfortunate tragedy that had taken place in Cornwall, many years ago. Simon had been in charge of a boat that had capsized. Many of those aboard had not been good swimmers, and he had given everything he had to try and save them all. He had missed one young lady, named Georgiana Starling, who had sunk beneath the surface. He had struggled in vain to find her, but she had drifted too far away.

      

      Since that day, he had not forgotten her. He had not known her particularly well, but he had always felt the guilt of her death, weighing on his conscience. It was the very reason why he had named his flagship the Evening Star, for everyone had called her ‘Star,’ whilst she had been living. It had been his homage, so he could remember that day, and never let it happen again.

      

      Prior to that, he and his cousin had been much closer. They had been good friends, as well as relations, but all of that had changed after Georgiana’s death. Simon sensed that Peter blamed him for her passing, but he knew he could not have done anything more, under the circumstances. Nevertheless, he had allowed Peter to hate him, for that seemed to bring his cousin comfort. Now, however, he was ready to pin Peter to the wall. If he thought he could take Jemima away, and force her into a marriage she did not want, he was greatly mistaken.

      

      “That contraband does not belong to me. You must believe me,” Simon begged, knowing that every second he spent here was a second wasted. Jemima needed him, and he could not let her down now.

      

      “And yet, those crates were on board your ship, Sir,” the clerk replied.

      

      Realization dawned with sickening understanding. He had been framed. He did not know how it could have happened without his detection, but it evidently had. James…I mean, Henry, must have something to do with it. Had this been Peter’s plan, to use Henry to destroy his reputation and see him thrown into prison? Was Peter the man responsible for this, by way of his co-conspirator?

      

      “You must speak with Lord Beaurgant. Seek him out and speak with him. He knows something of this, I am certain of it. And arrest Captain McMorrow, too. He is responsible for this, not me.”

      

      The clerk nodded. “The Captain said you might say something of that ilk.”

      

      “He is guilty, not me! He is pretending to be innocent. He has framed me, Sir, I assure you. Please, see that he is arrested, for you have the wrong gentleman,” Simon gasped, frustrated and desperate to be free.

      

      “You will have to make your case in front of the magistrates. They will decide if you are guilty or not. Until then, might I suggest you stop clamoring, for otherwise you may annoy the guards.” The clerk shuffled his papers and turned away. Simon tried to call the fellow back, but he did not listen.

      

      Alone in the dank, grimy cell, Simon staggered back, his heart breaking inside his chest. Somewhere beyond these walls, Jemima was being held hostage, waiting for him to save her. She would be looking to the horizon, expecting him to ride to her aid, but how he could he do that from in here? How could he stop Peter, if he did not have his freedom?

      

      He slammed his fist against the filthy wall and roared from the very depths of his lungs. Peter and Henry had fooled him, and now he was to stand trial for a crime he did not commit. Only, that was not the worst of it. In framing him, they had stolen his chance to rescue the love of his life and enjoy a future of untold happiness. And he would be made to watch, as Peter bound Jemima to him for the rest of their days—clapping her in chains that he would not be able to break, no matter how much he wanted to.
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      Jemima wept the entire way back from Westport to Cowden Manor, staring out of the carriage window as it retraced the same journey she had taken, over three months ago. The journey that had led her to Simon. It felt painfully cruel, to have to look at the same sights, and know she was being taken away from him, potentially forever.

      

      “I will never marry you,” she whispered bitterly. Lord Beaurgant sat across from her, a smug expression upon his face.

      

      “You will,” he replied, his tone casual.

      

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “You cannot make me.”

      

      “You do not seem to understand, Lady Jemima, I am the one who makes the decisions. I will have you as my wife, and you can either make it easy for yourself, or you can make it hard.” He held her gaze, his lips turning up in a sneer. “I could ruin your honor at this very moment, if I chose to, and then you would have no choice but to marry me. If I did not still need to appease your father, I would.”

      

      “I will explain everything to him. He will not let this happen.”

      

      Lord Beaurgant chuckled. “He is the one who sent me to pursue you. He has already promised that I may have you as my wife, for who else would? All I need to do is spread a hint of gossip, as to where you have been and what you have been doing, and your reputation will be in tatters for the rest of your days. And I will pick up the pieces and wed you anyway. There is no path you may tread that does not end with us, together, at the altar.”

      

      Tears trickled down her cheeks as she turned away, tortured by the knowledge that what he said was true. After all, it was her father who had made the match in the first place. She could not rely on him to save her and, since she escaped the last time, she was almost certain that she would be under constant watch until the wedding could be arranged.

      

      Simon…where are you? She had watched Captain McMorrow deal him a terrible blow to the face, but it had not stopped her from praying that he would follow her. Now that they were almost at Cowden Manor, she began to doubt that Simon would attempt to rescue her. She had lied to him, and she could not make reparations for that. Not without seeing him. Could she really blame him, if he did not want to pursue her? She had broken his trust, and she did not know if he could forgive her for that.

      

      “Simon will find me,” she murmured, more to herself than anyone else.

      

      Lord Beaurgant snorted. “I find that highly doubtful. I have reason to believe that a little surprise has been left for him, at the docks. And I do not think he has the means to wriggle free, not this time.”

      

      Jemima frowned in worry. “What do you mean?”

      

      “It is none of your concern.”

      

      “What do you mean?” she barked, venom dripping from her words.

      

      “All I know is, he may be incarcerated by now. He has likely been hoisted by his own petard.” Lord Beaurgant chuckled proudly, the sound making Jemima feel nauseous.

      

      She shook her head. “He has committed no crime. He did not know who I was, so you cannot hold him responsible for wanting to wed me. I was the one who fell in love with him. I was the one who lied. He cannot be punished for my actions.”

      

      “This is not about you, Lady Jemima. My goodness, how conceited you are.” Lord Beaurgant sneered.

      

      “Then why would there be any reason for his incarceration?” Her hands balled into fists.

      

      Lord Beaurgant smirked. “As I said, that is none of your concern. And if you speak again, I will have to silence you. So, I suggest you quiet yourself, before we arrive at Cowden Manor.”

      

      With her heart in pieces, she tried to figure out what Lord Beaurgant might be alluding to. She could not fathom why Simon might be in prison, but Lord Beaurgant’s smug self-assurance gave her cause for concern.

      

      Had he somehow tricked or trapped Simon? Had he done something to hurt Simon? It certainly appeared as though something terrible was afoot, and she was determined to get to the bottom of it, before Simon could come to any harm.
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        * * *

      

      The Duke of Cowden looked up in surprise as the butler knocked on the door. He was partaking in a late lunch and had not expected an intrusion. He had grown used to dining alone in the past few months, as his wife had fallen into a depression, from which she could not be roused.

      

      “Yes? What is it?”

      

      “There is a gentleman awaiting you in the drawing room, Your Grace.” The butler gulped. “And he has Lady Jemima with him.”

      

      “What did you say?” Andrew’s heart almost stopped.

      

      “There is a gentleman in the drawing room. It is Lord Beaurgant, Your Grace. And he has Lady Jemima with him.”

      

      Abandoning his soup, Andrew scraped back his chair and hurried out of the dining room, trying to slow his pace to a casual walk as he approached the drawing room. He had waited for this moment for such a long time, and now that it had arrived, he did not know what to do with himself. In truth, he had given up hope that this day would ever come to pass, for it had been weeks since he had last heard from Lord Beaurgant. And that silence, as far as he was concerned, had spoken volumes.

      

      He opened the door slowly, trying to figure out how he ought to react. All of his prepared thoughts ebbed away as he laid eyes upon his prodigal daughter, who sat in the nearside armchair, her eyes red with recently-spilled tears.

      

      Mournfully, she glanced up at him. He knew it was her, but she was greatly changed. Her hair was short, and she looked gaunt, with dark circles beneath her unusual eyes.

      

      “Jemima?” he murmured, barely able to speak.

      

      She nodded. “Yes, Father.”

      

      “You have been found. My goodness, you have been found.” He turned his attention to Lord Beaurgant, who sat triumphantly in the opposite armchair. “Do I have you to thank for this?”

      

      Lord Beaurgant smirked. “Who else?”

      

      Andrew walked towards his daughter and stood at her side, trying to come to terms with the fact that she had been retrieved. He did not understand why she looked so heartbroken, her eyes still glittering with brimming tears.

      

      “Might you allow us a private moment, Lord Beaurgant?” Andrew said, eager to speak with his daughter alone. Throughout her absence, his thoughts of her had ebbed and flowed, rushing between resentment and love, anger and forgiveness. Now, seeing her for the first time in months, all of those negative emotions evaporated. He just wanted to know if she was well, so they could begin to repair the rift that had been torn between them.

      

      Lord Beaurgant nodded reluctantly. “Of course, Your Grace.”

      

      Andrew waited until the fellow had gone, before he took the opposite armchair and leveled his gaze at his errant daughter. She did not seem eager to speak, her sorrowful eyes turned towards the flickering flames of the nearby fire.

      

      “Where have you been?” he said, his tone sad.

      

      “I boarded a vessel, Father. It took me far from here, and I should never have allowed myself to return.” A muscle twitched in her jaw. “I should have disembarked before Lord Beaurgant could get his hands upon me. I should never have come back. If I had known that he would seize me, I would have thrown myself in the ocean, whilst I had the chance.”

      

      Her words horrified Andrew. “You must not speak in so macabre a manner, Jemima. Do you know how worried we have been?”

      

      She sighed miserably. “I am sorry for any pain that I have caused you, but please know, it is nothing compared to the pain that I feel, at this very moment.” She turned back slowly. “You see, I fell in love whilst I was away, with a gentleman of means. An Earl, who loves me as I love him. Lord Beaurgant stole me away from him, and I fear that he plans to punish me brutally for it. I have returned to despair. And I should not have done.”

      

      Andrew frowned. “What nonsense do you speak?”

      

      “It is not nonsense, Father. I fell in love. His name is Simon Fitzwalles, and he is the Earl of Burhill. And I fear that something terrible may have happened to him.”

      

      “The gentleman who has been incarcerated for carrying contraband?” Andrew had read that very story, just this morning. It had been splashed across the papers, fresh off the press.

      

      Jemima’s expression changed to one of terror. “What did you say?”

      

      “Lord Burhill was incarcerated yesterday, for the crime of carrying contraband.”

      

      She shook her head. “No, that cannot be. He would never do such a thing. He is a good man, Father. A good man, who loves me.” Her voice trembled. “Lord Beaurgant must have something to do with this, I am certain of it. Please, Father, you must believe me.”

      

      “Why would Lord Beaurgant have something to do with it? That is ridiculous.”

      

      “No, Father, it is not. Lord Beaurgant is Lord Burhill’s cousin. I know it seems outlandish, but I had this awful feeling that Lord Beaurgant had done something terrible to Lord Burhill. If he has been imprisoned, then Lord Beaurgant must have done something to frame him. There is not a single chance that Lord Burhill has done this. He is an honest, wholesome, kind gentleman, who has done nothing but protect me, and keep me safe.”

      

      “He cannot be what you say, if he allowed you to remain aboard his ship, knowing you were a young lady,” Andrew shot back, his anger flaring.

      

      “He did not know who I was, not entirely. I lied to him. I told him I was a lady of no means, and he believed me. That is his only fault. He cannot have done this. If he is prosecuted for this crime, they will be sentencing an innocent man.” Tears coursed down her cheeks as she spoke, her voice tremulous with desperation. It wounded Andrew, to see her like that, for he had never witnessed his daughter in true pain.

      

      Andrew sighed. “That will be for the magistrate to decide.”

      

      “They are not in possession of all the facts, Father. Please, you must allow me to return to Westport this instant, so that I may speak with the magistrates and plead his case.” Her body was shaking, her eyes glistening pools of heartrending tears. “Please, Father. I love him. I cannot allow them to tarnish him.”

      

      Andrew’s gaze hardened. “You will not be going anywhere, Jemima. After what you have done, you will not be permitted to leave my sight again. I have yet to decide what to do about Lord Beaurgant, but since you have given little thought to your own reputation, it seems likely that I will have to allow him to marry you.”

      

      She shook her head frantically. “Father, no. You said you wanted a better gentleman for me, and I have found him. And if you do not allow me to go to him now, then I will lose him forever…and I will never forgive you. Please, Father, I am begging you, with all my heart. Let me help him. Let me save an innocent man.”

      

      “You will go to your bedchamber, and you will stay there until I am able to discern what I shall do with you. If you try to leave, I will lock your door. Do I make myself clear?”

      

      She sobbed wretchedly. “Father…Father, please.”

      

      “Do I make myself clear?” he snapped.

      

      Immediately, she covered her face with her hands, her shoulders shaking as she wept violently. With every wrenching sob, he felt the tug of it within his own chest. His daughter was suffering greatly, but what could he do? She had taken far too many liberties already. How could she expect him to behave in any other way, after what she had done?

      

      “Get out of my sight, before I insist on having your door locked,” he said, his tone frosty.

      

      Without a word, Jemima leapt to her feet and tore out of the room, her footsteps audible on the staircase beyond. He continued to listen, until he heard the tell-tale slam of her bedchamber door. As the echo of it rang in his ears, Andrew sat back in his armchair and unleashed a weary, confused sigh. He hated to see his daughter in such agony, but he did not want to appear weak in the face of her thoughtless actions.

      

      No matter how he tried to, Andrew could not ignore the anger and suffering that Jemima had caused him. He would certainly not allow her to roam free again, where she might disappear in the blink of an eye. Despite her apparent distress, he could not stand to lose her again. And if that meant being cruel to be kind, then so be it.
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        * * *

      

      A day passed, and matters remained unresolved. The Duke had tried to be firm, but it was becoming more difficult. Jemima seemed to be in very real torment, and the maids had informed him that she was refusing to eat. Meanwhile, his wife continued to hide within her bedchamber, claiming that she could not bring herself to look upon their daughter.

      

      The only constant presence within the house was Lord Beaurgant, though Andrew had sought to avoid him at all costs. He was grateful to the fellow for brining Jemima back, but he could not ignore the sense of dread that he felt, whenever he looked upon that odd gentleman. Jemima’s words haunted him.

      

      Would he really seek to cause her harm, in revenge for what she did? He wished he could believe that Lord Beaurgant was not capable of such cruelty, but he could not.

      

      Dining alone once more, as everyone seemed to have abandoned him, Andrew looked upon the day’s papers. News of Lord Burhill covered the front page, searing into Andrew’s mind, and reminding him of his previous conversation with Jemima. Is he innocent? Could my daughter be right? It certainly gave him some food for thought, as he pushed his dinner around his plate, his appetite gone.

      

      Andrew had not mentioned it to Jemima, as it had not seemed like the right time, but he had encountered Lord Burhill on a number of occasions. They had spoken at discreet gatherings in London and Bath, and Andrew had always found him to be a remarkably intelligent and pleasant individual. Naturally, the gossipmongers had twisted the tale of him becoming a merchant into a sensationalist diatribe, but Andrew had found that news rather awe-inspiring. It took nerve to do something like that, and he admired strength of character and ingenuity.

      

      It does not seem to fit with his character. Andrew tapped his chin in thought. In their brief encounters, there had certainly been no indication that Lord Burhill might be a bad sort of fellow. Indeed, Andrew had felt quite the opposite, for he recalled Lord Burhill attending on the more senior ladies who had been present. He had been gentle and kind and had gone out of his way to ensure their comfort, even though he bore no relation to them.

      

      This does not seem like the gentleman that I met. Nor did it corroborate with what Jemima had told him of Lord Burhill. If this fellow had truly protected Jemima, and kept her safe during her escape, then he at least owed it to the gentleman to visit, if only to thank him.

      

      Yes, that would be reason enough. And if he happened to ask Lord Burhill about the situation, whilst he was there, then that could simply be viewed as a bystander’s curiosity.

      

      After all, if this gentleman really did love Jemima, and she loved him, then he felt it his duty to investigate. Jemima had been right about that. He had wanted a better husband for her, and he had always liked Lord Burhill. But I shall have to investigate in secret, so as not to upset Lord Beaurgant.

      

      There was something incendiary about Lord Beaurgant that unnerved Andrew, as though he might explode at any minute, and reveal an ugliness beneath.

      

      These past months had given Andrew time to dwell upon the situation that had torn his family apart. He knew he shared some of the responsibility, though that had been a hard pill to swallow. If he had been more open to listening to Jemima, then her escape might never have happened. Yes, children had a duty to their parents, but that did not mean they ought to be ignored entirely. He had learned that the hard way.

      

      Jemima had put them all through a great deal of pain, but that had not changed his love for her. She was his daughter. He would always love her, though he was not particularly good at showing it. By doing this, he reasoned he might be able to fashion an olive branch, with which to build a bridge between himself and her. A physical showing of his responsibility in what had occurred, with the hope of a reciprocal apology.

      

      Even if it turned out that Lord Burhill was guilty, he would at least be able to tell Jemima that he had spoken to the gentleman she loved. Hopefully, that would be enough to begin the restitution, for above all else, he hated to see her so broken. Drowning in such sadness, he was terrified she might attempt to run again…or worse. For that reason, he felt compelled to aid her, as she had asked. Although, he was not going to tell her that just yet.

      

      Leaving his dinner to grow cold, he rose from the table and made his way out to the stables, careful to avoid the main corridors in case Lord Beaurgant happened to see him. He could not risk anyone dissuading him against this course of action.

      

      “Your Grace, might I assist you?” the ostler turned in surprise, as Andrew entered.

      

      He nodded. “Yes, I should like my horse saddled immediately. If anyone asks you where I have gone, you must inform them that I rode to Borrowdale, to speak with the constables there. Tell them that I have decided to stay the night in town, rather than ride back in the darkness.”

      

      “Of course, Your Grace.”

      

      “Thank you.”

      

      Andrew waited impatiently as the ostler saddled his horse, his heart thundering in his chest as he contemplated what he was about to do. This was most unlike him, but he did not want his daughter to endure any further pain. When she was born, he had sworn an oath to do his best for her. He had forgotten that, in recent years, but he would not forget again.

      

      If there was even the slightest chance that Lord Beaurgant was not what he seemed, and had darker tendencies that leaned towards the criminal, then Andrew owed it to his daughter to discover that side of him. In truth, he was curious in himself, to find out if he had chosen the wrong gentleman for Jemima.

      

      I will find out, soon enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

        

      

    

    
      Simon stirred from a restless slumber, awakening to the sound of someone calling his name.

      

      For a moment, he imagined it was Jemima, come to comfort him in his time of need. But, as he opened his eyes and let the world come back into focus, he realized that she was nowhere to be found. Instead, a vaguely familiar gentleman stood at the bars of his cell.

      

      “Lord Burhill?” he said.

      

      Simon rubbed his weary eyes. “That is I.”

      

      “Do you remember me, Sir?”

      

      Simon squinted through the gloom. “I believe we have met, but I cannot recall your name. I apologize, Sir. As you can likely see, I am not exactly in my right mind.”

      

      The gentleman nodded. “My name is Andrew Livington, and I am the Duke of Cowden.” He paused. “I have been told that you are well acquainted with my daughter, Lady Jemima?”

      

      Simon scrambled to his feet and hurried to the bars. “Is she with you? I must speak with her. I must tell her that I am not guilty of these crimes that have been laid against me. I must assure her of my innocence.”

      

      “She is not with me, Sir. However, it is your crimes that have brought me to this gaol,” the Duke replied, his tone soothing. “My daughter tells me that you are innocent. As such, I wish to look into your eyes, and have you tell me the truth of what has happened. Are you responsible for the contraband that was found aboard your ship?”

      

      He shook his head. “I am not, Your Grace. I swear to you upon all I hold dear, that I had nothing to do with it. I did not even know such items were amongst my cargo. If I had, I would have done everything within my power to seek out the culprit.”

      

      “Do you know who might have loaded those items?”

      

      Simon paused, for he had thought about this a great deal since he had been thrown in this cell. After a moment or two, he nodded. “Yes, I believe that I do.”

      

      “Do you have his name?”

      

      “Captain Henry James McMorrow,” Simon replied, without hesitation. He did not have enough evidence to implicate Peter, but he was certain, now, that his former friend was the man responsible for this. “He was the only other person with access to the cargo hold, and he is the only man who would have known where he could hide such items. He must have had the contraband loaded onto my ship in secret, whilst I was otherwise engaged. You see, he also had access to the inventories, which means he would have been able to alter them, however he needed to, to account for any extra crates.”

      

      “You are sure of this?”

      

      Simon gripped the bars until his knuckles whitened. “It has to be him.”

      

      “Very well, then I shall look into it on your behalf.” The Duke hesitated. “First, I must ask you a question, and I want you to answer honestly.”

      

      “Of course, Your Grace.”

      

      “Do you love my daughter?”

      

      A sad smile edged onto Simon’s lips. “More than my own life.”

      

      “And you swear you did not know who she truly was?”

      

      He shook his head. “That was a recent revelation, upon our arrival into England. She told me her name was Miss Jemima Barton, but I do not love her any less for having lied. I am certain she had her reasons, though I do not know what they may be, as I have not been able to speak with her. If I had known, I would have returned her and come to you directly, to declare my affections.”

      

      “Do you desire to marry her?”

      

      “I do, Your Grace.”

      

      “Even though she deceived you?” The Duke eyed him curiously.

      

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      

      The Duke sighed heavily. “Very well, then. I cannot promise you anything, for she is betrothed to another, but that is a discussion for another day. For now, I will leave you, and return if I am able to trace this Captain.”

      

      “You have my gratitude, Sir.” Simon bowed his head. “And please, when you see Lady Jemima again, tell her that I am thinking of her. And tell her that I love her still, despite her deception.”

      

      “I will, boy.” The Duke walked away, bearing Simon’s last hope upon his shoulders.
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        * * *

      

      After visiting the gaol, Andrew found himself walking towards the grand façade of the Westport Dock Office. He did not know how he might find this Captain, but he had reason to believe that the port officials could tell him where cargo was bought and sold. There, he hoped he might find Captain McMorrow, and confront him directly.

      

      He approached one of the desks, to find a nervous young gentleman standing behind it.

      

      “Good day to you, Sir,” the gentleman said. “How may I assist you?”

      

      “I was wondering if you might be able to inform me of the place where cargo is purchased and sold? I am particularly interested in private auctions, if such things exist?”

      

      The gentleman nodded. “If you go to the warehouse at the very end of the wharf, you will find the main point of auction. As for private auctions, I am afraid I do not know of such things.”

      

      “Thank you, that will do well enough for now.” Wasting no time, Andrew exited the Dock Office and headed for the auction warehouse. He reasoned that someone there would know where he could locate the private auctions, as they seemed to be somewhat underhand.

      

      Ten minutes later, he entered the vast warehouse. The hubbub of the crowd swelled in his ears, overwhelmingly loud. Upon a dais, on the far side of the room, crates were being brought up, whilst a gentleman called out the lots and peered into the throng for bidders.

      

      Scanning the nearest people, he fixed his gaze on a somewhat shady-looking individual, with a scar raked across his left eye. Taking a breath, he strode towards the man, putting on an air of confidence—the kind of demeanor that depicted the sort of men who would attend a private auction.

      

      “Excuse me?” he said.

      

      The scarred man glanced at him. “Aye?”

      

      “Do you know of any private auctions around here, where I might be able to acquire…certain goods?”

      

      The man smiled. “Aye, I know of a place.”

      

      “Might you direct me towards it?”

      

      “It’ll cost ye.”

      

      Andrew took out a small purse of coins, that he always carried about his person. “Would this do?”

      

      “Aye, I’d say it would.” He took the purse and removed a coin, pressing it between his decaying teeth. “There’s a private auction in one of them fancy houses, behind the Dock Office. Number four, Wheatsheaf Row. Nice place. Can’t miss it.”

      

      Andrew smiled. “Thank you for your assistance.”

      

      “Aye, thank you.”

      

      Turning on his heel, Andrew raced away from the warehouse and rushed back along the wharf to the Dock Office. Scanning the names of the nearby streets, he wandered for what seemed like forever, before finally catching sight of the street he wanted. Slowing his pace, he counted down the houses, until he came to number four. Sure enough, it was a pleasant property, built in the same style as the Dock Office. It stood three floors tall, with wide bay windows and whitewashed walls.

      

      Steeling himself, he mounted the steps and entered the half-open door. A few servants stood in the elegant entrance hall, bowing to him as he walked by. Evidently, he looked as though he belonged, which served him rather well.

      

      Pressing on, he followed the sound of clamoring voices into a large hall at the back of the ground floor. Slipping in, unseen, he assessed the sight before him. It appeared to be a smaller, more refined version of the warehouse, with gentlemen standing around with numbered paddles, and another fellow on a stage at the far end, calling out lots as crates were placed beside him.

      

      Andrew tapped the closest gentleman on the arm. “Excuse me? I was wondering if you might point me in the direction of Captain McMorrow? I have urgent business with him, that cannot wait.”

      

      The gentleman frowned, before turning back into the room. After a few moments, he gestured to a fellow standing close to the stage. He stood out, as he was one of the only individuals without a numbered paddle. He had a mane of red hair, and bright blue eyes, that suggested he might be of Irish heritage.

      

      “Lot number fourteen. One crate of American pistols. The seller is Henry McMorrow, should you have any enquiries as to the workings of these weapons,” the auctioneer bellowed across the room, taking Andrew by surprise.

      

      So, they did not confiscate everything? It was all the evidence that Andrew needed, to acquire the assistance of the port officials. Realizing he was on borrowed time, he slipped back out of the room and hurried from the building, sprinting with all his might towards the Dock Office.

      

      He burst through the grand doors, heaving in ragged breaths. A few individuals stared at him in shock, but he did not care. Scouring the entrance hall for someone in a uniform, he spied a cluster of officials standing together in casual conversation.

      

      “You there!” he cried.

      

      “Sir?” They turned in alarm.

      

      “There is a private auction occurring, at this very moment, at number four, Wheatsheaf Row. There is a man there, by the name of Captain Henry James McMorrow, who is responsible for the acquisition of contraband. An innocent gentleman is currently in prison for that crime, but he is not the culprit. Captain McMorrow is the true criminal. He is selling that contraband, as we speak. I urge you, apprehend him before an innocent man is sentenced for a crime he did not commit.”

      

      The port officials looked at one another in confusion. “You are sure of this?”

      

      Andrew nodded, clutching at his chest. “I have just been there. I have seen it for myself. They are in the process of selling a crate of American pistols, which were acquired by Captain McMorrow. He must have hidden some crates from the previous officials, so he could sell them on without fear of being discovered.”

      

      “We will attend to it, Sir,” one of them said firmly.

      

      Andrew smiled. “See that you do.”

      

      He watched as they thundered out of the Dock Office, their boots pounding on the marble floor. Part of him desired to follow them and watch as they apprehended the true criminal. However, he had exhausted himself from the run, for he was not as young as he once was. Instead, he would have to wait until the officials returned, hopefully with that wretched creature in custody.
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      Peter sat in the library of Cowden Manor, reading at his leisure.

      

      He had cornered Lady Jemima in here, blocking her exit, though she had not spoken a word since she had descended from her chambers. He did not mind that so much. He would be able to make her talk, once they were married. Indeed, she would not be rid of him, at any time of day, once that joyful occasion had taken place.

      

      He looked up as the door opened, and the Duke stepped inside. Behind him came two gentlemen in uniform, bearing the emblem of the Westport docks. Peter frowned in alarm, for he had thought the Duke to be in Borrowdale, on business.

      

      “I should like to speak with you, Lord Beaurgant,” the Duke said coldly. “Jemima, might you give us a moment?”

      

      She shook her head. “No, I should like to stay.”

      

      The Duke nodded. “As you wish. In truth, it may be better if you are here, for this concerns you, as well.”

      

      “It does?” She sounded as worried as Peter felt.

      

      “Yes, it does,” he replied, turning back to Peter. “This may come as a surprise to you, Lord Beaurgant, but I have not been in Borrowdale. In fact, I have been in Westport, investigating the incarceration of one Lord Burhill.”

      

      Peter blanched. “I do not see what my cousin’s criminal activities have to do with me.” He was determined not to show a single fragment of guilt upon his face, for there was no way that the Duke could know the truth. And, if he suspected anything, Peter knew he could simply pin the crimes on Henry McMorrow. He did not owe that man any loyalty.

      

      “It is interesting to me, that you should refer to them as your cousin’s criminal activities, when you know perfectly well that they are yours.” The Duke smiled. “You might like to know that Captain McMorrow was arrested yesterday, for the crime of selling and acquiring illegal goods. At first, he insisted that he was not responsible, even though he had been caught red-handed, auctioning off contraband that should have been confiscated.”

      

      Lady Jemima leaned forwards in her chair. “Can this be true?” she gasped.

      

      The Duke nodded. “It is, and there is more. You see, Captain McMorrow quickly changed his tune, once the threat of being hanged was introduced. He explained, rather quickly, that you hired his services to siphon cargo from Lord Burhill’s ship. Not only that, but you enlisted him to load certain quantities of contraband onto the ship, to be sold at private auction upon his return to England. From what he has told the authorities, this has been going on for some time. Ever since Lord Burhill began these endeavors, in fact.”

      

      “That is nonsense!” Peter snapped, his stomach churning in terror.

      

      “What is more, you decided to frame Lord Burhill, because he fell in love with my daughter. You wanted to punish him for stealing your bride. Did you not, Lord Beaurgant?”

      

      Peter scowled. “I did no such thing. This is simply Captain McMorrow trying to shift the blame towards me.”

      

      “That will be for the magistrate to decide,” the Duke replied, turning to the two men behind him. “You may arrest him.”

      

      Peter leapt up, his head whipping around as he tried to find an exit. Sprinting for the window, he threw it open and tried to clamber over the lip, into the garden below. He was halfway out, when the port officers grasped him about the waist and pulled him back into the room. Wrestling him into submission, one of them produced a pair of iron manacles, and clapped them around his wrists before he could struggle further.

      

      “You have the wrong person,” Peter snarled. “I am not the one responsible for this. This is Captain McMorrow’s doing.”

      

      “No, it is both your doing,” Lady Jemima shot back. “I saw the Captain aid you, when you dragged me from that ship. He struck Lord Burhill in the face, in order to allow you time to tear me away. You have been collaborating, all this time. Otherwise, how would you have even known of Captain McMorrow?”

      

      Peter froze. “Shut your mouth, you evil wench. You know nothing about it.”

      

      “You will not speak to my daughter in such a crude manner!” the Duke barked, his eyes burning with fury.

      

      “That is all she deserves, after what she has done,” Peter spat. “Do you think her pure, Your Grace? Do you think she is honorable still? Do you think she endured such a voyage without being brought to ruination? I would have married her regardless, but now, you have consigned her to the life of an eternal spinster. And I, for one, am glad of it!”

      

      “You will rot in gaol for this, Lord Beaurgant,” she retorted viciously. “Captain McMorrow knows the extent of your crimes, and that will see you imprisoned, where you can never cause harm again.”

      

      Peter smirked. “I will be free by the week’s end, Lady Jemima. You will see.”

      

      As the officers dragged him away, clad in irons, he cast one searing look back at the Duke and his daughter, hatred boiling in his heart. He had come so close to triumph, only to have it snatched away at the last moment. This was all Simon’s fault. Peter did not know how he had managed it, but he had evidently found a way to appeal to the weakness of the Duke. And now, everything he had built had come crumbling down.

      

      Even if he gained his freedom, which he knew he might, given his position in society, he had lost so much. He refused to show it on his face, but it felt as though his innards had been torn from his abdomen. In the space of ten minutes, he had lost his bride, his future wealth, and his reputation.

      

      And, for the first time in his life, he did not know if he could fix it.
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        * * *

      

      Jemima waited anxiously on the front steps of Cowden Manor, her eyes turned towards the horizon. It had been two days since Lord Beaurgant’s arrest, and she had received word, just that morning, that Simon was on his way to visit her. He had been duly released, after the revelation of his innocence. She could hardly contain herself, for there was so much she needed to say.

      

      She turned as a shadow darkened the doorway. “Father…”

      

      He stood beside her on the step. “You will catch your death if you wait out here.”

      

      “I cannot wait inside. I am too anxious.” Her father had broken the betrothal between herself and Lord Beaurgant, given what had happened. In doing so, he had paved her way towards marrying Simon, though that discussion was yet to be had. Truthfully, she did not know if he would still have her, after the lies she had told. If she had been honest, perhaps she could have spared him from being framed.

      

      “You really do care for him, do you not?”

      

      She nodded. “I do, Father.” Shyly, she cast him a side glance. “I am sorry for the trouble I caused you. I did not consider your feelings when I ran away, and I will forever be sorry for that. I was overwhelmed with panic, and I did not know what else to do. All I knew was that I could not be married to that awful gentleman. I could not see another way out, but that does not change the suffering I caused you and Mother. I am sorry, so very sorry.”

      

      Her father smiled sadly. “You are not the only one who must apologize for their actions, Jemima. If I had made you wed Lord Beaurgant, I dread to think what sort of life you might have led. I should have listened when you told me of him. I should have heeded your warnings. If I had done that, then perhaps you would not have run, and I might have spared everyone.”

      

      “Can you ever forgive me?” she said quietly.

      

      “That depends.”

      

      “On what?” She looked at him with sorrowful eyes.

      

      “On whether or not you can forgive me?”

      

      She smiled faintly. “There is nothing to forgive. In truth, there is so much that I must thank you for. None of this would have been possible, if you had not taken it upon yourself to investigate Lord Beaurgant.” She took in a shallow breath. “Thank you, Father. Thank you for listening. Thank you for believing me.”

      

      “I should have done so all along. It may have been true that you lacked suitors, but I should have known that they were not worthy, if they could not take you for the young lady that you are.” He paused. “It took speaking with Lord Burhill to realize that. As soon as he told me that he loved you, I realized what a fool I had been. The right gentleman was always out there, but your mother and I were too impatient to allow you to find him.”

      

      “Then it is fortunate that he found me, and that you saved him.” Jemima’s heart swelled as she looked upon her father. She had never intended to wound him, or her mother, and she would always be sorry that she had.

      

      And yet, from the ashes of everything that had happened, she hoped that they could emerge with a better relationship. One that could continue to overcome everything, including the actions they had both taken.
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        * * *

      

      The carriage rolled to a halt outside the pillared entrance to Cowden Manor. Simon took a breath and opened the door, stepping down onto the gravel. He had taken a single step forwards, when he felt a mighty force collide with him.

      

      “You are here,” Jemima whispered, wrapping her arms around him. “I have been so worried, my love. You cannot know how worried I was.”

      

      Instinctively, he put his own arms around her, and pulled her close. “I have your father to thank for my freedom,” he replied. “And I am glad of this opportunity. Whilst I was trapped in my cell, I thought only of you. I thought of embracing you again and holding you in my arms. Even now, I am not sure if this is real, or just a fevered dream.”

      

      “It is real, my love. It is real. You are here, and I am here, and nothing can ever stand between us again.” She grasped him tighter, her body shaking as she sobbed into his shoulder.

      

      “I pray that it does not.”

      

      “I am sorry that I lied, my love.” She pulled away, looking deep into his eyes. “You must hate me. How could you not, after my deception?”

      

      He brushed his thumb across her cheek. “I could never hate you, my sweet.”

      

      “I only lied because I know how honest you are,” she explained. “If I had told you I was a Lady, and I had family that were worrying about me, you would have returned me to England. You would have been duty-bound to do so. And, rather selfishly, I feared that you would not feel free to be yourself with me, if you discovered that I was titled.”

      

      It was something that had plagued him, ever since her true identity had been revealed to him, by Peter. And yet, now that she was explaining things, he found he could understand her perspective. She was entirely correct. If he had known she was of the peerage, he would have had no choice but to bring her back. And he would certainly have kept his distance. If he had done that, he did not know if they would be standing here right now.

      

      “I am glad that I know who you are now,” he said softly, cupping her face in his hands. “The future is all that matters. If we are to proceed, we must leave the past behind us.”

      

      She smiled. “Not all of it, I hope?”

      

      He chuckled. “No, there are some things that I am keen to remember. Speaking of which, there is something I must discuss with your father.” He caught her horrified expression. “Not that, my love. Never that. That is between you and me, and the love we share. No, I wish to ask him for your hand in marriage.”

      

      “You still desire to marry me?”

      

      He nodded, leaning in to kiss her forehead. “That will never change. Having you as my wife will make me the most fortunate gentleman in all the world.” He paused, chuckling. “And, besides, the Evening Star is due to set sail in a few weeks. If we are to be upon it, we must hurry things along, so that we may begin our adventures together.”
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        Two Weeks Later

      

      

      

      Simon waited anxiously at the end of the aisle, with his steward, Asher, standing beside him. Now that his former friend was in prison, for the crimes he had committed, Asher seemed like the natural replacement. It had been a fortnight since he had asked for Jemima’s hand in marriage, and the day he had longed for had finally come.

      

      They had chosen a chapel close to Westport, so they could board the Evening Star as soon as the reception was finished. The ship had a schedule to stick to, wedding or no wedding, and it could not be delayed any further than it already had. They had already been forced to gain a special license, to expedite the wedding.

      

      Despite the haste, it excited Simon, to know that they could embark on their future life together, as soon as they had fulfilled their obligations to one another, becoming man and wife at last. He had asked her if she might like to let the Evening Star sail without them, on this one occasion, but Jemima had refused. She wanted to embark as soon as possible, just as he did, so they would not miss a moment of the world’s waiting beauty.

      

      He glanced over his shoulder, to find the rest of his crew amongst the congregation. They had all been shocked by the revelation of Captain McMorrow’s treachery, but were more than happy to accept his replacement—a seasoned veteran of the seas, Captain Isaac Bastian. In truth, they had been more shocked to discover that Mr. Barton was in fact Lady Jemima Livington, but they had taken it in their stride. After all, they were sailors, and there was not a great deal that they had not already seen.

      

      Simon thought back to the conversation he had with Asher the previous evening, where he had revealed all about Jemima, and how they had come to meet.

      

      “I still can’t believe it, My Lord,” Asher had muttered. “All that time, when you thought her a gentleman, she was a young lady instead. Having seen her briefly, I am surprised nobody suspected, but I suppose if one isn’t looking for these things, then it may be impossible to see.”

      

      Simon had laughed. “She fooled many of us, Asher. But we have all been able to forgive her, and I am sure that all will be well. Her reasoning made a great deal of sense, especially now we have discovered the plans of my cousin. He was not the sort of gentleman that she ought to marry.”

      

      “No, but I daresay you are, My Lord.” Asher had smiled. “I have never seen you so at peace, nor so cheerful. I’ll just be sad to see you depart again, though at least I shall know you are not alone on your next voyage. A wife is a wonderful thing, and I believe you will be happy together, from what you have told me. She seems to be a rare sort of young lady. The very sort I hoped you might discover, one of these days.”

      

      “I think so, too.” Simon had chuckled merrily.

      

      A fiddle began to play a sweet tune, disturbing Simon’s reverie. He turned around, in time to see Jemima appear at the top of the aisle—a vision in a simple white dress, reminding him of an angel. The congregation rose, the crew staring in admiring disbelief as she walked towards Simon. He stifled the urge to laugh, for their eyes were bulging out of their heads. They were used to seeing her in gentleman’s clothes, not a gown of pretty muslin.

      

      He smiled as she approached, before coming to a halt in front of him. Through the gauzy fabric of her veil, he could see her beautiful face, those sapphire eyes staring up at him. She was smiling widely, in visible excitement. He wished she might have had a bouquet, and her family present, but there had not been time for that. They had barely managed to acquire a suitable gown and a fellow to play the fiddle, but at least they had more than the required number of witnesses. The crew had made that possible.

      

      “Ladies and gentlemen, if you would be seated, we will begin,” the vicar announced. He turned to Simon and Jemima and began to recite the vows. One at a time, they repeated the words to one another, vowing to honor and obey, love and cherish, until death they did part. Simon had been worried about stumbling over his words, but they came out confident and clear, spurred on by his love for her.

      

      As the vows came to an end, and the vicar pronounced them man and wife, Simon looked down at the ring on Jemima’s finger and felt an overwhelming sense of contentment. This was all he had ever wanted—a young lady who was not afraid of adventure, and who desired the same things as he did.

      

      “You may now lift the veil and place a kiss upon your bride,” the vicar said.

      

      Simon took the gauzy fabric in his hands and lifted it over her head, a gasp of appreciation rising from the congregation as they saw the blushing bride in her full beauty. Leaning forward, Simon placed a tender kiss on his new wife’s cheek, letting it linger for a moment, to assure her that there was more to come. Once they were alone, of course.
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        * * *

      

      Jemima stood in front of the mirror in Simon’s bedchamber, within the Captain’s quarters of the Evening Star. It was a place that brought back thrilling memories, despite the nasty turn that their last voyage had taken. She gazed into the mirror, watching Simon close the door and turn the key in the lock. A smile turned up the corners of her lips.

      

      “Might you care for a bath, my love?” he murmured, as he crossed the room meet her.

      

      She chuckled as he slipped his arms around her waist and nuzzled into her neck. “Perhaps later,” she replied.

      

      She closed her eyes as he kissed her neck, tracing kisses across her shoulder and along the length of her arm. She knew she ought to be worried about what was to come, but she was not. Simon would never do anything to harm her, and he had already shown how important her pleasure was to him. What did she have to fear, knowing that?

      

      Guided by his hands, she turned in his arms until she was facing him. He smiled down at her, leaning in to kiss her passionately. She sank into his embrace as he moved his lips in a sensual rhythm, his tongue gently caressing hers as they melded into one another. This was precisely where she wanted to be.

      

      Looping her arms about his neck, she kissed him deeper, pressing her body flush against his. Already, she could feel him stirring, beneath the fabric of his trousers. It thrilled her, to know that she would soon experience all of him, in a way she had never done before. As if sensing her thoughts, Simon reached behind her and began to unbutton her wedding gown, painstakingly undoing the seed pearls that held it all together.

      

      All the while, he kissed her, moving along her throat, and across her jaw, and over the smooth skin of her chest. Before long, he had completed the task, his fingertips edging the sleeves to the tips of her shoulders. Helping them down her slender arms, she listened to the hiss of the muslin and as it fell to the floor in an almost liquid pool of white.

      

      Wanting to feel the touch of his bare skin on hers, she reached for his shirt and unbuttoned it, casting it aside to reveal his muscular torso. Brushing her palms across the firm contours, she let her fingertips drift down to his trousers, where she made swift work of the fastenings. They dropped to the ground, and he stepped out of them, entirely naked before her.

      

      Her eyes widened as she gazed upon his member, engorged and far larger than she had anticipated. As she had done before, she began to worry that she would not be able to accommodate him within her.

      

      “This hardly seems fair,” he said, with a grin that dispelled her concerns.

      

      “I quite agree,” she replied.

      

      “May I?” he asked.

      

      She nodded. “You may.”

      

      He turned her around and deftly unlaced her half-corset, before tossing it away. She smiled as she felt him kiss her back, working his way down her spine, where he sank to his knees. Hooking his thumbs within the band of her pantalettes, he moved them down her thighs, and let them fall. Trembling with anticipation, she stepped out of them and let him turn her back around.

      

      She had expected him to stand up once more, but he remained on his knees. Sliding his hands up her thighs, and making her shiver with excitement, he leaned into the soft down of her mound and placed a kiss there. She gasped in surprise, lacing her fingers in his hair, as he moved further down.

      

      Her breath caught in her throat as he parted her, his tongue caressing her sacred bud in the most shockingly delightful way. Her hips bucked as he made the same motion over and over, applying an intense pressure that sent shivers of pleasure through her veins. At first, she had wanted to pull away in alarm, but now she wanted anything but. This was unlike anything she had ever known.

      

      A few minutes later, he stopped and kissed the inside of her smooth thighs, working his way back up her body. She giggled as he scooped her up into his arms and carried her to the bed, where they had shared that first, sensual moment, what felt like a lifetime ago. Gently, he lay her down onto the covers, and smoothed back the errant strands of her raven hair.

      

      “I love you,” he murmured, smiling down at her.

      

      She smiled back. “And I love you.”

      

      He dipped his head to kiss her, moving slowly as he maneuvered himself between her thighs. She kissed him back, her fingertips raking at his broad shoulders as she felt a sudden pressure against her sweet sex. He did not enter her immediately, but rested himself against her entrance, allowing herself time to prepare.

      

      “Tell me if you want me to stop,” he whispered.

      

      She grasped his face and kissed him hard on the mouth. “I never want you to stop.”

      

      He smiled against her lips, a quiet gasp escaping his throat as he pushed his hips forwards. She clung to him as he entered her to the hilt, though it was not as painful as she had anticipated. There was a slight discomfort, but she supposed that was due to the newness of this feeling. He paused for a moment, allowing her body to accommodate him.

      

      And then, with slow sensuality, he pulled his hips back. This time, she gasped as he pushed back inside her, her body wracked by an overwhelming sense of pleasure. He kissed her again and again, devouring her, as he thrust gently in and out, giving her time to grow accustomed to these new sensations.

      

      “I love you,” she cried, her breath ragged as he plunged into her depths.

      

      He kissed her, nipping lightly at her lower lip to draw a gasp from her mouth. “And I love you. More than you know.”

      

      His hips began to move slightly faster, his member sliding effortlessly in and out of her welcoming sex. Pulling him closer, she arched her back as the ecstasy began to intensify. As though sensing the needs of her body, he let his hand slide along her stomach, his fingertips finding the throbbing bud of her lotus. In time with his increasing thrusts, he brushed his fingertips across her most sensitive place, prompting a delicious tension to build within her.

      

      As she moved her own hips against the drive of his member, she knew it was only a matter of time before a wave of pleasure crashed over her. A moment later, it sparked through her body, jolting like lightning and seizing hold of her every muscle, making her shake and shiver as she gave into the exquisite explosion.

      

      With her body still trembling, Simon moved ever faster, his breaths coming in short, sharp gasps as he lost himself in her. She wrapped her legs tighter around him, moving her hips back and forth, arching herself upwards so he could drive himself in to her deepest depths. A few moments later, he cried out in ecstasy, his body still as he spilled his seed within her.

      

      He thrust slowly twice more, before collapsing onto Jemima with a contented smile upon his face. She reveled in the weight of him against her, her arms wrapping around him as she clutched him tight. He nuzzled into her neck and grinned, kissing her throat tenderly.

      

      “You are remarkable,” he whispered, propping himself back up on his arms.

      

      She shook her head. “No, you are the remarkable one.”

      

      He laughed. “Let us agree to disagree.”

      

      As he gently pulled out of her, he rolled to the side and drew Jemima into his arms, cuddling her close. Delirious with happiness, she nestled into his chest and pressed her ear to his skin, listening to the furious beat of his heart. It pounded out his love for her, creating the most beautiful percussion she had ever heard.

      

      Feeling sleepy after the excitement of the day, she closed her eyes and listened to the rush of the water as it sloshed against the sides of the ship. They had already departed England, and she could feel the faint rock of the vessel as they cut through the water.

      

      Here, in his arms, aboard this ship, she was finally at peace. Here, she was safe and protected, where Lord Beaurgant could never harm her, ever again. Her mother and father would be waiting for her when she returned, but they had already begun to rebuild the bridges that had been torn down by their mutual actions. Now she could look forward to the future, with her husband at her side, and a whole world of adventure, just waiting to be explored.

      

      And that was all she had ever wanted.

      

      
        
        The End?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Extended Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eager to know more on how Jemima and Simon’s relationship evolved? Then enjoy this free complimentary short story featuring the beloved couple.

      

        

      
        Simply TAP HERE to read it now for FREE! or use this link: http://oliviabennet.com/3cwo directly in your browser.

      

        

      
        I guarantee you, that you won’t be disappointed ♥
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        But before you go, turn the page for an extra sweet treat from me…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Secret Confessions of the Enticing Duchess

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Because the most dangerous lies are the ones you tell your own self…

      

      Oblivious of her true identity since birth, Abigail Thorne lives a quiet life working in her mother’s dressmaking shop. When a stunning nobleman enters the shop with his obnoxious fiancé, she is immediately enticed.

      

      Suffering his parents’ sudden loss at a young age, Percival Montagu, Duke of Northcott, becomes enamored with the ravishing dressmaker and craves to make her his mistress. But he has made a lucrative deal and too much is at stake should he breaks it.

      

      When a stolen jewel and a series of well-crafted events throw Abigail in gaol, her life is in peril. Percival is the only one who can save her from a terrible fate.

      

      However, he doesn’t know that their pasts are sickeningly intertwined and something darker is connecting them...a shattering secret that should have been kept hidden, forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Unevenly Yoked

        

      

    

    
      Lady Martha Stanley sat in the sun room, embroidering a cushion when the butler, Forbes, brought in Lady Rosaline Hoskins’ calling card. She smiled with pleasure, expecting her visit, and bade Forbes to send her in.

      Lady Rosaline swayed into the room, leaning in to touch her cheek to Martha’s. “Your ladyship,” she murmured, straightening up and seating herself in the armchair next to Martha’s.

      Martha put her sewing aside. “My dear Lady Rosaline, how pleased I am to see you. It has been too long.”

      “Indeed it has. I am recently returned from the country where we spent the Christmas holidays. My father sends his most sincere regards.”

      Martha inclined her head in acknowledgment of the greetings, her face coloring slightly. “Thank him for remembering me. Now tell me how you have been faring, my child. It is so nice to have another woman around to speak to again. Henry and His Grace are quite hopeless at civilized conversation.” She gave a small laugh to indicate she was joking and Lady Rosaline smiled back at her.

      “And how is His Grace?”

      Martha smiled, noting the high color on Lady Rosaline’s cheeks and the way her hands fidgeted. Her tendresse for Martha’s nephew was no secret and Martha was trying to do all in her power to make him step up to the mark—so far with no luck. She reached out, patting Lady Rosaline’s thigh.

      “No need to fret, my dear. We shall get what we want sooner or later.”

      Lady Rosaline sighed, “I do hope so. The Duke is everything I ever dreamed.”

      Lady Stanley smiled to see her so enamored. “And you are exactly what my nephew needs, as well.”
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        * * *

      

      Percival Montagu, Duke of Northcott, found reviewing accounts exceedingly tiresome. It was, however, better than sitting in the parlor and enduring his aunt’s endless entreaties. There was only so much a person could be expected to suffer because of the hysterics of a former guardian, before they declared themselves wearied.

      He flicked through the ledger, looking over the profits from the Northcott dukedom, sighing occasionally with fatigue, and wished all his relatives to the devil.

      His mind drifted toward Lady Rosaline Hoskins, daughter of the Earl of Huntington and the woman his aunt would have him wed. She was fair of face and comported herself well, Percival could concede. He did not know much about her but his aunt did assure him that she would make an excellent wife. He saw no reason why his aunt would lie about that. There was nothing to be gained by it.

      His only other option for finding a wife would be to participate in the Season and that he was strongly disinclined to do. Not only did he find it a supreme waste of his time but the prospect of suffocation by various simpering, overly-scented debutantes made him nauseous.

      His aunt was right about him wanting a family and he gave her credit for being attentive to his needs; he would not have thought it of her if asked.

      So perhaps he would allow her to invite the Earl and his daughter for dinner and see if a match was possible.

      The Duke went back to his accounts, his mind clear and free from worry.
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        * * *

      

      “Ouch!” Abigail exclaimed as she pricked her finger on the sewing needle. She was quite good at sewing, if she did say so herself, but today for some reason she was distracted. It might have had something to do with her mother being out of humor, her pathos spreading about the shop like noxious fumes.

      Abigail was on tenterhooks, waiting for the other shoe to drop. She tried to concentrate on the intricate gown she was making for Lady Dorothea Gray, who was very particular about her wardrobe and trusted Abigail and her mother to have her at the very pink of fashion. Abigail did not want to let her down.

      She sighed, putting the muslin aside and getting to her feet. She could hear her mother huffing and puffing at the back of the shop, probably ruining fabrics as she tossed them about. Abigail knew she should go in there and ask her what the matter was but Joan Thorne was not to be trifled with when she was prickly. She was wont to jump down one’s throat and Abigail did not see what good that would do anyone.

      Instead, she sent a ticket porter with a note to Philip Sinclair, entreating him to save Abigail from his beau’s foul temper. Only he knew the secret to lifting Joan’s spirits.

      Just as she reentered the shop from summoning a ticket porter, she was besieged by a bevy of aristocratic ladies, all buzzing discreetly with excitement at the prospect of the first assembly of the Season to be held two days hence at Almack’s.

      They were mainly after ribbons and other fripperies to enhance the beauty of their gowns. Abigail put her mother to the back of her mind as she tried to cater to all of their needs.

      Looking up in the midst of fitting Lady Drake, with her mouth full of pins, she saw that her mother had emerged from the back room and was, with a strained smile, serving their customers.

      She sighed inwardly and turned her attention back to her own customers, fitting them with ribbons that looked well on their skin and suggesting new styles that would enable them to stand out and attract just the eye they were angling for.

      Abigail had been helping her mother in the shop since she was in leading strings. At the time, they were living in Brighton but for some reason Abigail did not quite understand, they were run out of town.

      She looked up as Philip stepped into the shop, elegant in a top hat and riding breeches, his black Hessians gleaming even in the dim light of the shop.

      His silver-tipped sideburns simply added to his distinguished air and Abigail felt her own spirits lift just to see him. He favored her with a smile before stepping up to her mother, his hand gentle on her arm. He leaned over and whispered something in her ear that made her blush prettily.

      The ladies in the shop looked on from behind the shelter of their fans, whispering to each other about this blatant display.

      Abigail manfully refrained from rolling her eyes. Oh dear, there they go again.

      She had learned long ago to ignore the scandalized talk of the ton. Her mother was happy with her beau and that was all that mattered. Every woman in their shop would give their right arm for such an attentive and refined gentleman. The only thing he was missing was a title.

      Her eyes softened as she regarded him fondly. And who needs a title when you are better than any gentleman I have ever met?

      Philip had been their protector and provider for as long as she could remember. Abigail considered him to be as close to a father as she was ever going to get. She had tried to ask her mother about her sire, but Joan had been reticent with her information and eventually, Abigail had just left it alone.

      Once the ladies had left the shop, Philip entreated them to close up and allow him to treat them to ices at Gunter’s.

      “You have been working hard and deserve a reward,” he said.

      Joan frowned, “Oh, Philip, you know I do not like to mingle with the Quality. They do love to talk so.”

      “Well, it shall give you plenty to write about in La Belle Assemblée. Were you not saying how you could use some new material?” Philip lifted his eyebrows, his eyes wide with inquiry. Abigail smiled so wide her dimples showed, struck once again by how well Philip knew her mother.

      Joan wagged her finger playfully at Philip, trying to hide her delight, “Do not make a cake of me, you knave.”

      Philip’s hand went to his chest as he gestured dramatically, “I would never!” he declared.

      He held out both arms for both Abigail and her mother to take, after making a leg, “Allow me to the honor of escorting you to Gunter’s to partake of some ice on this warm spring day.”

      Abigail looped her arm with his, “Well, I for one could do with some ice.”

      They both looked expectantly at Joan, who gave a put-upon sigh before taking Philip’s other arm, “All right,” she said, “Let us get some ice.”

      Abigail gave a discreet whoop of joy as Philip led them out to his barouche that would take them swiftly to Berkeley Square. She was excited to try the desserts she’d heard so much about but hadn’t dared to venture close enough to partake of.

      Even though the ton frequented their shop, they were not at all welcome to socialize with them. Many of the ladies considered Abigail and her mother beneath their touch, not worthy of acknowledgment outside the confines of their establishment. Abigail generally did not mind it, but that did not mean she liked to put herself in a position to be subjected to the cut direct by her high in the instep customers.

      Still, it was nice to sit in the Square and have someone else rush around on her behalf for a change. The waiters took their orders, Liqueur Glacées for her mother, Fromage Glacés for Philip, and for Abigail, soft green Neige de Pistachio which was an ice spooned directly from the Seau à Glaces into the Tasses à Glaces - the little serving cups. Despite her earlier objections, her mother took note of all the fashions on display for her article in the women’s magazine. It was an engaging side project for her which also raised the profile of their modiste shop among the ton.

      She watched the lords and ladies saunter about the Square in their riding habits, walking gowns, or carriage dresses, no doubt having taken a turn down Ladies’ Mile or a carriage ride around the ring at Hyde Park during the Fashionable Hour.

      Abigail sometimes wondered what it might be like to be one of these ladies. She made their clothes and supplied them with hose and corsets, stays and ribbons, but she was always the outsider, looking in.

      She huffed a breath, thinking what Claudette, her faithful companion of many years, would make of such a thought. Claudette had recently become the mistress of the Earl of Wallingside. He had been much taken with her performance in a play on Drury Lane and had sent a bouquet of flowers to her dressing room with his compliments. Claudette had been quick to see the advantage of such a liaison and last they had spoken, she was to move into a cottage on St. John’s Wood, courtesy of the Earl.

      Abigail had been pleased for her friend, if worried at the precariousness of her position. Abigail wondered if she, too, would consent to such an arrangement one day or perhaps, she would set her cap at a scholar or solicitor.

      Even though she was two-and-twenty, her mother had made no overtures toward her on matrimony or any prospective groom. In any case, the shop kept them very busy and she was very far from on the shelf.

      Besides, I don’t have time for all of that now.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was a tedious affair with the Earl of Huntington droning on and on about business affairs while Percival’s aunt and Lady Rosaline discussed fripperies and on-dits. The Earl’s wife, Lady Mary, sat quietly, not saying much. Percival’s cousin, Henry, sat listening like some moon-eyed chaw bacon, his gaze rarely leaving Lady Rosaline’s face.

      It was an embarrassing display and Percival cleared his throat to attract his cousin’s attention to no avail as the goosecap paid him no mind. Percival sighed, taking another gulp of his port, attempting to muster the energy to be sociable, and set his ears to listen to Lord Huntington’s conversation. Instead, he felt more and more tempted to take French leave, retire to White’s, and spend the evening in the midst of cheroot smoke and beefsteak.

      He was quite sure his particular friends, Lord Wallingside and Lord Weston, were in residence already, no doubt already a trifle disguised. He repressed a resigned sigh, realizing that he really had no reason not to extend a proposal to Lady Rosaline aside from his own stubborn notions.

      Straightening up in his seat, Percival regarded the Earl in all seriousness.

      “My Lord, may I call upon you in the morn to discuss a matter of import to us both?”

      The Earl’s eyes gleamed with satisfaction as he nodded his head, “Indeed, Your Grace. What time am I to expect you?”
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        * * *

      

      Lady Rosaline rewarded her Friday-faced bloodhound with a slice of beef off her own plate. Her father had bestowed the dog upon her after she had cried at the conclusion of a hunt, when she realized that the hounds would be staying on Sir Lowry’s estate and not, in fact, coming home with them. Having spent the weekend frolicking with the dogs, she was quite heartbroken to leave them behind. A newly weaned Perseus had been brought to her the next day, as stout as you please. While other ladies preferred their pugs and terriers, Lady Rosaline was enamored of her bloodhound.

      Dear Lord Huntington,

      I would like to formally announce my intention to call upon you and your family this early March to enter into negotiations on the subject of my engagement to your daughter, Lady Rosaline Hoskins.

      Sincerely,

      Percival, Duke of Northcott

      It had been written in a large, spiky hand with a slight slant to the right and thick down strokes. She ran her hand over the letters, noting the modest flourish he had added to his name.

      She looked at her name.

      Seeing his intent written out in his own handwriting made her heart beat a little faster. She had wanted this for so long and now it seemed that the dream was becoming a reality rather quickly.

      She had planned, schemed, and pestered her father to make this happen. She wanted the Duke a lot more than she wanted her bloodhound and now, finally, it was going to happen. He would be hers and she would be a duchess. Her dreams were coming true.
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        * * *

      

      “Why, Your Grace, this is ever so sudden,” Lady Rosaline breathed, clutching her pearls as Percival got on one knee before her. He very nearly rolled his eyes as according to his aunt, Lady Rosaline had been dangling after him for years now. Still, he would allow her her moment of the vapors if that is what she required of a marriage proposal. Getting back up to his feet as she finally said yes, he leaned over her delicately gloved fingers, placing a kiss in the air an inch above them, all propriety observed. She sighed with happiness and the deed was done.

      He stepped back, eager to leave as soon as possible but the Earl insisted they all sit down to tea, to celebrate and plan the announcements.

      “I must have a new gown for the party,” Lady Rosaline exclaimed, fluttering her eyelashes at Percival, “Won’t you come with me, Your Grace, and pick out the color that pleases you the most?”

      Percival most certainly did not want to pick out any colors but he did not want to start off his marriage by declining such a simple request from his bride-to-be. He inclined his head, smiling stiffly and then immediately closed his eyes as she went into transports of delight. It was hard to be pleased about spending his day among bombazine and muslin, surrounded by a bevy of twittering ladies. The thought of it was enough to make him want to recant his proposal.

      I shall be sure to make an urgent appointment on the day so that my visit is cut short.

      He nodded, pleased with himself for having thought of a way out of spending the entire afternoon looking at fabrics. He was aware that he would have to accompany her to the establishment so she could show off ‘her Duke’. No doubt that was the purpose of the invitation. But he would — truthfully — not be able to tarry due to “prior commitments.” It was perfect and he was relieved to have thought of it.

      He stretched his lips into as much of a smile as he could manage and reached out to pat Lady Rosaline on the arm.

      “I simply cannot wait,” he declared with aplomb.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Bartholomew Baby

        

      

    

    
      Abigail woke up early and left their rooms in Soho while the mist still obscured the streets from sight. She was not afraid footpads or brigands might assail her for she knew them one and all.

      They were her neighbors and childhood companions, there but for the grace of God and Philip, might she have ended up. She did not know why Philip did not move them to a more prosperous neighborhood for neither he nor her mother were very clear about it.

      All she knew was that it had to do with a dark and mysterious past. Abigail could well understand that her mother might feel Abigail’s opinion of her would be compromised if she knew what this past was. Abigail had long ceased to try and persuade her otherwise for it was clear that her mother would not be budged.

      She arrived at the shop just as the sun was peeking over the horizon and she paused to appreciate the beauty of the sunrise. A light drizzle had her hurrying in, leaving the door propped open behind her. She set about cleaning up the shop and arranging the window to display their wares to best advantage.

      The bell tinkled and she looked toward the door to see a tall dark-eyed man filling up the doorway, one eyebrow raised as he watched her. She was standing on a ladder, cleaning the ledge of the window of all the dust that tended to accumulate overnight. She descended the ladder, feeling mortified at being caught in such a position.

      “Welcome. What can I do for you?”

      It was only as she reached the floor that she noticed the young lady standing in front of the gentleman. Abigail didn’t know how she could have missed the lady. She was dressed in an elaborate confection of pink lace and silk, not really appropriate for a walking gown. Her mouth was pursed in a displeased frown and Abigail suspected she was not fond of being overlooked.

      Abigail could not even fathom why her eye had been drawn straight to the man. The fine cut of his clothes lovingly embraced his impressive physique and named him for a dandy. His dark hair and dark eyes drew the eye, but not to the exclusion of all else. At least, Abigail would say so if anyone asked.

      Still, even knowing that the lady was her customer, she could not stop her eyes from sliding to the man. He held himself straight and stiff, clearly uncomfortable but braving the unfamiliar setting like the gentleman he was.

      Abigail snorted quietly to herself before stepping forward with a welcoming smile and a curtsey.

      “Good morning, My Lord, My Lady, how may I help you today?”

      The lady preened, “We are newly betrothed and seek to procure a gown for the engagement party.”

      Abigail experienced a sinking in her belly that felt like disappointment. How can that be? I do not even know them. Nevertheless, her eyes drifted—again—toward the gentleman and she nodded stiffly.

      “Felicitations to you both.”

      The lady practically skipped, taking the man’s hand and pulling him over to the array of fabrics on display. Behind them, now revealed by the emptied doorway, was an older woman, clearly the girl’s chaperone.

      Abigail gave her a stiff smile before walking over to the happy couple so as to be on hand should they need any suggestions as to fabric or design.

      The lady was holding different colored fabrics against her flesh and Abigail took a moment to study them both. They were not familiar to her which simply meant they had not frequented her shop in the past. The man wore what was clearly a signet ring on his finger, his hands held rigidly behind his back as he listened attentively to his fiancée. He did not strike her as particularly interested in the look and feel of the fabrics upon his Lady’s skin but he paid sufficient attention to pass inspection. Why can’t I stop looking at him? She was frankly bewildered.

      Suddenly he turned his head and his eyes met hers. Beetle-browed, eyebrows forming a perfect arch just below the sweep of his unwigged mane, he turned back to his bride-to-be, all agog again at her chatter.

      Abigail took a deep breath and looked away from them, trying to compose herself.

      Come on, Abigail, you are better than this. Fiddlesticks! Why isn’t Mama here? I could leave the happy couple to her. What is wrong with me?

      The bell tinkled again and two more ladies entered the shop, nattering away to each other. Their eyes fell on the gentleman and their conversation stopped quite abruptly.

      “Your Grace!” the one in front exclaimed, “If this is not the last place I would ever have expected to see you.”

      Her face went puce as she realized her faux pas, and she stepped back, lashes lowered demurely, “Forgive me, I did not mean to speak out of turn,” she said.

      The Duke made a leg, “It is quite all right, Lady Ahern. I do understand. This is probably the last place I, too, would expect to see myself.” He gestured toward his companion, “May I present my fiancée, Lady Rosaline Hoskins?”

      This led to a new eruption of twittering and excitement and Abigail retired to the corner to set out some ribbons for them to examine once they were done with pleasantries. She did not know why it hurt to hear the lady referred to as His Grace’s bride-to-be. It was patently ridiculous to feel this way about a man she did not know and had not clapped eyes on before this morning!

      “Girl!” the lady called, gesturing for Abigail, “I require this fabric, please.”

      The lady was pointing at a blood red silk that would complement her pale skin but clash horribly with her strawberry blonde locks. Abigail opened her mouth to say that it might behoove her to choose a deeper red, the color of claret, perhaps. But then she closed her mouth again and with an internal shrug, fetched her scissors.

      The Duke was watching her with interest as she took a measuring tape to his betrothed and then wrapped fabric around her.

      The lady fluttered her eyelashes at the Duke and simpered. “How does it look, Your Grace?”

      He seemed thoughtful as he examined her and then his eyes slid to Abigail, “I would like to hear what the mantua-maker has to say, first,” he said.

      Abigail narrowed her eyes at him, feeling cornered. No doubt the Duke was of the same opinion as to how the red clashed with the lady’s coloring.

      Of course, he didn’t tell her. Oh no, I have to be the villain of this piece. She snorted quietly even as she composed her face into something suitably solicitous. “Uh, well, the color is lovely and no doubt you would look stunning in anything,” Abigail began, still unsure whether to offer her unvarnished opinion, “However, a darker shade might suit you better.”

      The lady turned her nose up at Abigail. “Do you presume to tell me what would suit me better?”

      Abigail hesitated as the Duke looked on, seemingly with bated breath, awaiting her reply.

      “I...just thought—”

      “Don’t think,” the lady cut her off, speaking sharply. “Just do as I say and make me the gown that I want.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Abigail said and sketched a curtsey. She waited until the lady’s back was turned before rolling her eyes and then her cheeks filled with color as she realized that the Duke was regarding her with amusement.

      She turned away toward the safety of the counter and extracted her extensive design collection for the lady’s perusal. She was a consummate professional and would not let the presence of a duke fluster her in the slightest.

      The lady drifted toward her, looking over the designs with a disinterested air. She turned to her fiancé with a coquettish smile, “Which do you choose, Your Grace?”

      The Duke stepped forward, frowning, then studied all the designs with interest.

      He pointed to a complicated Parisian design. “This one.”

      The lady immediately began to gush about the perfection of his choice.

      She leaned toward him, her bosom on display. “Do you think I shall look ravishing in it?”

      “I think you shall be a sight,” he replied before turning back to Abigail, “May we see your fichus? I fear Lady Rosaline forgot hers at home.”

      Abigail bit her lip to hide a smile, going at once to the corner where they kept the tuckers. She selected a discreet green one that would complement the lady’s gown and offered it for their inspection.

      The Duke barely looked at it. “Perfect. We shall take that now. Do you have the measurements you need to sew the gown?”

      Abigail nodded. “Indeed, I do, Your Grace.”

      “Excellent. We shall let you get on with it. Come along, my dear,” he said, holding his arm out to the lady, “We shall take our leave of you now, Miss…?”

      “Thorne,” she hastened to answer him, “Abigail Thorne.”

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Thorne. I expect we shall be seeing quite a lot of each other should this gown live up to your reputation.”

      Abigail’s mouth was dry and she did not know what to say, “I...yes, I-I expect we shall.”

      And what is your name?

      She longed to ask the question out loud but knew that it was not her place.
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        * * *

      

      Percival was well aware that his plan had gone awry. He had stepped into the shop and suddenly he forgot that he didn’t want to be there. His first sight of the modiste was her pert behind shaking from side to side as she stood on a ladder cleaning, while her gay yellow muslin shimmered in the sunlight.

      That was all he could see, along with the tight bun of her luxuriant dark hair. But then she turned around, regarding them with wide, moss-green eyes; their gazes had locked and everything else had seemingly disappeared. All he had wanted was to take her hand and lead her to his home, ensconce her in his chambers, and never let her leave.

      It was disconcerting, to say the least.

      She had come towards them, skirts swaying from side to side, and they both startled when Lady Rosaline spoke. For surely they had both forgotten that they were not alone. Whatever he was feeling, she was probably feeling it, too.

      But then Lady Rosaline introduced him as her fiancé, causing the brightness of the modiste’s gaze to dim and she looked away from him. Percival felt the loss of her regard like a knife to the heart.

      He stayed for the entire visit, simply looking at the modiste whose name he did not even know until they were leaving.

      Abigail Thorne.

      The name was like a caress in his mind as he thought of her, the dimples in her cheeks when she smiled, the eloquence of her moss-green gaze as she took Lady Rosaline’s measure…and found her wanting. Percival had thought he was content with his decision but to see the censure in Miss Thorne’s eyes had only reinforced his own doubts. Perhaps Lady Rosaline Hoskins was not as excellent a parti as he would have liked to think.

      It was a quandary for sure.

      His aunt would be disappointed but until he was sure of his feelings, Percival decided to delay the official engagement.

      He knew one person who would be pleased by that decision. Henry hardly bothered to disguise his calf love for the earl’s daughter. Perhaps he ought to direct Lady Rosaline’s attentions towards his cousin.

      He wondered why his aunt had not made that match if she was so eager for an alliance with the Earl of Huntington. On the other hand, Percival was not wont to make decisions based on sentiment for it was an unreliable measure by which to navigate one’s life.

      He prided himself on having mastered his emotions and basing his choices on logic and reasoning. It might have had something to do with being orphaned so young, Percival was not sure. But he had made this choice willingly and he could not go back on it without sufficient reason.

      Besides, feelings aside, the modiste would be more suited to be his mistress than taken to wife. He could delay the engagement and sort out this temporary confusion before getting leg shackled. What could possibly go wrong?

      Dismissing the thought, he called his steward to him.

      Sherwood stepped into the room with a bow. “Yes, Your Grace?”

      “I have an assignment for you, Sherwood. There is a dressmaker’s shop on Bond Street ran by an Abigail Thorne. I need you to find out everything you can about her.”

      Sherwood frowned, “Yes, Your Grace?”

      Percival gave him a look and Sherwood turned around and left the room.

      Percival sighed, turning back to his accounts. Whatever happened next, he was done letting his emotions rule his life.
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        * * *

      

      It was as if he was a ghost, simply following the trail of his parents as they walked along the street, their hackney carriage two streets away. Where they were coming from, he did not know. He shouted at them, fruitlessly, trying to get them to stop; to turn back. But they just kept walking toward their doom.

      He saw the brigands long before his parents did. Three of them, hiding in the shadows, watching the Duke and Duchess approach them obliviously, lost in their conversation. He ran forward, trying to push his parents out of the path of the robbers; get them to cross the street perhaps - anything to avert the looming danger.

      His hands went through their bodies and all he could do was watch helplessly as the street rats assailed them, surrounding them so fast that Percival could barely blink. They tore the Duchess’ rings from her fingers, her ear bobs off her person, leaving her ears torn and bleeding. Then they reached down, tore her lace front off and grabbed her pearls. When the Duke tried to intervene, they hit him on the head and he fell, bleeding and unconscious on the ground.

      “Father! No!” Percival cried but the Duke didn’t hear him.

      He sat up in bed, bathed in cold sweat, breathing hard and wondering why that particular dream had returned. Why now?

      He staggered out of bed, grabbing the pitcher of water by his bedside and gulping it down without the benefit of a glass. He closed his eyes, trying to rid himself of the dream. His parents had passed on when he was nothing more than a youngling, waiting at his aunt’s house for them to come for him.

      They never did.

      He had learned to live with the grief and accept the loss. But he had always hoped that one day he would marry for love just as they did. That was before heartbreak and disappointment taught him that love was for fools and children.

      Nowadays all he wanted was peace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Nuncheon

        

      

    

    
      Abigail was fiddling with Lady Rosaline’s gown, working on gathering the material so it would disguise any imperfections about her waist.

      She could not seem to bring herself to focus on the work. Her mind kept returning to the Duke. The way his eyes had lingered on her as if he knew that she was entranced by him. The span of his knuckles as he had signed the chits. He had such big hands. She felt he might be able to lift her off the ground with them.

      And why would she be thinking about a duke lifting her off the ground? It made no sense to her at all and she tried to dismiss her thoughts but could not quite manage.

      She sighed, turning away from the fabric. Her mother came in from the back room and then stopped short, eyes narrowed.

      “All right, Abby, I have had enough of your Friday-face and sighing. Won’t you tell me what is bothering you?”

      Abigail blushed to think that her mother had noticed her moping. “There is nothing wrong, Mother. Simply a flash of the megrims. I expect they will go away soon.”

      Joan swayed over to her, placing an arm around her shoulders. “Whatever it is, dear girl, you know you need only but tell me and I shall try to make it better.”

      Abigail smiled, reaching up to squeeze her mother’s hand. “I know that, Mother. I promise you, if there was something to tell, I would tell you.”

      The bell tinkled and both women looked up. Abigail felt her heart speed up as she caught sight of the tall, dark, handsome figure of the Duke.

      What is he doing here?

      And alone, to boot?

      The Duke stepped in the room, “Forgive me, but I...wanted to make an inquiry,” his eyes were on Abigail and she was suddenly short of breath.

      “Uh, oh, well that’s quite all right, Your Grace” she said stepping away from her mother and hurrying forward to pull up a chair for the Duke, “Please be seated.”

      The Duke adjusted his breeches, sitting stiff and straight in the chair and Abigail felt the need to curtsey or give some acknowledgment that they were in the presence of nobility. She wasn’t sure whether she should or not and so ended up standing stiff and frozen. She bit her bottom lip, waiting for him to continue. He glanced to the side where undoubtedly her mother was still standing behind the counter and then back at her.

      “I...wanted to purchase a few fripperies for...my aunt.”

      Abigail could not help how her eyebrow rose doubtfully, “Your aunt?”

      “Y-yes, my aunt. I thought to get her a wrap and a redingote.”

      “Do you know her sizes?” Abigail asked.

      The Duke seemed nonplussed for a moment, “Erm, well, one does not need a size to buy a wrap.”

      “That is true, Your Grace,” Abigail inclined her head, not wanting to argue with the Duke, “But for the redingote…”

      “Ah, you wish to know her girth?”

      Abigail hesitated, not really wanting to agree with that description but also not wanting to argue with him, “Er, yes. The measure of her shoulders and waist would be helpful.”

      He looked over at Abigail’s mother, “She is more or less the size of your…?”

      Abigail hastened to introduce them, “This is my mother, Joan Thorne. She and I run the shop together.”

      The Duke inclined his head, “A pleasure to meet you. Percival, Duke of Northcott, at your service.”

      Joan sketched a proper curtsey, even bowing her head, “Pleased to meet you, Your Grace.”

      “Your daughter is quite the modiste if I may say so, ma’am.”

      “Why, thank you, Your Grace, we are much obliged for the sentiment.”

      There was a pregnant moment in which no one said a word.

      Abigail sought to break it by whisking around and spreading her fingers wide to show the Duke their display. “Ah, so we have quite a few wraps.”

      The Duke stood up, not even looking at the array of fabrics. “So I see. Which would you recommend?”

      Abigail picked up a few shawls that she thought might suit an older woman and draped them on the counter for the Duke’s inspection. He stepped forward, running the fabric between his fingers.

      “Hmm,” he said.

      “Are they suitable or would you like me to show you some more options?”

      “Show me some more,” the Duke said, and Abigail was not in the least surprised. Whatever he had come for, it was not a shawl. She allowed him to ask her as many pointless questions as he wanted. At some point, she noticed that her mother had retired to the back rooms again. She was too busy enjoying herself, seeing just how outlandish his questions could get.

      What will happen when he runs out of questions? Will he purchase something or move on to another item of clothing?

      “I shall take three shawls,” he said at last, “Now let us move on to redingotes.”

      Abigail nodded and smiled, “Well, if you will follow me…” she moved to another corner of the shop.

      “We have a variety of styles and fabrics for your perusal. I’m sure you’ll find something that your aunt will love,” she murmured, pulling pieces out and putting them on the display table so that he could take a look. He nodded, even though his eyes looked lost.

      “These are indeed an excellent selection,” he said.

      “Come closer and feel them,” she urged and almost touched him before she recalled that he was a Duke and not to be touched without permission. He stepped closer to her so she could feel his warmth all the way down her side. He looked at the selection and then turned toward her.

      “I have a confession to make,” he said abruptly.

      “Yes?” she looked at him expectantly, knowing that they had come to the crux of his visit.

      “I do not really want to buy a coat or a shawl.”

      She lifted an eyebrow in faux surprise, “Indeed?”

      “Yes. I simply wish to speak with you.”

      Abigail frowned, wondering what he could possibly have to say to her. “Oh…”

      The Duke took a deep breath, “I…” he swallowed, looking nervous and Abigail was intrigued, “I was wondering if you would walk with me this afternoon along Hyde Park.”

      Abigail almost smirked, “Your Grace, while that is a very generous offer, I fear I must decline for I will be occupied with work. However, if you would like, we have nuncheon around noon. Perhaps you could join us?”

      The Duke stared at her for a long while before nodding, “I will, thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome, Your Grace.”

      What are you doing? He is engaged!

      Her mind seemed to scream at her and her fingers trembled even as she curtsied him out of the shop. She turned around and was not surprised to find her mother regarding her with a mixture of understanding and fear.

      “Is he the reason? Is the Duke why you have been moping?”

      Abigail sighed, thought about denying it for a moment but then acknowledged how pointless that would be. Her mother knew her well. She knew already that she was right.

      “Maybe. I don’t know, Mother.”

      “What don’t you know, Abby?”

      Abigail shrugged, crossing over to Lady Rosaline’s engagement gown, the irony not lost on her.

      “He...I…” she began, unable to find the words to explain the unfathomable pull that the Duke had on her.

      Percival Montagu...he sounds like a pirate.

      She smiled absently at her fanciful thoughts but then stopped when she heard her mother’s sigh. She knew, absolutely knew, that this would not lead to anything…respectable.

      Yet she could not stop her heart from fluttering at the thought of the Duke. Her mind turned to nuncheon and what they could serve that would be worthy of a Duke. All they had was some bread, cheese, and gingerbread. It would have to do.

      She hurried to the back, choosing a light brown muslin gown that showed off her clear skin to perfection and paired it with an emerald green Spencer jacket that brought out the color of her moss-green eyes. She added a pair of earbobs and retied her hair in a tight bun before adding a bonnet that matched her jacket. It was more than she usually bothered with on a daily basis but not too outré as to invite comment.

      She knew her mother would comment anyway and was not disappointed. As soon as she stepped back into the front room, her mother’s eyebrows went up and she opened her mouth to speak.

      Abigail forestalled her, “I know. I am building castles in the air. I don’t want to be sensible about this, Mama. Please, just leave me be.”

      Her mother sighed, eyes dropping as her cheeks filled with color. It was clearly an effort to refrain from speaking but she managed it, giving Abigail a curt nod instead.

      Abigail was relieved. Her mother and she were close but there were still secrets between them, the name and location of Abigail’s father being one of the bigger ones. Abigail had stopped asking long ago but that did not mean her curiosity was slaked. She had it in mind to visit their old home in Brighton one day and find out for herself what the mystery to her existence was.

      For now, however, she just wanted to enjoy the Duke’s company until he inevitably tired of her and sought to dismiss her. What harm could it do? They did not have a reputation to protect. In spite of their exceptional talent with a needle, and honest dealings, a cloud hung over their heads. Abigail suspected that it was linked to her mother’s secrets but had long tired of asking.

      She busied herself for the rest of the morning with customers and gowns before retiring to the back room to set up nuncheon on their sewing table.

      At almost noon, her mother poked her head into the room, “I am going out.” she said, “Philip and I are to meet and inspect the housing development over at Devonshire Terrace.”

      Abigail paused in her work to spare her mother a glance, “Why?” she asked.

      Joan hesitated, “He feels our neighborhood is not quite safe for two women. He proposes a move.”

      Abigail hesitated before nodding, “All right.” She returned to cutting up the cheese, her heart accelerating with the prospect of being alone in the shop with a gentleman.

      She wondered what her mother thought she was doing, leaving her alone like this when she knew full well the Duke was coming. While she appreciated the gesture of trust, she was also not ready to subject herself to the prospect of being compromised should the Duke…

      But no, he would not…would he?

      Abigail cut the thought off as unproductive, finished setting the table and then straightened out her skirts. Whatever the Duke wanted to talk about, he would likely feel more at ease about it were her mother absent. Doubtless, that was why Joan was making herself scarce.

      She willed her hands to stop trembling as she ran them down the front of her gown, seeking to smooth it out and calm her nerves at the same time.

      At the stroke of noon, The Duke of Northcott darkened her doorway and she stared at him as if she had never seen him before.

      She gestured for him to enter. “We-welcome, Your Grace.”

      He took one step into the shop and then another, taking off his hat and making a leg to her, “Thank you, Miss Thorne.”

      She led him, blushing, to the back room and he followed her with no demur, sitting where she directed him and watching as she plated some food for him. She smiled until her dimples showed, unable to help herself. It was exceedingly strange, sitting here with a Duke, having nuncheon and yet, being here with this man felt...fated.

      “Here you are, Your Grace,” she said, handing him the plate.

      “Please, call me Percival,” he replied softly and she could not help but color further.

      “All right, Percival,” she took her seat, her own plate in front of her, “And you may call me Abigail.”

      “Thank you,” he replied as if she were some high-born lady condescending to him. She took a deep shaky breath and picked up a piece of cheese, chewing thoughtfully as she regarded him—allowing herself to really examine him.

      His height was obvious even when he was sitting and the breadth of his shoulders took her breath away. His elaborately tied azure cravat lightened the dark of his eyes while his white shirt provided just the right contrast to his golden waistcoat visible beneath his unbuttoned coat. Both sat on his broad shoulders and impressive chest as if molded to it and Abigail had the odd thought that she would like to just lay her palm flat on his chest and breathe in his sandalwood scent.

      Perhaps do more than breathe…She shivered at the thought.

      It was a ridiculous notion, of course, one which she would never act on. She cast about desperately for something else to say, to take her wayward mind away from its scandalous thoughts but he beat her to it.

      “Tell me something, Abigail?”

      She placed her cheese back on her plate and swallowed. “What would you like to know?”

      “How did you come to be here?”

      She raised an eyebrow, surprised at the question. Even though he was interested in her as evidenced by his presence in her backroom, she had not expected him to show curiosity about anything except, perhaps, a potential liaison between them. She held no illusions as to the direction of his interest. Her own quandary centered around the question of whether she would grant his wishes or not.

      She reflected seriously on what his question might mean; whether he was speaking of here in the sense that she was sitting alone in a backroom with a man and no chaperone or else he meant here, in this shop, working as a modiste.

      Perhaps it was both.

      “I only mean to get to know you better, if you don’t mind,” he provided the clarification after studying her face closely. Perhaps he could see her confusion.

      “I appreciate that. It is difficult to know where to start.”

      He tilted his head becomingly to the side and smiled, “Start at the beginning,” he said.

      She huffed, perfectly aware that he knew not the irony of his words, “Wish I knew what the beginning was,” she murmured, mostly to herself.

      “Take your time, there is no hurry,” he encouraged, and she narrowed her eyes at him doubtfully.

      “Isn’t there? I shall need to return to work and you probably have some duties that need doing.”

      He gave her a smile, “Ah, but we can always continue the discourse at a later date,” he assured her and his words were more than a commentary on their conversation. He was saying that he wanted to see her again. Abigail did not know what to think about that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Drury Dreary

        

      

    

    
      Percival had asked the question because he wanted to know Abigail better. He also wanted to see if she would confess to her family’s murky past or conceal it from him. He did not know why he wanted to get the measure of her honesty. It was not necessary to the arrangement he was here to propose. An arrangement he had so far failed to bring up.

      She opened her mouth to answer him and Percival trained all his attention upon her.

      “I don’t know how I came to be here. I do not know who my father is but my mother said he died when I was young. For all I know, I’m a bastard.”

      Her cheeks colored prettily as she said it, though she kept her eyes on his.

      Brave girl.

      He wanted to reach out; maybe squeeze her hand but he refrained. It was not de rigueur to touch without permission and, lady or not, he would observe the proprieties. Well...some of them. After all, they were sitting in a room alone together without a chaperone.

      “Do go on,” he encouraged.

      “We came to London from Brighton when I was in my leading strings. We had a shop there as well but we had to leave suddenly.”

      “Why?”

      She shook her head but not as if she did not want to tell him. The puzzlement she still felt was palpable, “I do not know. All my mother would say was that conditions were importunate and it was exigent upon us to leave. All these years, she still will not tell me why.”

      Percival nodded, his steward Sherwood having obtained for him all the details of their flight from Brighton. The accusations of theft had followed Mrs. Joan Thorne and her beau, Mr. Philip Sinclair, all the way to London. Undoubtedly, Abigail had been too young to know of these things and Percival quite understood why her mother would keep it from her.

      “So you came to London…?” he prompted.

      “Yes, we did. We arrived in London at the start of the season and dressmakers were in high demand. My mother made sure to peddle her services to as many ladies as possible and she made some exquisite gowns for debutantes. Her fame grew and soon we had enough business to open a shop here. And here we’ve been ever since.”

      Percival nodded, his eyes on Abigail, “And you, Abigail? Was it your dream to be a dressmaker, too, or do you have other ambitions?”

      She gave a surprised laugh at his words, her dimples on display. “No one has ever asked me such a question. Do you mean marriage ambitions?”

      “I mean that you are not closed in by family obligations and you can do whatever you please. So what is it you wish to do?”

      Her glance became coquettish, “Is this where you offer me the world in return for…?”

      Percival smiled, amused in spite of himself, “I am no genie with a lamp full of wishes.”

      “No, but you are a Duke with unlimited resources.”

      “I suppose it must look like that from where you stand.”

      She regarded him with a raised eyebrow, seemingly unable to make heads or tails of his intentions. That made two of them. Percival had no idea what he was about, either. He stood abruptly, well aware that he had taken up a good bit of her time.

      “I should take my leave. Will you allow me to compensate you for the meal and this lovely chat?” he asked, already reaching for his coin purse.

      She flew to her feet waving her hands in a negating gesture. “Oh no, Your Grace, you are my guest. You do not pay for that privilege.”

      Percival stopped, feeling embarrassed at his presumption, “Please accept my apologies for being crass.”

      She nodded a small smile that did not reach her eyes. “It is quite all right, Your Grace.”

      “Is it?” Percival asked. “Because you are back to calling me, ‘Your Grace’ rather than Percival.”

      Her smile got wider, dimples winking in and out, her eyes shining with amusement, “Forgive me, Percival,” she said with a pretty bow.

      “You are indeed forgiven if you will allow me to escort your mother and yourself to the theatre soon.”

      She hesitated, seeming to want to say something but afraid. Percival waited her out, patient and quiet, giving her all the time she needed.

      “I...what about your fiancée? Will she not have something to say about that?”

      Percival lifted his eyebrow, letting his amusement show on his face, “Why? We have committed no impropriety.”

      She honest-to-goodness rolled her eyes at him and Percival was transported, “Percival, gentlemen do not go about escorting ladies to the theatre all willy-nilly,” she explained to him like he was a babe. For the first time in a long time, he found that he was holding in laughter.

      “My dear Abigail, I am well aware of what gentlemen do or don’t do, seeing as I am one of them. There is absolutely nothing wrong with escorting two dear friends to see the theatre. We are not savages, after all.”

      Abigail sighed in defeat, “Very well then. You may escort us to the theatre. My friend, Claudette, is performing in a play on Drury Lane and I would very much like to see it.”

      Percival felt a jolt of surprise to hear that she had a close companion on the stage but strove to conceal it lest it offend her. He was beginning to realize he had very preconceived notions about how the working class comported themselves. If he intended to continue to spend time with Abigail, he realized he needed to dispense with them.

      He bowed to her and then put his hat back on, “Then I shall make preparations,” he promised.

      Abigail nodded and smiled, walking him to the door of her shop. He turned to her, trying to find the right words to express to her his gratitude for her hospitality and the chance for a respite from the trappings of being “the Duke” and just answering to “Percival” for a while.

      “I...thank you for the lovely meal,” he said at last.

      “You’re welcome, Percival.”

      He left the shop, already feeling bereft.
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        * * *

      

      Abigail watched the Duke leave with a conflicted heart. She was grateful that their liaison had gone well, but also very apprehensive as to where it could all lead. There was only one path for the aristocracy and it did not involve marrying an impoverished modiste without a name.

      Already she felt closer to Percival than she had any business feeling. She knew that she was risking getting her heart broken but could not seem to stop the surge of happiness that assailed her as she thought about visiting the theatre with him.

      Her mother would not be pleased.

      Abigail was braced for her mother’s concerns, for she knew what most of them were already and had gone over them in her own mind many times. She had no answers to offer either herself or Joan so she decided to go back into the shop and finish Lady Rosaline’s gown.
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        * * *

      

      Philip took them, on Sunday afternoon, to inspect the housing development to which he wanted to move them.

      “I don’t see much difference between this neighborhood and ours,” Abigail mused.

      Philip fixed her with a look, “Really? Because I see much fewer vagabonds hanging about.”

      “Well, yes, but…”

      “No buts, Abigail.” Philip’s voice was stern.

      Abigail turned to face her parents. “For the majority of my life, you have hidden things from me, stopped me from asking questions. You would not tell me why we had to live in the slum despite your obvious ability to afford better and now, out of the blue, we are to move here. What is this game you are playing?”

      Philip regarded her sadly, shaking his head, “No game, Abigail, merely a wish to protect you.”

      “I do not need protection anymore, Mr. Sinclair. Not from you,” she turned to face her mother, “And not from you.”

      Joan sighed, face falling, “Oh Abigail…” she said, her voice trailing off with despair.

      Abigail stared at them both, waiting hopefully for one of them to say something. They both continued to regard her with regret and something like pain in their eyes and Abigail turned her head away, shaking it and hiding her bitterness. Her parent would never tell her what cloud hung over her life—their lives.

      “I like the place,” she said without turning around, “Let us move here.”
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        * * *

      

      “And that finishes the drawing room!” Joan said brightly. She put the fabric samples aside to beam at her family with obvious delight. “All that remains to discuss are the bedchambers, your dressing room, Abby, and your upstairs sitting room.”

      Abby looked from her mother to Philip and bit her lip to hide a smirk. Mr. Sinclair’s eyes were glazed over and his normally impeccable couture showed signs of wear and tear; a byproduct of a seemingly endless afternoon sequestered in the shop, deliberating with Abby and her mother on decorating decisions for the home he and Joan had bought.

      Serves him right.

      Abby was feeling a little vindictive following her mother and Philip’s refusal to confide in her. In fact, she was more than a little upset by the manner in which they continued to treat her like a child. Especially since her mother thought nothing of leaving her alone with a gentleman while she house-shopped but could not even tell her why they had waited this long to make a move.

      “Dash it, Abby, surely you and your mother can devise a scheme for the bedchamber without my help. Do my own room the way I want at another time. Can’t be expected to decorate a ladies’ bedchamber, stands to reason!” grumbled Philip.

      Philip was to have his own rooms in their house for propriety’s sake although nobody was laboring under the illusion that he would actually sleep there. Oh no, guardian he might be to Abby but he was much more than that to Joan.

      “Well, I’m sure Mother and I can manage just fine,” Abby said a little doubtfully. “And I have no doubt it would look all the crack when we were done with it! But your opinions are so particular that I fear that I would hear complaints about this and that, forever on.”

      “Stuff and nonsense,” Philip said stoutly. “I am the very epitome of a devil-may-care. The question is, are we done with the dressing rooms?”

      Abigail shrugged, “No use asking me. Don’t even know what kind of furniture Mother and I will need in the dressing room. Never seen a lady's dressing room, after all.”

      Taking pity on her beau, Joan said, “You and I can do a good job on our own, Abby.” Tongue in cheek she continued, “I’m quite sure Philip won’t have much cause to notice what my bedchamber looks like, anyway, so my tastes are unlikely to bother him. Isn’t that right, Philip?”

      Philip looked shocked, and said, “But, my dear Joan—”

      “Exactly so!” Abigail said, trying to forestall a descent into bawdy territory.  Her mother and Philip could be quite shameless on occasion.

      To Abigail’s astonishment, she saw that Philip was bright red and flustered. He fairly leaped out of his chair. “Well, that is to say…not a conversation for company! Must go anyway; meeting a colleague at Whitechapel. Can’t take you, my dear but I shall be by later.” He bowed to Joan before turning to Abigail, “I will see you then, too, Abby.” He started walking backward out of the drawing room, stopped, strode back, kissed his beloved’s fingertips with his typical elegance, and left.

      Abby watched him go with a bemused smile, thinking if she found anything close to the love that her mother and Philip shared, she would be content. Joan gave her a look.

      “Well, he was in a hurry…” she exclaimed.

      Abigail snorted with laughter. “I declare I’ve never seen Philip move that quickly before. However, Mother, I do not blame him one bit. What a thing to say!”

      “But what did I say?” Joan asked, acting befuddled. “Was it about the bedchambers?”

      “To be sure it was, you goose!” Abby said with a laugh. “You do love to embarrass that man, Mother, don’t think you have me fooled. One day he shall walk out that door and not return, you mark my words. You must stop being such a tease before it is the outside of enough.”

      “Is…is that why he looked so shocked?” Joan said faintly, stammering with embarrassment. “But our…our…relations were the last thing on my mind, I assure you!”

      Abby giggled. “That was only too obvious. Though I am sure it’s no credit to him if that is the case!”

      “Hold on, we go too far. This conversation is far too bawdy for mother and daughter. Hand me the fabric for the settee in your chambers. I want to have another look at it.” Joan held out her hand so that Abigail could place the fabric in it. “Besides, you and your Duke are a much more interesting pair than we old scapegraces!”

      Abigail narrowed her eyes at her mother. “What a talent you have for changing the topic.”

      “I pride myself upon it,” her mother replied with a grin, “Come then, tell me everything.”

      “There is nothing to tell…” Abigail said.

      “Yet?” her mother prompted.

      Abigail sighed, “Nuncheon was lovely. He asked me to the theatre. I might go. Claudette is performing. I do not know how this is supposed to work when he has a fiancée.”

      Joan shook her head, “I don’t know, either. What I do know, is you were unable to take your eyes off each other the entire time he was in the shop.”

      “Ah, young lust,” Abigail mused with a theatrical sigh, and her mother burst into laughter.

      “You are amusing,” she said, pointing at Abigail accusingly.

      “Tis the nature of the beast,” Abigail replied.
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            Also by Olivia Bennet

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading A Ravishing Night with the Mysterious Earl!

      

      I hope you enjoyed it! If you did, may I ask you to please write a review HERE? It would mean very much to me. Reviews are very important and allow me to keep writing the books that you love to read!

      

      Some other stories of mine:

      Secret Confessions of the Enticing Duchess

      Wicked Temptations for the Seduced Duchess

      Daring Fantasies of a Noble Lady
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        * * *

      

      Also, if you liked this book, you can also check out my full Amazon Book Catalogue HERE.

      

      Thank you for allowing me to keep doing what I love!

      

      Olivia Bennet

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Having obtained a degree in Journalism, but with an affinity for literature and creative writing, Olivia Bennet knew from a young age that her future lay in the romantic ideals of the past. With a fascination for the Regency era and a good romance, she started her career as a historical romance author the old-fashioned way: with pen and paper.

      

      Born in rural Devon, Olivia draws inspiration from the vast farmlands of the British countryside and the people living in the surrounding villages. An avid artist, she takes her sketchbook everywhere with her and captures the beauty of nature, which she then incorporates into her books.

      

      Allow your conscious to be carried away on a wind made of letters and words, of love, mystery and the magic of the Regency era. Start your journey and allow Olivia’s pen to guide you!
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