
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Emigrating with an Earl

    

    
      
        Emily E K Murdoch

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To the newest life in my life: baby Brown.

        We all can’t wait to meet you. If you’re anything like your mother, you’re going to be incredible.

        And to J.

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Acknowledgments

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Peril with a Prince

        

      

      
        
          HISTORICAL NOTE

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This was the series that I never thought I could publish, so first thanks must go to my amazing Kickstarter supporters! Thank you for your faith in me, and I hope you love this book as much as I do!

        Thank you to my wonderful editor, Julia Ibbotson, who has given me unparalleled advice – any mistakes left are completely my own!

        Thank you to my glorious cover designer, Samantha Holt, a true artist whose patience with me is much appreciated.

        Thank you to my ingenious formatter, Falcon Storm, whose willingness to format whenever I drop an unexpected email is fantastic!

        And to my family. Thank you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Samuel’s heart could not stop pounding, but if he could not calm it down, then it was straight to prison for him.

      He glanced around nonchalantly in the dawn light, trying not to make it obvious to the small gaggle of people also waiting to board the Adelaide that he was keeping a look out.

      No Peelers as far as he could see. That was good, but it did not mean that he was safe yet. He needed to get on the Adelaide. Once he was there, once the ship had left London, then he could relax.

      The sun was rising now, weak in the autumn haze but rising nonetheless, and it showed a man in his thirtieth year a little worse for wear. Tall, with blazing hazel eyes that looked fiercely at anything and everything it beheld, Samuel was not a man to be crossed.

      Especially today. He rubbed at his eyes, sore and crying out for rest. Unable to sleep last night in the King’s Head inn for fear of being discovered, he had left early depositing the required coin – a few shillings – on the pillow for his stay there, and creeping quietly through the backstreets of London until he’d made it to the docks.

      And he had waited. After an hour, four others had joined him in his silent vigil for the Adelaide to push out the gangplank and welcome its guests bound for the South of France. Samuel gazed at them carefully under his top hat.

      Two were young men, very young; Samuel would guess no older than twenty. They looked likely to be hoping to make their fortunes, move up France in an attempt to join the fighting. Gentlemen, perhaps. More likely trade. Well, mused Samuel darkly, there were worse fates.

      The other two were women. One was old, very old, with a curved back and a hand leaning heavily on a walking stick. She was dressed in the latest fashions from his grandmother’s era, all bustle and corseted waist, and when their eyes met, she gazed at him with a sort of sneer only reserved for those of a lower class.

      Samuel bristled silently, but calmed himself down at once. She could not possibly know, and it was a good indication that his disguise was sufficient. No one would suspect, in these old clothes, exactly who he was.

      A seagull flew past, low and silent, like a ghost. Samuel shivered.

      The last passenger of the Adelaide was a young woman, perhaps three and twenty. She had her eyes cast down, and Samuel recognised her instantly as the servant class. Not much to look at, from what he could see – and then she turned and caught his gaze.

      A deep blush crimsoned her cheeks, and Samuel started to smile despite himself. It was always gratifying to see the effects he had on the young ladies of the ton, even when dressed like a butcher in this ridiculously cheap coat. But then he forced the smile away. He must not draw attention to himself, he must make himself as unmemorable as possible.

      The smile turned into a scowl and the young lady started, obviously surprised, and she turned away. Samuel could just make out a corner of her cheek and it was still flamed red.

      “Careful now!” The rough shout rang out seconds before the gangplank thudded heavily onto the dock, and the young lady started it was so close to her.

      A sailor, rough around the edges and with a scraggly beard, stepped down it and gestured for the waiting passengers to embark.

      With cries of youthful glee, the two youths, for that was how Samuel viewed them, rushed forwards, pushing the young lady out of their way.

      Samuel did not even think. He had been raised differently, evidently, and he stepped forward in one swift movement and grabbed the two men by the shoulders.

      “Ouch – I say, sir!”

      “Ladies first,” growled Samuel in an undertone. He raised his eyes to the gentlewomen, and the elderly lady went first, nodding her head at him perfunctorily as she passed them.

      “T-Thank you,” stammered the younger of the two, and she followed her mistress onto the board without another word.

      The two youths were struggling against his hold, and Samuel saw no reason to hold them any longer.

      One of them shook himself and tried to straighten his collar. “And what business was it of yours, sir?”

      The petulance of youth paired with the arrogance of strength, Samuel thought, trying to suppress a grin. By God, he remembered it well.

      “And if you do such a thing again,” added the second, “it shall go very hard with you!”

      For a wild moment, Samuel felt his violent temper rising, rising and desperate to free itself from his self-control – but he bit his tongue. He must not draw attention to himself, he must not give anyone cause for concern. No one must suspect.

      When they saw they would get no response, the first spat on the ground and pulled his companion with him onto the gangplank. Samuel took a deep breath, and then followed them aboard the Adelaide.

      “Welcome!” A man who could only be the captain, judging by the cap and the gold trimmings, was standing at the end of the gangplank on the ship, personally welcoming each of them on board. “My name is Captain Goodwin. And your name is?”

      The two boys were introducing themselves, and Samuel tried to calm his breathing. Surely he would not be recognised here, so close, so close to escaping England. He glanced around the deck and saw no one who could be a Peeler, so this was not an ambush, a trap.

      “And you sir?” The captain’s eyes had reached him, and he grinned happily. “Who do I have the pleasure to welcome on board my ship?”

      “Who indeed?” Samuel stalled with what he hoped was a winning smile.

      The captain’s smile faltered slightly. “Why yes, that was my question.”

      There was an element of panic rising within him now, and Samuel knew that if he was to successfully board this ship, he needed to create a suitable name. The last thing he needed was a completely false name; he remembered what his friend Éduard had said to him all too clearly…

      “Never a false name, Samuel, never. Lying is a great deal easier when some of what you say is the truth.”

      And Éduard would know, after all – he hunted spies all over Europe.

      Samuel smiled nervously into the face of the captain. It was difficult not to laugh aloud at what this captain would say or do if he told him that he was Samuel Berkeley, Earl of Kincardine, suspected murderer!

      “Samuel Brown,” he said with a growing smile. “Samuel Brown, looking for a new life in the South of France. Brown. Yes.”

      For a moment, he panicked that he had not been convincing enough – Brown, why on earth had he chosen Brown of all surnames? Captain Goodwin was staring at him as though he had just started to smoke at the edges, and his eyes were narrowing.

      “Have…have we met before, Mr Brown?”

      Samuel swallowed. “I do not think so, Captain, but I…I have a cousin who is a sailor. Perhaps I remind you of him?”

      Time seemed to hang in a balance, as though it was deciding whether he would be successful or not. And then…

      “Mayhaps that is it,” said Captain Goodwin breezily. “Well, off you go then, Mr Brown, just follow this man to your cabin.”

      The captain turned away and started to give a few additional instructions to one of the sailors. Words such as ‘beef’ and ‘salt’ could just be heard.

      Samuel blinked. He was not accustomed to being so quickly dismissed, and everything in him, every moment of his upbringing, rose up within him to say something, to demand a little more respect – but he bit it down.

      He was not the Earl of Kincardine here, and it had better stay that way if he was to avoid the Peelers. He would not go to prison, he refused to be caught for the murder of Stephen.

      Samuel nodded curtly at the sailor who was waiting to show him to his cabin, and they stepped across the deck, but not without passing the young woman from the dock. She was watching him closely, and for a split second, their gazes met.

      A hot flush covered her cheeks and she turned away.
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      Margaret Berry sighed, making sure that it was a silent one that could not attract attention, as she carefully placed the blue muslin gown into the drawer. She had folded it with great care, and looked at it for a moment, slightly impressed with herself at the result.

      But there was no time for selfishness. With a quiet and gentle step, she moved back to the trunk and found on the top a letter from her friend Adena – now the Marchioness of Dewsbury, of course.

      I was so devastated to hear of your departure, and only hope that in time, Luke and I will be able to visit you in the danger that is France. Alas, I fear that due to our titles…

      A tear fell onto the letter and smudged the final word on that page. Margaret dashed away the other tears that threatened to fall, and tried to ignore the feeling of total hopelessness that was threatening to overwhelm her.

      “Taking another rest, are we? One would think that you are the invalid, and I the companion!”

      Margaret leapt up as her Great Aunt Sabrina hobbled into the cabin room with a frown on her face.

      “And I see that the unpacking is not finished,” continued the older woman with her frown deepening as she cast her eye around the shared cabin. “My word, what do I keep you for, girl?”

      “I was just resting for a moment, aunt,” she said softly. “I did not intend to leave the job half done.”

      Great Aunt Sabrina snorted, and dropped into the only chair in the cabin. “I should think not, we have only left the London docks five minutes ago and already you are lounging about. Did I tell you that this was a holiday? Just because you did not want to leave England, that does not give you the right to neglect your duties!”

      Margaret bit down her response, that she did not want to leave but was left with no choice. Instead, she murmured something placatory and moved back to the trunk to remove another gown for the drawer.

      This was her life now, biting down her tongue and thinking of all the things that she would have said, if she had had the courage. It had been her life for years now. She had nowhere else to go, no other friend who could take her in, and that left her with –

      “I did not expect such a dip in your quality, my girl,” sighed Great Aunt Sabrina, interrupting her thoughts. “I can see that gown has not been correctly folded from here. Take it out of the drawer, and do it again.”

      Margaret swallowed down her retort, and the bitterness she felt, and tried to smile. “I apologise, Great Aunt Sabrina.”

      Instead of placing the crisp white silk gown into the drawer, as she had been about to do, she placed it carefully on the bed, and drew out the blue muslin to fold once more.

      “Hmmm.”

      She could feel her Great Aunt’s gaze on the back of her head, but she would not turn around, refusing to face her if she did not need to. Any moment when she could pretend to be alone, pretend that this was her room, and her decision to come onto this ship, was a blessing. The only blessing that she could hope for.

      “Well, ‘tis fair to say that I did not predict this sort of rough work when I took you in,” complained her Great Aunt, not needing a response when she criticised her companion. “Nigh on three years ago it was now, if I recall correctly, and still I am teaching you the same – not like that, girl!”

      Margaret tried not to let her shoulders slump with tiredness and frustration, and shook out the gown once more. Third time was the charm, was that not the saying?

      “When your parents died of tuberculosis, I took you in,” reminded Great Aunt Sabrina. “A plague it was, so many died… And I was the only one to consider taking you in, too, for there was no one else, was there?”

      “And I am very grateful for it, Great Aunt Sabrina,” murmured Margaret, focusing carefully on the exact fold across the bodice.

      “So you should be!” Great Aunt Sabrina spoke with triumph, as though she had scored a great point against her, forcing her to say something that she had not wished to. “Too well born for a poor house, I warrant, but you could have been a governess to a terrible earl or duke. You hear most terrible things of governesses, and I would have wanted no blood of mine to be tainted with scandal.”

      Margaret said nothing, but merely placed the light blue muslin gown back into the drawer, and sighed inwardly when no reproach was heard. True, she would have struggled to be a governess, alone in a large house, but what difference was it, really? Companion, governess: you were a servant, living to do the bidding of another.

      A little scandal may have helped to break up the monotony.

      Her cheeks flushed at her very thought, and she shook her head slightly. No gentlewoman would ever consider such a thing, and she was wanton to just think it. Though her parents had died before her twentieth year, they had not raised her as a wild thing.

      She would always avoid scandal like…well, like the plague.

      “ – and you should feel fortunate indeed that we are bound for the South of France, one of the most elegant and refined places in the world, if you ignore the Revolution which I always do, you know,” finished her Great Aunt Sabrina. “Are you dawdling there, girl? Plenty more in the trunks to unpack, methinks.”

      “Yes, Great Aunt Sabrina,” Margaret said mechanically, and turned to the white silk still lying on the bed.

      London, the South of France: what difference did it make to Margaret, really? True, she had one friend in London, Adena, but now that she had married and married well, there was little chance of seeing her often. The Marchioness of Dewsbury could not spend her visiting hours on a companion to a relatively wealthy elderly woman. She would be too preoccupied with dukes, and earls, and perhaps even the Regent himself.

      “Did you know that there was a murderer on board?”

      Margaret started and dropped the bottle of scent that she had been holding. It dropped onto a rug and mercifully rolled until it stopped at her Great Aunt’s feet, still intact.

      “Stupid girl! Pay attention!”

      The scolding was not unexpected, and Margaret hurried over to pick up the bottle with crimson cheeks.

      “A m-murderer?” She managed, turning away to place the bottle carefully on the toilette table. A thrill went through her body at the very thought of it. A criminal, a murderer indeed, here on the Adelaide? “Is it true, the rumour?”

      “And what does it matter to you?” Great Aunt Sabrina scoffed. “‘Tis naught to do with you girl. What could a murderer possibly want with you?”
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      “And to our glorious Regent, God save the Prince!”

      Echoing cries of ‘God save the Prince’ and ‘Love live our Regent’ resounded around the dining room, and then silence as everyone drank heartily from their glasses. The captain was the first to finish, and he cheered, spittle flying from his lips, those at the table joining with him.

      But Samuel did not cry out in laughter, or bang the table with his fist. He had barely drunk the smallest amount of wine throughout the toasts, and now as warm and gentle chatter rose up along the table, he did not partake in it.

      He had met the Regent, met him several times, and he did not consider him worthy enough to receive these people’s toasts, no matter how low born they were.

      The room swayed slightly with the wind, candle flames flickering as the ship continued onwards on their journey.

      “ – just a week,” the captain was saying to a gentleman on his right. “‘Tis usually a very easy journey, ours, which is one of the reasons why I take it!”

      The two of them guffawed, and Samuel sighed, toying with the food that was cold now on his plate. He was used to better fare, and none of this cheap red wine which was sloshed into glasses up and down the table, but this was not the place to make a scene of it.

      One week. Just one week to bear with this rabble, and he would be free: free of them, free of the injustice he had been thrust into, free to make a new life in France.

      He could spend most of that time in his cabin, avoiding the company of others, and he had intended to do just that this evening, but he had received an invitation to the captain’s table on the first night of their journey and who was he to refuse?

      Samuel snorted. The captain’s table. There was but one table! Every passenger of any breeding or class had been invited to the captain’s table, but there had been no possibility of absenting himself from the ridiculous charade once it had been begun.

      Conversation was rising now in volume as those speaking competed with others to ensure that their voice was heard. He glanced around, sizing them up and deciding with each one that it was not possible that they could be a Peeler in disguise – and then his eyes fell upon a familiar face.

      It was the young woman from before, the one who had been waiting with the elderly woman – yes, there she was, beside her. Unlike most of the guests at the table, the young woman was not speaking, but she appeared to be putting up with a constant tirade from her mistress.

      “This food is far too salty,” she was complaining in a hissed undertone which was nonetheless carrying down the table. “What was the cook thinking? Did he just boil this meat in seawater? Pass me the pepper, girl – no, the pepper, why in God’s name do you think that I would like more salt?”

      Samuel could see by the movement of the girl’s lips – and it was surely unfair to call her a girl, she was too old for that – that she had attempted to apologise.

      “The best apology you could give me, girl, is to pass me the pepper! Ah, what does it matter anyway, for if I do not die of starvation it will be a chill. I still do not understand why you did not bring a shawl out for me, and in September too! I will never understand your lack of thought and sympathy.”

      Samuel watched, fascinated, as the young woman tried to speak but she was immediately interrupted by further complaints.

      “That captain,” and now the elderly woman was pointing at the captain with a carrot on the end of her fork, “must have no inkling of who I am, or I should not have been placed so disgracefully near the middle of the table. It will do for you, girl, for you have little conversation and so do not add to any company, but I should be much higher up.”

      The young lady allowed these complaints and criticisms to wash over her, and Samuel stared, bemused, as she picked at her own food as he did, never once looking up, never acting, in truth, as though she was even listening to her mistress.

      “And what will you do in the South of France, my dear Miss Berry?”

      She started as the captain smiled at her, eyes now flashing with fear that Samuel could not quite understand. She appeared so startled, so surprised to be addressed directly and without a shout, complaint, or criticism, that she flushed pink.

      It was such an unusual response that the entire table fell silent, watching her, waiting for her response. Samuel felt a strange pull towards her, and if he had been seated beside her he would have spoken up, drawn the attention of the room away from her.

      But as it was, he was fascinated to see how she would respond.

      “M-Me?” She stammered, and looked helplessly at her mistress who smirked at her discomfort. “I-I and – I mean, my Great Aunt Sabrina and I, we…we will b-be traveling, and…”

      Her voice trailed off miserably, and the captain, clearly realising how unwilling she was to be the centre of attention, smiled at her and turned his attention to another.

      “And you, young Mr Thring, what about you?”

      Every eye turned to Mr Thring to see his response; all save Samuel. His eyes had remained on the young Miss Berry. For the first time he was looking at her carefully, and it was only now that he realised that what he had mistaken for plain looks was merely plain dress.

      Miss Berry was quite beautiful. Dowdy, perhaps, with a light brown gown of last decade’s fashion, with no attention to her hair and just a single pair of diamond – or what passed for diamond – earrings, but the more you looked, the more you saw.

      She sat elegantly, with a poise often desired by the daughters of dukes. She had bright sparkling blue eyes, and her hair, though undressed and uncared for, was richly coloured, a chestnut brown. There was a slope to her neck that whispered at delightful things further down, and –

      Those blue eyes lifted and her cheeks coloured once more at his gaze. Samuel smiled at her, almost instinctively, and the light pink darkened to a deep red.

      He almost laughed. Glorious as it was to have this effect on young ladies, she was the only one on board and if he had been…well, himself, the Earl of Kincardine would have had great enjoyment in wooing and courting her, even under the eye of her mistress.

      And then the most marvellous, most ridiculous, and most ingenious idea struck him. His jaw actually dropped with the thought of it, and Miss Berry looked away in puzzled embarrassment and confusion.

      Mr Brown was a fair disguise for a week on a ship, but it would not do for long once he arrived in France – but Mr and Mrs Brown?

      Would not having a wife give him the perfect disguise?

      After all, the Peelers, the newspapers, English society all were looking for a single, handsome man in his prime. But a married man? By no means.

      By the time that they arrived in the South of France, the Peelers would not be able to track him down. How could they?

      A wife. A wife would give him respectability, the chance to fade into the background. Who looks at a married man with any degree of curiosity, especially not a Mr Brown with a dowdy wife.

      No one would suspect that a Mr Brown with a nondescript and servile wife could possibly be the commanding and wildly-tempered Earl of Kincardine.

      Why should he not court someone like Miss Berry, obviously biddable, who would undoubtedly relish the chance to get away from that henpecking woman she served?

      A gentleman made a joke further up the table and everyone laughed, including Miss Berry, and it were as though she had suddenly stepped out of the darkness and into the light. She blossomed, she came alive, and her beauty was astonishing.

      Samuel actually found his breath caught in his throat, and what’s more, a part of him a little more southern than his throat jerked into action. Now that Miss Berry he could certainly wed and bed.

      It was decided then. The Earl of Kincardine, wealthy, handsome, charming as he was, was going to court and wed the drab and insignificant Miss Berry.
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      Margaret could feel the handsome man’s eyes on her as she laughed, but she did her best to ignore him. It was not very different from ignoring all the other things that had irritated or upset her at that meal; the constant barrage from her Great Aunt, the question from the captain that had forced all eyes on her.

      “Do you want that?” Her Great Aunt did not wait for an answer before picking up the choicest bit of beef from Margaret’s plate and transferring it to her own.

      Margaret raised her eyes to the ceiling, and noticed a few spiders lurking just in the shadows. She took a deep breath, and then lowered her gaze back to her plate and said nothing.

      Conversation rattled on around her, but the gentleman who was watching her did not partake in it. He seemed far more interested in her, and Margaret could feel the familiar flush staining her cheeks at the very thought of it.

      What could he want with her? Why was he watching her so closely? Was there something amiss with her dress? Could there be a piece of sauce on her cheek, embarrassing her when she did not even realise?

      “You seem to have an admirer.” The gentleman sitting to her right murmured quietly, and chuckled as she blushed deeply. “Nay, ‘tis nothing to be ashamed of, my dear.”

      Margaret’s eyelashes flickered upwards as she looked briefly at the gentleman beside her. He was old, old enough to be her father, but his smile was not predatory, and she allowed herself to return it nervously.

      “I-I do not know why,” she said honestly, hating that her stammer always appeared when most nervous, most desirous of not catching people’s attention. “I do n-not even know his n-name.”

      “I have not spoken to him myself,” the gentleman said quietly, “but I believe that he introduced himself to the captain as Mr Samuel Brown.”

      Samuel Brown. Samuel Brown. Margaret shook her head. “I do not recall the name.”

      The gentleman chuckled again. “I do not think that it much matters whether you recall him. He is certainly interested in you.”

      Still chuckling, he turned and started to talk to his other neighbour.

      Margaret could feel a blush coming on just at the thought of any gentleman watching her, but her curiosity got the better of her, and she glanced up. Mr Brown was now entrapped in what appeared to be a lengthy monologue about her children by the portly woman beside him, and he was gazing, glass-eyed, at her as she spoke.

      Now was the opportunity to look at him, and Margaret’s eyes flickered over him quickly, as though attempting to memorise his features. He was dressed in rather plain clothes, smart and clean. The candlelight shone in his light brown hair, almost golden. He looked young, a little older than herself perhaps, but his eyes…

      There was something interesting about his eyes. They looked old, as though he had seen too much. Had he perhaps fought in a war? It was not uncommon these days to see gentleman with a far off look in their eyes when they thought no one was paying them any attention.

      He had a handsome jaw, Margaret mused, and a mouth that –

      Samuel Brown’s eyes met hers and she flushed darkly, eyes dropping down to her plate. She felt the heat in her cheeks drop to her neck, and as she glanced upwards she saw to her horror that he was still staring at her. His mouth was opening. He was going to say something and she would be forced to respond.

      “Ladies, shall we withdraw?” The captain’s wife had risen from the other end of the table, and Margaret breathed a sigh of relief that was almost audible.

      She rose hastily, allowing her Great Aunt Sabrina’s complaints that she had not helped her up wash over her, and thanked God silently for intervening. She did not think that she could have borne another second of Mr Brown’s fierce gaze on her. It made her feel hot, and prickly, and…desired.

      Margaret flushed as she offered her Great Aunt her stick. She had never felt desired before, never been pursued, or courted, or even spoken to in that way. What made her think that Mr Brown’s intentions were anything like that?

      Her answer came as she and Great Aunt Sabrina walked around the table, following in the footsteps of Mrs Goodwin the captain’s wife. Mr Brown’s eyes followed them each and every step that they took, and she was almost sure that it wasn’t her companion that was drawing his eyes.

      What had she done wrong to attract his attention so?

      She was left alone with her thoughts for a full twenty minutes as she sat silently in the captain’s drawing room. The other ladies, around eight or nine of them, twittered on genteelly about the weather, and the food, and the latest young ladies to receive their token for Almack’s for the season.

      Margaret could not get Mr Brown’s eyes from her mind. It was as though he was still watching her, still examining her with those piercing hazel pupils. She had to consciously prevent herself from looking up when the men entered.

      The two young gentlemen who had pushed ahead of herself and her Great Aunt at the dock moved immediately to Miss Genevieve Harrington and Miss Emily St. Clair. Margaret had herself noticed them with great interest at dinner; two renowned great beauties, cousins, with fifteen thousand pounds each.

      But not so Mr Brown. As soon as he entered the room, he made straight for her.

      Margaret found her breathing slightly impaired, rushed, fluttering, as though she could not take in enough. What was happening to her?

      “My dear lady, with the lack of a formal introduction from the captain, you must allow me to introduce myself,” he said with a dazzling smile to her Great Aunt Sabrina, and he dropped into a low bow which gained the older lady’s approval. “I am Mr Samuel Brown, your humble servant.”

      “Oh, Mr Brown, how delightful,” cooed Great Aunt Sabrina. “I am the Honourable Miss Sabrina Worthington, and I am enchanted to make your acquaintance.”

      The nod of her head was perfunctory and she did not rise from her seat, but it was not expected. What was expected was her introduction of Margaret to the young man, and she flushed at the very thought of it.

      But the introduction did not come. Mr Brown glanced at her with a knowing smile which made her colour again, her hands clasped together in her lap, but though he waited, he was not introduced by Great Aunt Sabrina.

      Margaret cringed at her Great Aunt’s rudeness, but there was nothing else to do but take matters into her own, rather unwilling, hands.

      “A-And I am Miss Margaret Berry,” she said in a quavering voice, finding it much easier to focus on Mr Brown’s cravat than his face.

      “My word girl, you are very forward,” scolded Great Aunt Sabrina, with a raised eyebrow to Mr Brown. “I do apologise sir, but in all the years I have had her, I have never managed to raise the girl to a high enough level of etiquette.”

      Margaret burned at the shame of it all, but Mr Brown did not seem to notice her embarrassment.

      “‘Tis the state of young ladies today,” he said in overly exaggerated sad tone, as Miss St. Clair laughed at a joke from the other side of the room. “Perhaps I can relieve you of her company, Miss Worthington, by taking her for a turn about the room?”

      “Absolutely not, this cannot be!” was what Margaret wanted to say. Instead, she found her voice saying quietly, “N-No thank you, Mr Brown.”

      But of course, it was not to be.

      “Nonsense girl, a bit of company would do you good, and I own myself glad to be rid of you,” Great Aunt Sabrina said sharply. “I wish to play whist and you are such a poor player, you will just be in the way. Off with you.”

      No greater mortification she had ever known, but it was more than Margaret was capable of to refuse her. Standing and feeling very conscious of how close Mr Brown was now that he had offered her his arm, she took it and they started to walk very slowly around the edge of the large room.

      His arm was warm, and strong, and Margaret clung to it rather like she would cling to a branch in a river when drowning. Her breathing rose and so did her temperature, her heart fluttering painfully in her chest.

      “How are you enjoying your journey on the Adelaide, Miss Berry?”

      Margaret heard his question, but barely knew how to answer. “Very well, thank you, sir.”

      They passed Miss Harrington who glanced up at Margaret briefly but then slid her gaze to something far more interesting.

      She was not upset by such indifference. She was well accustomed to it, and it was the company of Mr Brown that upset her balance so. What did he want with her?

      “And are you vising the South of France, Miss Berry, or are you emigrating?”

      His voice was low, deep, and like honey: soft and warm and if you paid too much attention to it, you could sink into it. Margaret glanced at him and blushed slightly. To think that such a delicious voice could come from a man as him. It was more like how she imagined the Prince Regent would speak, or an earl.

      “It really is none of your business,” she found herself saying, and she clapped her free hand over her mouth as soon as the words were out. So lost in her thoughts had she been that Margaret had spoken not only without her typical stammer, but with absolute honesty.

      There was surprise in his eyes now, but he smiled at her as though he had uncovered gold in a pebble. “Now that I did not expect,” Mr Brown said quietly, grinning at her. “So there is some fight in you, under all that servility.”

      Margaret pulled her arm away and curtsied. “I am tired, Mr Brown, and will sit down. Thank you for the turn about the room.”

      Without waiting for a response, she turned around and walked over to a chair near the fire that was mercifully both empty and far from any other passengers, but no sooner had she seated herself than she found the chair opposite occupied – by Mr Brown.

      “I apologise for my rudeness,” he said in a low voice, “if I was rude. I would…I would like to get to know you better, Miss Berry.”

      “I do not want to be known better,” Margaret said stiffly and rose, seating herself near the whist table as her Great Aunt crowed at winning another hand.

      But Mr Brown seemed unwilling to take no for an answer. He had followed her, and seated himself beside her. Margaret could feel his gaze on her as though it was a candle flame moving across her skin, burning it.

      “Well then,” he said in a low whisper, a handsome smile spreading across his cheeks. “Now I am determined.”

      Margaret tried with everything within her to resist looking up, but she could not help it. Her eyelashes fluttered upwards, and she saw the spark of a challenge in his piercing hazel eyes.
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      Not for the first time, Samuel lay awake in his bed, examining the ceiling as daylight started to stream through the window and inform him that he had not slept a wink for an entire night.

      He sighed, watching his breath billow out before him in the crisp autumn morning. He had not slept through an entire night since that terrible day, that awful moment when he had discovered his friend Stephen’s body in the grounds of Penkarth Manor.

      “No…no, it cannot be. Stephen? Stephen!”

      Samuel rolled over onto his side and tried to force the memory away, but it was no use. How could anyone who had seen such a terrible thing simply forget it? It would rest with him until his dying day.

      And of course, the nightmares had made it impossible to sleep through the night without waking, sweating and heart racing, convinced that he too had been murdered, or he was facing trial and about to be sent to the gallows for a murder that he had not committed, or that there was a Peeler in his bedroom just waiting to pounce.

      But now his sleeplessness was for a different reason, and it was the only one that he craved.

      Margaret Berry.

      He could not rid his mind’s eye of her face, and he did not want to. She had transfixed him last night as she instinctively told him that he had no business asking her such personal questions, and something in him had fired up for the first time as she had glared at him, and then crimsoned at the realisation of how forward she had been.

      His mind could not stop thinking about her: the curve of her cheeks as they pinked, the flush of her lips as she spoke softly, the softness that was undoubtedly hidden by that gown…

      By God, what he could do to that body.

      Samuel turned over to lie on his back once more, trying to ignore the growing stiffness in his body at the thought of Margaret Berry. Her eyes fluttering down, as though frightened to look up. The way that she blushed each time she realised that she had caught his gaze. It was refreshing to be around such innocence.

      Not that he was bad, no: but he had never spent much time concentrating on being good. Samuel smiled wickedly as he recalled the lovers he had taken to bed before, but it faded as his thoughts turned once more to Margaret.

      This was different. She was different. He would not expect any of the delights of the bedchamber, that was absurd. But he needed a wife.

      Without a second thought, he rose up from his bed, quickly pulled on a linen shirt and left his cabin. It was a short journey to the deck where the sun was still rising, and he breathed in a lung of salty air.

      It felt so good, so refreshing to be free, uncaged and fearless, no longer hiding at various inns as he made his way across the country to London.

      He had lived in fear, constantly checking his back, changing his route several times in case he was being followed.

      And now here he was, standing on the deck of the Adelaide, with no one else around. He had the place to himself.

      And yet, despite the early hour, he did not. Though the seven bells that heralded the new day had not yet rung, there was a figure standing at the bow of the ship, looking out to sea. A face, too far away to distinguish, looked around and then returned to gaze at the ocean.

      Samuel sighed. Well, now that he had been seen he had no choice but to go and make friendly and courteous conversation. As the Earl of Kincardine, of course, it had always been his decision. He had snubbed plenty of gentleman and beautiful young ladies in his time, but he was not an earl any more.

      As he strode towards the figure, he almost laughed aloud when he made out Margaret Berry looking out to sea.

      “I did not think that mermaids were real, and yet here you are,” he said in a dry, winning voice.

      She turned around, her cheeks pink that turned to scarlet when she saw who it was. “Wh-What mermaid?”

      Samuel laughed, and leaned over the edge of the ship beside her as she stared at him, transfixed. “Perhaps you are a siren instead, you have so captured my heart.”

      “Y-Your heart?” She stared at him as though he had lost his wits. “You mock me, sir, and I-I do not appreciate it.”

      She was so innocent, so young, Samuel thought. She was perfect, and this was the perfect moment.

      Without a second thought, he dropped to one knee and clasped her hand in his. She gasped, and tried to tug her hand free, but he would not release it.

      “My dear Miss Berry,” he said with a smile that had felled far richer women than she. “I would be remiss if I did not say how captivated I have been with you ever since I saw you, and it would be my greatest honour if you would make me very happy, and consent to be my wife.”

      There, Samuel thought. Not too much, but just enough to give her a taste of what marriage with me would be like. Simple, straight to the point. Now all she had to do was simper, prevaricate that she was astonished by his proposal, and then accept.

      Margaret blinked, and then started to laugh. It was a small giggle at first, and Samuel thought it could have been a choke of gratitude, but as the giggle grew into a chuckle, he found himself rather uncomfortably kneeling before a laughing woman.

      No one had ever laughed at him when he was known as the Earl of Kincardine. Samuel bristled slightly, his temper rising, but he squashed it down and continued to gaze up at her.

      Margaret’s laugh faltered as she saw, to her obvious horror, that he was not laughing. “Y-You are in earnest?”

      “I have never been so serious about anything before in my life,” said Samuel, quite honestly.

      “B-But…but you cannot possibly love me,” stammered Margaret, a shocked and horrified look at her face. “You barely know me!”

      Partly because he wanted to make his point to her face to face, and partly because his knee was getting a little damp from the deck, Samuel rose.

      “I do not know you,” he said quietly, and although she tried to take a step backwards away from him, she was preventing from doing so by the rail of the ship. “And yet I like you, Miss Margaret Berry, despite yourself. I am looking for a marriage of convenience, nothing more.”

      She stared at him, her eyes full of suspicion. After a few moments, she said quietly, “Why?”

      Samuel bit his lip. He had known this question was coming, and he had not prepared an answer. He had always navigated life on instinct and wealth, his gut just as useful as his name, but now that he only had one he wondered whether he had relied too strongly on the other.

      “‘Tis of no real importance,” he began, but he was interrupted.

      “But it is of great importance to me!” Margaret narrowed her eyes slightly. “If you cannot even tell me that, then what hope would any sort of…of m-marriage have?”

      Samuel swallowed. “A little respectability would not go amiss,” he admitted carefully, “and any more than that I cannot say, but I can assure you that I am an honest man, and a good one.”

      The ship rocked slightly as the wind changed, and Samuel found himself rather unusually hoping that he could win her around. He had never failed to before, but now that he was stripped of his title, he had…well, only himself to recommend him. He had not expected that it would be tough.

      “And,” he said quietly, pulling out his trump card, “you would undoubtedly like to leave your Great Aunt.”

      Margaret smiled briefly, and then shook her head. “I-I do not…I think that I would…”

      Samuel grinned as she attempted to find the words to disagree with him, and could not.

      “You cannot possibly be serious,” she whispered, and she stared at him with desperate eyes, willing him to tell her the truth.

      Samuel nodded. “I am. Miss Berry, I could not be more serious. There will be no…no marital expectations, you understand? Just two people who have realised that they have mutual aims.”

      Margaret stared at him, her hands now clasped before her tightly as though she had nothing to hold onto save herself. “And what are those?”

      Samuel reached out and took her hands in his own, and found a sudden thrill shudder through him. “To live a simple and carefree life, without the need of others.”

      Her gaze did not falter for the first time as she faced him, her hands in his own, two lonely figures on a ship’s deck with one of the greatest questions between them.

      She swallowed. “You do not know me.”

      “And you do not know me,” countered Samuel, and he drew her hands closer so that they rested on his chest. Her mouth opened slightly in surprise as she felt the rapid beating of his heart. “Are you willing to take a chance on an emigrating man?”

      He had said all he could, and he had no more words to persuade her. All he could do now was wait, but he did not have to wait for long.

      Margaret took a deep breath. “I accept.”

      A surge of happiness that he could not explain and would not question rose up in his chest. “You – you are truly accepting me?”

      She laughed, and once again it was as though she had stepped out of the shadows of life and into the land of the living. “I must be mad, but I accept! We shall be married.”
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      “Married?” The captain’s voice was so loud that it echoed around the breakfast chamber, and Samuel sighed as every eye turned their way. “Married? You cannot be serious!”

      Margaret shook slightly as she stood next to him, her hand in his own, and Samuel attempted to ignore the slight mutterings that were growing now as more and more heads turned to their neighbour to mutter.

      Oh, this attention. Samuel cursed under his breath; he should have thought about it, he should have gone to Captain Goodwin after breakfast, when most of the passengers had retired to their cabins or gone up on deck. It was a difficult change of mindset, when you have been raised as the most important and noble person in the room.

      The last thing that he needed was every eye on him. What if he was recognised, noticed? But as the murmurs started to die down and a more natural conversational noise started to fill the room, Samuel tried to relax.

      He had always been a rather reclusive earl, and in hindsight that was his biggest blessing. No one seemed to equate the poor but cheerful Mr Brown with the ridiculously wealthy and haughty Earl of Kincardine.

      “Yes, married,” he said firmly in a low voice. “Miss Berry and I would like to get married, and as the captain of this ship, you can perform the ceremony for us.”

      “But – but this is only the second day since we have left port!” The captain spluttered, staring wide-eyed first at Margaret and then back to Samuel. “‘Tis the most wild and outrageous thing that I have ever heard, and I will tell you missy, I have heard tell of some strange things!”

      Samuel glanced at Margaret. It was now that he needed her to step forward, to repeat the lie that they practised. Her cheeks were pink, but her jaw was set.

      “W-We knew each other in London, captain,” she said softly, and there was just a hint of a smile that Samuel saw immediately start to win over the old sea dog. “Mr Brown was…was courting me there, and when my Great Aunt decided that we would visit the South of France, and likely not return from there, S-Samuel,” and here she swallowed, glanced over at him, and blushed deeper once more, “Mr Brown decided to follow me.”

      Sighs resounded behind him, and Samuel turned quickly to see that a lady he did not recognise and the Captain’s wife were seated behind them, and had beamed at the overheard story. One gentleman seated with them applauded. Samuel scowled at him, and he quickly desisted.

      “Ah, say no more, say no more!” Captain Goodwin beamed at Samuel, who had to work hard not to roll his eyes. As though he would do something so stupid, for a woman! “There is nothing quite like true love now, is there Mr Brown?”

      Samuel gritted his teeth. “Absolutely not, sir. Now, will you do us the honour of making us man and wife?”

      He almost started as Margaret squeezed his hand, and he glanced at her. She nodded at something over his shoulder, but before he could turn around a screeching voice rang out.

      “I object!”

      Now the entire room twisted in their seats to face the doorway, and from there hobbled Margaret’s Great Aunt. Samuel sighed. She was always going to be a problem, but he had hoped to avoid a scene.

      “You cannot possibly get married!” Great Aunt Sabrina shrieked at them, waving her walking stick at them threateningly. “I forbid it! You cannot do it!”

      Samuel opened his mouth to retort, undoubtedly in a rude manner that did not befit the older woman’s dignity, but he was beaten to it.

      “Why cannot I get married?” Margaret’s voice was quiet, gentle, but firm. Samuel saw her look at her Great Aunt without turning away, without that servile lowering of her head, and was momentarily impressed.

      So too, it seemed, was her Great Aunt. She stood gaping at her for a moment, and then managed to splutter, “You – you are too young, girl, only four and twenty!”

      It was impossible for Samuel to prevent himself now – he rolled his eyes. “My dear madam, as much as I hate to point this out to you, your great niece is over the age of one and twenty. Margaret – Miss Berry – may do what she likes.”

      Great Aunt Sabrina stared at him, and then narrowed her eyes. “No one has ever talked to me like that!”

      “Well then, perhaps it is time that someone should,” returned Samuel, with little spite but great feeling. “Margaret is an able, beautiful, and caring young woman, and has to date been rather unappreciated. I hope that from today, that will change.”

      He could see out of the corner of his eye that Margaret was staring at him. He turned to her, flashed her his most winning smile, and said softly, “It would take a fool not to notice.”

      Turning once more to the captain, who had been following these exchanges with wide eyes, Samuel sighed deeply.

      “You can see that there is no true impediment,” he said quietly. “Will you marry us?”

      Samuel’s heart pounded in his chest. It all came down to this moment: to whether or not the captain was willing to marry two people that, to all intents and purposes, had only just met. The plan would only work if they were married, and though he would very much just like to take Miss Margaret to bed, he doubted very much whether that would be a sufficient cover – especially with his reputation as a womaniser.

      The captain was looking at him appraisingly, and Samuel found himself unconsciously wanting to stand up a little straighter.

      “Both bridegroom and bride are over the age of consent,” shrugged the captain finally. “You are free to marry if you so choose.”

      Samuel’s shoulders sagged with relief, and to his surprise he felt a little squeeze of his hand from Margaret. His stomach twisted for a reason that he could not entirely fathom.

      “And can it be done today?” he asked hurriedly. “This morning?”

      A strangled splutter emanated from where Margaret’s Great Aunt stood behind him, but Samuel ignored it. The sooner they were wed, the better, but it was a great ask, even from him.

      The captain was in danger of losing his eyelashes under his eyebrows, so wide were his eyes, but with a laugh, he nodded and said, “Well, yes!”

      Samuel grinned, and turning to Margaret, brought her hand to his mouth and kissed it. “I will meet you at the bow of this ship in your finest gown at eleven o’clock. Do my heart a favour, and do not be late.”

      Margaret was pale, paler than he had ever seen her, but she did not protest. Instead she murmured, “B-But I have no fine gowns.”

      “Anything will look fine on you,” he said courteously, the well-practised compliments tripping off his tongue, and he was pleasantly surprised and just a little astonished to see her blush, for the first time, with pleasure.

      Just like her laughter, it lit up her face, highlighting the beauty of her mouth, the delicate skin on her cheeks, and the curve of her collarbone.

      Samuel felt an urge to kiss that collarbone and had to restrain himself from dipping his head to her before the entire set of passengers and crew. Instead he bowed his head to her, and strode away to his cabin.

      It was there that he paced until the small carriage clock that he had propped up against the wall when he had first unpacked his own meagre trunk chimed the quarter to eleven. Tying his smartest cravat – a blue one with silver thread – Samuel left the cabin and made his way to the deck.

      There were many people there, curious people, which Samuel had expected. How many people could say that they had attended a wedding at sea? But as he went to stand right at the front of the deck, beside the captain who seemed to have washed his hands for the occasion, he only had eyes for one person.

      What if she did not come? What if she changed her mind at the last moment, decided that a marriage of convenience simply was not enough for her?

      Samuel tried to swallow down the fear, but it was more than just irritation at a plan going awry. He had known this Margaret Berry for what, twenty four hours? And already she puzzled him. There was a depth to her that few others had, and yet she kept it hidden.

      Why? Who was this Margaret Berry, really? What secrets did she hold? And would he ever be able to convince her that a marriage of convenience was far more fun when explored in the bedchamber?

      Samuel was forced out of his reverie by the sight of an elegant woman wearing a light blue silk gown, with curled hair pinned atop her head and a silver necklace of the latest style around her neck. Despite his impending nuptials, Samuel was not blind: he was a man, and as a man he could appreciate female beauty when he saw it.

      But he had not noticed that exquisite woman board the ship – had she been in her cabin all the while? His loins stiffened as she walked a little closer; she really was quite captivating.

      And then Samuel’s jaw fell open. It was Margaret. Margaret, dressed in the latest fashion, in a gown that had actually been designed to show off a woman’s figure, rather than just hide it. Margaret, with her hair dressed and pinned elegantly, to show off her poise. Margaret, with jewels around her neck but nothing shone as brightly as her eyes.

      Samuel swallowed, and shifted his feet to try and make the stiffening of his body less obvious. The beauty that he had spotted had been cleaned, polished, and set like a precious stone, and now it was there for all to see. Where had she found such a gown?

      As she walked forward, she kept her eyes on Samuel at all times. When she reached him and held out her hand to him, he could see that it was shaking.

      “Dearly beloved,” began Captain Goodwin with a smile. “We are gathered here today…”

      “Thank you for being here on time,” Samuel whispered to Margaret, unable to hold his tongue. He wanted to talk to this beauty, this vision of womanhood whom he had hoped for but not expected. He wanted to hear her voice.

      She smiled, and Samuel could not help but stare at her even more as the prettiness of her expression became her. “Thank you for asking me to marry you.”

      “Thank you for saying yes.”

      Her smile broadened slightly as she whispered, “Thank you for ignoring my Great Aunt.”

      “Thank you for…for…” Samuel’s smile became one of embarrassment. He had never been left speechless before, and this Margaret Berry was the woman to do it? “My God, Margaret, but you are beautiful.”

      If he was not mistaken, the smile fractured a little around her eyes. “Inside, and out?”

      Samuel stared at her, at the worry and concern in her expression, and he squeezed her hand. “Inside and out.”

      Margaret relaxed, and turned her attention to the captain who, with a glare at the Great Aunt with her pursed lips and disapproving stare, was pointedly asking whether anyone there objected.

      Though her attention had moved away from him, Samuel could not help staring at her. Margaret Berry. Mystery, beauty, enigma.

      As the vows began to wash over him as no one had objected, his stomach turned as the thought flashed through his mind that Margaret Berry may have objected if she had any idea that she was marrying an accused murderer.
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      Margaret swallowed as she carefully closed the cabin door as quietly as possible. Even after the latch had slotted into place, she paused for a moment, head bowed over the door. Not afraid to turn around, exactly, but knowing that once she did, there was no turning back.

      She turned around. Samuel Brown’s cabin – now her cabin – filled her vision.

      It was largely empty: a large double bed took up most of it, with two trunks now sat at the end. On the right was a tattered chaise longue, evidently placed here after the captain’s wife grew tired of it, and in the centre was Samuel Brown, sitting on the bed, smiling at her gently, watching her gaze flicker about the room.

      Margaret swallowed again. There was fear in her heart and she could taste it on her tongue. As her hands fell to her sides after closing the door, she could feel them shaking gently against her gown.

      “There will be no…no marital expectations, you understand? Just two people who have realised that they have mutual aims.”

      That is what he had said – but how could she be certain? Many a man would say anything, promise anything, to get a young girl into marriage or what she thought was marriage. It was why she had made the captain complete the wedding certificate there and then, placing it in his safe for security while they completed the voyage.

      Mr Brown – Samuel – had laughed, but she had not. She wanted to make absolutely sure. After all, she was to sleep here now, was she not? She would not lose her reputation by slanders that their wedding was not valid.

      “Mrs Brown.”

      Margaret jumped, startled at the unfamiliar name, but relaxed slightly as she saw Mr Brown – Samuel, it really was ridiculous that she did not think of him as Samuel – incline his head to her.

      Her heart began to quicken. Surely, he could not expect from her…

      She curtseyed obediently. “Mr Brown.”

      He laughed, and leaned back nonchalantly on his elbows while still looking at her. “I know that look, Margaret, even now. You do not have anything to fear from me. I am not one of those men to beat his wife, or to force her to do his bidding.”

      Margaret raised an eyebrow, despite herself. “Ah, so I am to have free reign, am I?”

      “Not entirely,” admitted Samuel, his hazel eyes scanning her face as though looking for a secret. “But I meant what I said.”

      She felt stupid standing here still, by the door, but in her nervousness she could not think where else to go – the chaise longue? The bed, surely, would be too much for her. But she could not stand here like an imbecile, as though guarding the door!

      “I offered a marriage of convenience, without any of the marital duties,” he said quietly, observing her closely. “And although we shall keep up the charade for appearances, as one would expect, you do not even have to share a bed with me.”

      Margaret’s shoulders slumped with relief. “I must admit, I was worried that I had…well, not entirely known what I had managed to get myself into. At the front of the ship, when we were saying our vows, I-I almost…”

      There – there was a flicker, a flicker of something but she could not tell what, it was gone before she could really look at it. But something that looked an awful lot like regret seemed to dance across his face.

      Samuel jumped up from the bed, and bowed. “You, of course, will have the bed, oh wife of mine, and I will make a little bed for myself on the chaise longue.” He dropped onto it, and winced slightly at the toughness of the springs. “An additional blanket may be necessary, though.”

      Margaret suppressed a little smile at his buoyancy, and a dart of guilt penetrated her heart. This was his cabin, and he was giving up the bed – but then, she reminded herself, it is our cabin now. Our chamber. Our space. Our bed.

      Just two steps were enough to bring her to it, and as she sat down and placed her hands on the blanket, she felt the softness, the warmth of where he had been. The thought of sharing it with him, of having such an intimate space with another human being, and not anyone, Samuel Brown, dashing, handsome, confident, everything that she was not, was enough to tinge her face a little.

      “Ah, now then,” said Samuel suddenly, his eyes now more serious. “I want to learn your ways, Margaret Brown, and you have a half a dozen blushes that I need to educate myself on. What were you thinking just now, hmmm?”

      A little smile grew on her face. “Would it not be more fun if I did not tell you, and you had to learn?”

      She had not intended to be defiant, had never been defiant in her entire life, and any time she had veered close to it, she had been severely reprimanded by her Great Aunt.

      But not this time.

      “I suppose that would show me!” Samuel chuckled, shaking his head slightly. “My word, Margaret, you do surprise me.”

      “And you me,” she said shakily, taking in the room with wide eyes. “I-I never expected anything like this for a wedding night.”

      His smile faded slightly as he leaned back on the chaise longue, but Samuel did not take his eyes from her. “I never thought that I would have one at all.”

      Margaret felt her mouth fall open. “You…you never thought about marriage?”

      Samuel shrugged. “Not especially. It was one of those things that happened to other people, you know. I always thought that my brother would continue the…the family business. But he died. He left my…our mother’s wedding ring, which you now wear, as it happens.”

      Curiosity was welling up inside her. He had been about to say something different, but then changed his mind – what was this man hiding?

      “Family business?”

      Yes, he was definitely hiding something. It was there, in the flicker of the eyes to the door, as though he was considering just running and hoping that he could make it out before he had to answer the question.

      “Trade,” he said briefly. “And what exactly did you think your wedding night would be like?”

      Margaret hesitated for a moment, but it was not a battle that she wanted to enter too quickly. “Well, I…I suppose that I always hoped that I would fall in love, and the gentleman with me, but I was considered plain by my parents and not encouraged to socialise. I have a cousin, Adena Garland, who was a playmate of mine, but that was all.”

      “I thought I did not recognise you.” Samuel leaned forward slightly from the chaise longue. “Did you come out, then, in London?”

      Margaret shook her head, but gazed at him curiously. “Did you, Samuel? I did not think…I mean, forgive me, but I was not aware that gentlemen in trade frequented Almack’s?”

      For an instant she thought she had gone too far, been too forward, too rude, indecently curious, unbecoming of a young lady. The same out criticisms poured out of her mind into her heart and it panged, but he did not shout at her.

      He shrugged. “Oh, I meant that I kept a close eye through the papers, you know. I liked to see the pretty young women enter into society, trying to catch their men like flies on a rod.”

      “Well, perhaps ‘tis a blessing that I never did enter society,” said Margaret with a wry smile. “I have no beauty to speak of, and my parents spoke truly when they called me plain.”

      Samuel stared at her with such an intensity that it brought a little pink to her cheeks. In a low voice, he finally said, “I cannot comprehend anyone who calls you plain.”

      Her cheeks darkened and her eyes dropped to her hands, folded neatly in her lap, but when she raised them up he was still looking at her.

      She laughed nervously. “You must forgive me, S-Samuel. I am not accustomed to being such a centre of attention. Usually my Great Aunt gave me an order, and then she moved on. ‘Tis fortunate that Mrs Goodwin’s maid was available to tend to her.”

      “Well that will certainly be a change for you.” He leaned back finally, drawing away the intensity of his gaze, but Margaret could still feel it all over her body, like she had been plunged into hot water. “There will be a few…let us call them suggestions in this marriage, just the obvious ones to keep people thinking that we are truly in love.”

      “That should not be too arduous,” Margaret said lightly, though her stomach twisted at the thought of it. “I am well practised in the art of acting as though I am happy when I am not.”

      She could never have predicted what he did next. Samuel rose from the chaise longue and sat beside her on the bed in one swift movement, taking her hands in his large, strong ones.

      It all happened so quickly that she gasped, her hands enclosed in his, her breathing fluttering against her chest.

      “You will never have to pretend to be happy again,” Samuel said in a low, deep voice, his face mere inches from hers and such an expression of seriousness on it that Margaret almost forgot to breath. “Do you hear me, Margaret? If you are ever unhappy, you must tell me. At once.”

      “I-I d-don’t know what t-to…to say,” she stammered, her eyes dropping down away from the fierceness of his eyes but that only brought into view the sight of their hands clasped in her lap. She felt warm, hot, and it was centred just below her stomach and she did not understand it and it felt overwhelming and wonderful. “Such kindness, I am…I am not used to – ”

      “You must have had a very hard life indeed,” murmured Samuel, “if you consider that to be kindness.”

      Margaret knew that it would engulf her but she could not help herself. She raised her eyes to Samuel’s and gasped aloud at the intensity of their look. He wanted something from her, wanted something desperately, but he was holding himself back, despite his desire, and he was tempted, tempted right now to kiss her, she could see it in his eyes.

      For a wild moment, she hoped that he would. The feeling of his lips on hers, his hands on her waist, in her hair, around her –

      “You must be tired,” Samuel breathed, and he released her hands and rose from the bed. “I will look away while you change, though I will admit that I am tempted to watch – for a bachelor never intending to marry, I have certainly found myself a pretty wife.”

      Almost breathless with the shock of his moving away from her, Margaret tried to smile winningly, like she had seen other ladies do.

      “You had better not look around,” she retorted with an element of strength that did not come from herself, and she smiled as Samuel laughed, his face to the wall.

      What she did not tell him was the wonderful thrill that ricocheted through her body at the thought of him sitting on the chaise longue, watching her slowly remove borrowed garment after borrowed garment until he was staring at her, completely nude, glorifying in her body.

      Margaret shivered. It was not that kind of marriage – and she did not want it to be. Did she?
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      Margaret sighed. It was all she could do not to breathe out too loudly. Her mother had always decried her ability to make noise in a room, and had raised her to be quiet. Silent, even. Unheard.

      But it did not matter here, in her favourite chair, on the deserted deck of the Adelaide. Since she had been the only one there for nigh on an hour, her eyelids closed gradually, basking in the warmth of the sun. A salty warm breeze blew across her face, tugging gently at her hair, carefully pinned underneath her bonnet.

      She opened her eyes lazily and shifted in her seat, the wedding ring on her finger clinking quietly against the chair. The sun had gone down mere minutes ago, and liquid light seemed to be pooled on the horizon.

      “And then I told him…”

      A door just to her left opened briefly, allowing the laughter and merriment of the dining hall to seep out onto the deck. The captain had offered her his arm for the meal, but Margaret had found herself quite content on the deck, and relished the time that she could now spend with herself – not at the beck and call of another, not critiqued and criticised for imagined slights. Just herself.

      Her eyes closed against the shimmering light on the ocean, and Margaret sighed happily.

      “And why is my beautiful wife not displaying herself downstairs?”

      An indulgent smile broke out on Margaret’s lips, and as she opened her eyes once more she saw a dashing figure in a closely fitted jacket standing in the shadows. Samuel’s head was slightly tilted, and there was a knowing smile on his face – as though he had known her for years, had memorised her ways, instead of marrying her just the day before.

      “I have no wish to adorn every room that you are in,” she replied with a flicker of bravery, and was almost astonished at the saucy words that she had spoken. She could feel heat rise to her cheeks, but she did not look away from him. He was her husband now. There was no place for shyness, even if they had agreed not to share a bed.

      Samuel did not seem to take her words amiss. Instead, laughing and taking a step towards her, he said, “That is more like it. Margaret, I would hear you speak like that every day, each day with a little more of yourself.”

      He dropped languidly into the seat beside her, and Margaret saw with a wry smile that everything he did seemed to reek of elegance. How was it that some people were so much more comfortable in their own skin? She had always found herself to be plain, awkward, and uncomfortable, but Samuel…he radiated confidence.

      She would have said that it was something that one was born with, one saw it so often in the nobility, but then Samuel was just a common man.

      His hand reached out to hers and squeezed it, and Margaret almost gasped aloud as she felt the sensation all over her body.

      “Th-thank you,” she said awkwardly, trying to cover up the moment of astonishing warmth that he had caused. “I must thank you, Samuel, for…well, everything that you have done for me these last two days.”

      Her gaze fluttered upwards towards his face, a little hesitantly, and she blushed to see his startled expression.

      “That I have done?” Samuel shrugged as he leaned back in the seat, and Margaret marvelled again at his cheekbones, the sardonic smile that never seemed too far from his face that cast his features in such a handsome light. “Do tell, wife dearest, for I am afraid I do not follow you at all.”

      Margaret swallowed. She had undoubtedly spoken more in the last twenty four hours than in her entire life combined, and yet still she was not accustomed to being listened to.

      “I have…well, I have never known such comfort as you have given me,” she tried to explain awkwardly, finding it far easier to turn her attention to the fading light rippling on the sea than at the hazel eyes that seemed to be piercing her as she spoke. “To wake up and rise when I want, to eat when I want – or not at all – to do what I wish with my time…it is truly a joy to have been gifted with such freedom.”

      Margaret chanced a glance back at Samuel, and blushed to see that his eyes had not wavered from her for a moment. She swallowed. “Thank you. I-I am grateful.”

      For a moment, she thought she had gone too far in attempting to express herself, so rarely had she done it. Samuel did not move, did not speak, but simply stared at her.

      A prickling heat of discomfort started in the pit of her stomach, and started to radiate up to her neck when Mr Brown – Samuel, she must remember to think of him as Samuel – started to shake his head slowly.

      “My dear lady, ‘tis I who should be thanking you,” he said quietly, his deep voice filled with…what was that emotion? “Here you are, safe under the protection of your Great Aunt, on a journey to the delights of the Continent, and what did you do?”

      Margaret smiled nervously, unsure what he meant. “What did I do?”

      Samuel laughed again, and waved his hands expressively. “Maggie, you agreed to marry a man that you barely knew! You accepted as your husband a man that you knew nothing about! Do you not think that I should be the one on bended knee thank you, Maggie?”

      There was something wonderful about the way that he said ‘Maggie’, and it made her blush once more, thankfully hidden in the darkness of falling evening. It sent a shiver up her spine and made her stomach twist in a way that was not unpleasant. No one had ever called her Maggie before, and if it had been anyone else she would have shied away, asked politely but coldly that they desist. But not Samuel. She had the feeling that somehow, if Samuel asked her to lie down and close her eyes, not knowing what was going to happen next, she would do it.

      A brilliantly hot sensation hit her. Samuel had taken her hand, but instead of squeezing it, he was holding it. Almost caressing it.

      It made her want to tear all her clothes off and go dancing in the rain.

      “And yet,” Margaret said delicately, her eyes flickering to his own and trying to bite down her desire to lean forward and kiss him, to see whether he would kiss her back, “I still know very little about you, Samuel Brown. Even after a full day of marriage.”

      She had hoped that the jest, if you could call it a jest, would lighten his heart, even make him smile. She so desperately wanted to make him smile, but his reaction was quite the opposite.

      Samuel dropped her hand and turned away from her, crossing his arms and gazing silently out to sea.

      The silence seemed to grow between them as the night fell darker, and Margaret could only just see the outline of his face now in the murky gloom – but she did not need to see any more to know his reaction. Berating herself silently as she did was not enough to bring joy back between them.

      Why should someone not have their own secrets? Why was she so desperate to pry into Samuel’s past? True, if they had been truly in love…Margaret had to swallow and try to prevent her heart from fluttering, it would be different. She would expect to know all, but they? They were just two people who needed another option, an alternative.

      She would certainly not like to spill all her secrets, share all that she was with someone that she had just met.

      Her fingers found the thin band of gold that encircled the fourth finger of her left hand, and twisted it round. An unbidden smile graced her lips.

      “Where did you manage to find a ring on a ship in the middle of the ocean? I mean, why did you bring your mother’s wedding ring on this journey – did you think you would need it?”

      The question, like the smile, had been unconsidered and arisen naturally, and Margaret was surprised to find that the unguarded question was enough to break through Samuel’s silence.

      He gave a laugh, though it was slightly stilted. “Oh, you know. It was just something that I happened to have on me at the time. You know how these things happen.”

      A rush of something that tasted of tin rushed through her body, and Margaret was surprised to find, upon a moment’s reflection, that it was jealousy. Had Samuel been engaged before, then – or even married before?

      “Is that what you were running away from?”

      Her question had been quiet, but Samuel’s head jerked round and he asked roughly, “Who said that I was running?”

      “N-No one,” stammered Margaret, her heart beating quickly now but not to excitement, but fear. “I just th-thought you had been unlucky, perhaps. In love, I mean. Perhaps you had had your heart broken, and…and she had given you this ring back, and that is why you were…were travelling to…”

      Her voice trailed off as hot embarrassment closed her throat, but her genuine fear of rudeness seemed to have convinced her husband that she had meant nothing serious by her question.

      She watched Samuel’s shoulders relax, and tried not to think of the hand that he now had lazily lying on the arm of his chair. Just inches from her own, and if she was just brave enough, she could –

      “I apologise for my wild response,” Samuel said with a deprecating smile. “I am not such good company as I think you may have believed when you accepted me as your husband yesterday. And in a way, I suppose that I am running.”

      Margaret found her breath caught in her throat. She had known it, she had seen some sort of sadness just hiding behind his eyes.

      “Running from sorrow,” he breathed with a hint of melancholy. “Running from grief, you could say.”

      She watched him, watched him as he became lost in his own thoughts, his own mind. It was almost a full minute before he shook his head slightly, turned to look at her, and smiled at her serious consideration.

      “As I am sure you can understand, I have no wish to speak of it,” he said lightly. “I…well, I was raised in a home that taught young boys to hide their troubles and continue on. ‘Tis a lesson I learned well, and I am unsure whether I can unlearn it at the ripe age of one and thirty.”

      Margaret nodded and without a second thought, reached out to take his hand. As soon as she had done it, she was uncommonly aware of the larger hand in her own, in the strength of his fingers.

      A sudden rush of desire for him swelled in her, and she bit her lip at the overwhelming nature of it, the need, the hunger for him. Where had it come from? What had started such a delightful and wicked thought, when all they had done no more than hold hands?

      It took less than a second for her mind’s eye to treat her to a wild and delicious image, that of Samuel Brown kissing her, kissing her passionately, his hands entwined in her hair, and his strong shoulders forcing her against a wall and she clutching at him, clinging onto him for dear life as his tongue –

      “Is anything the matter?”

      Margaret’s eyes snapped open. When had they drifted shut? Instead of a delectable dream Samuel, the real man was seated beside her, leaning forward now in concern for her.

      She knew that her cheeks were flaming red, but in the almost pitch black deck, merely lit by the light of candles through windows, she thought that she was safe from his discerning eye.

      “No, nothing at all,” she breathed, and tried to smile as her heart continued to thump against her chest. “I…I hope that you can find what it is that you are looking for in the south of France.”

      Samuel squeezed her hand, and Margaret tried not to imagine that strong and certain hand running up and down her body. Really, where were these wanton thoughts coming from, a lady had no business thinking of such things!

      “And why,” he whispered in his dark voice, not taking his eyes from her, “do you think that I have not already found it?”
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      The gown was soft and smooth beneath her fingertips, but Margaret hardly noticed. She had been standing at the side of the bed for minutes, just staring at the wall opposite her, the gown that she had been in the middle of folding hanging listlessly from her fingertips. Her diamond earrings had already been removed and placed carefully beside the bed.

      She was reliving the day that they had enjoyed: their third day of marriage. Samuel had laughed, and she had laughed, and the entire set of passengers had looked at them as if they were mad, and it had made them laugh all the more.

      A smile drifted happily across her face. It did not seem possible, this sort of happiness. She had not been bred to it, having her own way – but then neither had Samuel Brown, and he had an air of always getting what he wanted that was hard to resist.

      That sad, strange, striking man. What was he doing to her?

      Margaret shook her head and attempted to attend to the matter at hand: carefully folding her gown. She did it more from habit than anything else, but decades of training simply could not allow her to get into bed before the gown she had been wearing that day was carefully folded to prevent creases, and placed into the chest.

      The softness of the silk smoothed the way for her fingertips, and Margaret allowed herself to revel in the feeling. There were so few pleasures in life. Surely she would permit herself this one.

      And it was done. The candle in the corner flickered slightly, and she glanced at the tiny carriage clock. Almost ten o’clock. Samuel would return to the cabin soon, and here she was, standing in her chemise. She would need to be quick to get changed into her nightclothes.

      Just as she raised her hands to the straps across her shoulders, the cabin door was thrown open and she turned around in shock, her mouth open.

      Samuel Brown, her husband, was standing in the doorway, and his expression was unreadable, changeable, unknown to her. He took a swift step into the room and closed the door by leaning against it, never taking his eyes away from her.

      Margaret could feel his gaze like a physical touch against her body, and it was hot, and heavy, and marvellous. And yet she could not prevent the embarrassment from growing in her stomach, and with her arms across her breasts, she turned away.

      “No.” The word was uttered lightly, and it was not a command – more a plea. “No, do not turn away.”

      If she had not known that they were the only two in the room, Margaret would have guessed that another had spoken. She had never heard Samuel speak in such a way; half begging, half curious, half terrified that his words would be ill received.

      She paused in her turn, and her eyes flickered to his face. He was staring at her as though he had never seen a woman before in his life.

      “Please, Maggie,” Samuel said shakily. “My God…Maggie, you are so beautiful.”

      It was too much, too much for her to bear, too much to listen to. No one had ever said such a thing about her before and she flushed at the very thought of his words, now echoing in her mind.

      But his gaze did not falter, and he did not laugh. This was no jest.

      “Do…do you truly think so?”

      The words had slipped out before she could call them back, and Margaret’s cheeks tinged pink at the brazen question. But Samuel did not seem to think it was brazen. He had not moved from the door of the cabin, leaning against it as though for support. As though he would not be able to stand without it, as he gazed at her, stared at her, drinking her in.

      He nodded. “Maggie, I cannot take my eyes away from you. I am a fortunate man indeed, just to be given the honour of looking at you.”

      As though he could not help himself, Margaret saw the fingers of his right hand stretch out for a fraction of a second, as though desperate to reach out and touch her, to ascertain that she was real, perhaps, or…or something even more wild and delicious.

      She swallowed. She knew what she wanted, she had known it from the moment that he had taken her hand in his, that ridiculous and marvellous day that he had offered her his hand in marriage.

      She wanted him. She wanted him like no other woman had wanted a man, and she was ashamed of her desire and yet it felt natural, felt exactly right.

      And she could see now, see it in his eyes, see that he felt the same way too. There was a hunger there, a desperate need – and yet he pulled himself back, forcing his hands behind his back.

      Margaret swallowed once more, but remembered his words. “…just to be given the honour of looking at you.”

      They both wanted more. They were man and wife. It could not, it should not be wrong.

      Emboldened by his words, certain that this was what they both wanted, Margaret forced down her nerves and stretched her fingers from where they were, clutched across her breasts, to lift at the sleeves of her chemise and allowed it to fall to the ground. Her arms fell to her sides, completely nude.

      Samuel moaned darkly under his breath and took two fierce strides towards her, but just before he reached her, just before he touched her, he stopped.

      “It – it has to be your choice, Maggie,” he breathed jerkily, raising a trembling hand to her face and cupping her cheek. “I have no wish to force you into anything, to encourage you into something that you may regret.”

      They stood there, mere inches apart. Margaret could feel her heart thundering in her chest, but there were even wilder feelings in her chest and she wanted to give in to them. Wanted to abandon herself to the sensations that were temptingly close.

      She licked her lips, took the tiniest of steps forward, and leaned up on her tip toes to kiss Samuel gently on the mouth.

      It did not stay gentle. Samuel responded to her act of bravery by clutching her narrow waist with his strong hands, pulling her towards him so desperately that she gasped. He took advantage of her lips breaking open by twisting his head slightly and deepening the kiss, and as his tongue took gentle possession of her mouth, Margaret found her hands around his neck, holding onto the ride of her life.

      Samuel pulled away from the kiss, and she saw something flaming, something wonderful and dark in his eyes. “Oh, Maggie,” he growled. “If I could…if I dared…”

      Something wanton had risen up inside her, and Margaret smiled in a way that she hoped would be beautiful.

      “Dare,” she breathed.

      And she was crushed, crushed to his chest as Samuel took her in his arms and brought his lips down hard on hers, and it was wonderful, and fire, and glory, and the cabin seemed to be spinning so wild was her mind.

      His hands, which had at first been almost reverential, staying on her waist and not meandering, were now firmly cupped around her buttocks and she squirmed slightly at the sensation, but it only made him growl into her mouth as he brought her more tightly to his loins, and she could feel something there, something hard, something that promised future pleasures.

      Her breasts, a part of her body she had never really cared about before, now felt on fire, pressed up against his shirt. Each time Samuel moved to deepen their kiss, her nipples scratched across the linen and Margaret arched her back with the intense sensation, and for some reason it seemed to push Samuel, her husband, her own, over the edge.

      “Maggie, you have no idea what you do to me,” Samuel moaned in a jagged voice, managing to pull himself away from her for a single moment, tugging at the buttons on his shirt. “And I have wanted to do this – to kiss you, to love you, from the moment I set eyes upon you.”

      Margaret’s mouth fell open and she blushed at the idea of sparking such wild and licentious thoughts in a man at first sight, and it fell open even further as she watched Samuel pull off his shirt to reveal a broad and muscular chest – but she barely had time to think before Samuel stepped forward and lifted her up, throwing her backwards onto the bed.

      As she sunk into the mattress, splayed out and warm, wanting him, her wish was granted. Samuel followed her onto the bed, covering her body with his, and he was kissing her, kissing her as though he would never be permitted to kiss her again, and this time his hands were not idle.

      Margaret cried aloud as one finger grazed a nipple as his other hand clutched at her hip, keeping it tilted towards him, and she arched her back once more into the pleasure of it – but the weight of his body, the strength of him, kept her still.

      “Yes, Maggie, show me how much you enjoy it,” growled Samuel as he kissed her neck, and for the first time in her life, Margaret realised that she had the control. He may be bigger than her, stronger than her, but he was driven by her, mesmerised by her.

      She could do whatever she wanted.

      In a swift movement, she rolled over and tipped Samuel underneath her, so that she was straddling him. The look of surprise and wonderment was enough to make her laugh, and he grinned in amazement.

      “My God, Maggie, I had no idea you – ”

      But his words were cut short. In a fit of bravery that Margaret never thought would be repeated again, she pulled his arm so that he sat up, and cupping his face, she kissed him passionately, slipping her tongue into his mouth.

      And she was aflame. His arms around her, his hands squeezing her buttocks, her legs wrapped around him and their tongues tangled in a passionate kiss that seemed to be very air to them, Margaret could feel heat and sizzling desire rocketing through her body, and she arched into him, desperate for something that she could not put her finger on.

      “I-I want you,” she groaned into his mouth. “Samuel, what do I want? Tell me what I need – give it to me!”

      Her words seemed to do nothing but incite a frenzy in him. Dipping his head, he brought one nipple into his mouth and Margaret threw her head back and cried out as the feelings of wonder and delight sparked across her body, and something was building and building and she did not know what.

      “Do not stop – keep going, oh God, keep going!” She managed to pant out the words to keep the pleasure going and Samuel seemed to understand, teasing her other breast with his hands, and before she knew what was happening her entire body was overcome with pleasure and she jerked in his lap as she cried out.

      It was over in seconds, and her head was so hazy that Margaret barely knew what had happened. She sagged slightly into his arms and he raised his head from her breast, kissing her passionately but gently on the lips.

      “My God, Maggie, you are spectacular,” he muttered with a broad smile. “I had heard that it was possible, but…Maggie, you must want me very badly, you wicked girl.”

      Margaret smiled, and she found herself more free, more herself when she was naked in Samuel Brown’s arms than ever before. “And I want more. Can you give me more, Sam?”

      For a moment she thought that she had gone too far, shortening his name, smiling like a hussy, asking for more pleasure when surely there could not be more, not tonight.

      But she was wrong, and how glad she was. Growling like a beast ready to be unleashed, Sam tilted her off his lap and jumped up just for a moment – just for long enough to remove his breeches.

      Margaret gasped. Now that he was naked, she could see that incredible difference between them. It was glorious, and she wanted more than anything to touch it.

      Without hesitation she reached out, and Sam groaned as her curious fingertips touched the soft and yet hard and throbbing skin.

      “Christ, Maggie, if you do that too much you will find yourself without your own pleasure.”

      She pulled back, and then smiled. There was something instinctual about it, something that she could not explain. All she knew was that it was right, and Sam would enjoy it, and she wanted to give back to him now. It could not all be about her pleasure.

      Margaret moved to kneel on the bed, and moved slowly towards him. Sam watched her, almost bemused, unknowing what she was doing until she suddenly bit her lip, smiled up at him, and encircled his hardness in her mouth.

      “Maggie – Maggie!”

      She could feel him shudder, but all she was focused on was the warmth and hardness in her mouth, soft and inviting, delicate and yet fierce. It was an innocent kiss – or as innocent as you could be – but after his frantic reaction, she grew bolder. She took more into her mouth, and felt and heard Sam shudder with the indulgence of it.

      He was too large for her mouth, but by bringing up a hand she could move gently forwards and backwards, licking and kissing and making her husband cry out with pleasure until –

      “Stop,” he said suddenly, and he moved away from her so suddenly that she felt bereft. She looked up at him with wild, confused eyes, and saw that Sam was panting, but smiling. “Sweet, you have no idea…Maggie you cannot know how much I…if I am to give you anything else tonight, you have to stop.”

      A tinge of pink shame coloured her cheeks, and he seemed to guess at her concern.

      “Do not misunderstand me, that was…” Sam swallowed, and gave a dry laugh. “Christ, Maggie, that was incredible. Too incredible. You would lose the best of me if you kept going. This evening is meant to be about you.”

      Without another word, he clambered onto the bed and pulled her down with him so that they were lying side by side.

      “Now you are going to have to trust me,” Sam breathed, mere inches from her face. “Can you do that, Maggie?”

      “I…” She swallowed, but this was no time for secrets. “I have an ache in me, Sam, an ache that only you can fix. Love me. I want you to love me.” She did not know what it was about her words that caused him to growl, but she smiled. “And you want me just as much, am I right?”

      Sam answered by leaning across and kissing her deeply, but drew away before they lost themselves in the moment. “I need you to just lose yourself in feelings, do you understand me? Before I…before I can love you the way I want to, you need to…well, this will help. Do you trust me?”

      Margaret looked into his hazel eyes, hazy with desire, and knew that she would do anything this man said, anything that he asked. She nodded.

      Samuel kissed her again, and tilted her slightly with his trembling hand so that she was lying on her back.

      “Close your eyes,” he whispered.

      She glanced at him, and saw nothing but love. He loved her, he surely did. How could he not, when he was saying these things, doing these things, touching her like this?

      Margaret smiled and closed her eyes. The darkness of her eyelids seemed to take away some of the joy, for now she could not see him, but it was instantly rewarded by the sensation of his lips on hers, forceful and hungry, and she responded immediately but gasped in his kiss as his hand closed on her breast, clenching around it to hasten the fire inside her, but now the fingers were stroking her breast, and now her stomach, and now –

      “Oh, Sam!”

      She could not help it, she could not help crying out into his mouth as his fingers rested on that secret place of hers, the core of her femininity. She was hot, and wet, and she had not realised how wet, not until his fingers tightened there and she unconsciously clenched her legs to increase the pressure.

      “Please, more,” she moaned into his mouth. “More, Sam, please…”

      She did not know what more meant, what more could be, but he did not need to tell her. He showed her.

      One of his fingers slipped into the warm and wet folds of her, and Margaret cried out, the pleasure was so overwhelming. A rhythm started, one that seemed to echo the pulsing ache within her, stroking slowly at first, but faster, faster, faster, and now two fingers were inside her, deep inside her, while his thumb encircled a part of her on the outside that was throbbing, desperate for his touch, and her hands were thrashing but she did nothing to stop him for who would wish to halt such delight?

      The same heat was flooding through her that had done so when Sam had teased at her breasts, and she managed to cry, “’Tis happening again – Sam, again, again!”

      And then she was overcome, and her whole body jerked but his strong fingers did not give up his rhythm, and he rode the wave with her, enclosing her cries into his mouth as he kissed her passionately.

      It took a little longer for her body to stop sparking in ecstasy this time, and when Margaret’s eyelashes fluttered open, she was surprised to find Sam kneeling before her.

      “And now,” he said in a jerky voice, “it is time for both of us to take our pleasure. My God, Maggie, I never thought…you are made for pleasure, Maggie, and I will make it my mission to give it to you.”

      Margaret’s eyes opened wide, and she smiled through the confusion of her pleasure. “Every night?”

      Sam groaned, and moved to nestle between her warm and throbbing legs, leaning on his elbows to smile into her eyes. “If you insist, Maggie.”

      And then he was entering her, and it was himself, his true self, the hardness that she had not been able to keep away from, and it was so much bigger than his fingers but she was so hazy in pleasure that she did not struggle, but stretched to allow him deeper.

      Sam moaned in unadulterated joy as he sunk himself into her, and he kissed her neck murmuring words that Margaret could barely hear.

      “God, Maggie, oh yes…oh, you are so warm, and so tight…I have wanted this for so – oh God, so long! Christ Maggie I cannot – I cannot stop myself…”

      She did not understand, how could she, but she knew the only answer that she could give him.

      “Do not stop,” she whispered, and her hands, now brave, moved to clutch his own buttocks, to bring him deeper into her. “Do not stop yourself, Sam, give yourself to me.”

      This was a different rhythm, wilder, untamed and harsh, but Margaret could feel the beats warming up the fires of her body once more, even when she thought that it would not be possible for her to explode once more, and she was hot and so was he, and his eyes were wide and full of devotion as he thrust himself into her, deeper and faster each time, until –

      “Oh, Sam, yes, yes, yes!” She hurtled into the orgasm now, welcoming it, not fearing it but knowing that it would drench her body in pleasures that she had never known before this night, and it was all too much for Sam.

      “Maggie!” He exploded into her, thrusting so violently that it caused another spurt of ecstasy within her, and her legs tightened around him and they glorified in each other’s bodies together as the tidal wave of pleasure gradually lessened and left them on the shore.
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      Samuel did not know whether he was still breathing. He was lying down now on the bed, and Maggie, his darling Maggie, was in his arms. She was breathing heavily, and so he supposed that he must be too. It seemed impossible to catch his breath, and every time he looked at her, saw her breasts heaving, saw the curve of her hips as she leaned into him, his lungs seemed to run out of air.

      “I…I do not have the words…” Maggie breathed into him, and he chuckled and brought a lazy finger up and down her back. She squirmed at the sensation, and Samuel had to concentrate to prevent himself stiffening up once more.

      “You are so beautiful,” he said quietly. “You do not even know it, which is remarkable. You must have viewed yourself in a looking glass before, and yet…Oh, Maggie, the way you feel, the way you touch me, ‘tis enough to drive a man insane! Nothing means more to me than this night, Maggie. Nothing.”

      She sighed happily, eyes closed, and Samuel smiled at the sight of her – and found, to his utter astonishment, that every word that he had uttered was completely true. Even as accustomed as he was to saying whatever he wanted to get a woman into bed, he had never murmured sweet nothings after the fact.

      Maggie chuckled softly into his chest. “I certainly feel beautiful, and I believe that to be half the battle.”

      Samuel shook his head with a grin. “You know, I am beginning to sense a confidence in you that I have never seen before.”

      “Nor I,” she murmured, her eyes now shut and a smile still dancing on her lips. “I must say, Sam, that this fake marriage, or marriage of convenience, or whatever you want to call it, is starting to feel surprisingly real.”

      Before that evening, Maggie’s words would have made Samuel stiffen, and not with desire but with fear. But not tonight. Not now.

      He tightened his grip around her, and smiled. “I could not agree more.”

      Within a minute the husband and wife had drifted off to sleep.
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      When Margaret awoke, it was not because of a gentle morning kiss, nor the sudden illumination of the cabin by the sun. It was instead due to a slight rocking movement made by the Adelaide, but it awoke her as sharply as if someone had called her name.

      She blinked, wondering for a moment if someone had, but the room was silent. She was leaning on her side, and she was naked.

      Just a brief moment of surprise filled her at this realisation, but then the sweet and rather spicy memories of the night before flooded through her mind, and she smiled, relaxing into the linen bedsheets.

      Yes, she was naked, and what a wonderful decision it had been to let her chemise fall to the floor. Why, if she had not been brave in that split second that she had to make up her mind, would Sam have ever reached out and kissed her? Would she ever have had the bravery to do it first?

      Margaret squirmed slightly with the pleasurable memories of their intoxicating lovemaking, and the need to see him, to touch him again, perhaps to relive their nocturnal delights, overwhelmed her.

      She reached out to her left where Sam should be. He was not there.

      Sitting up and looking around the room, she saw that his breeches and a linen shirt were missing, and she relaxed. The sun was indeed up, and according to the clock leaning against the wall, it was almost ten o’clock in the morning. He must have awoken, decided against waking her from her slumber, and went to get his own breakfast.

      Margaret leaned back, stretching out in the bed and smiling. Who would have thought it, falling in love with her own husband? It was truly absurd, of course, but it must happen. And why not to her?

      Only a few more minutes passed until she decided to get up, so warm and cosy was she in her bed, but her desire to see him increased with each waking moment that they were apart, and she dressed hurriedly in one of her favourite gowns, a light blue sprigged muslin. Her Great Aunt Sabrina had scolded her for spending so much on a gown when she had chosen the fabric, but now it felt like the perfect choice.

      Her smile did not leave her face as she left the cabin and greeted her fellow passengers, with a few looking at her in puzzlement at her open and joyful expression – an expression that did not falter as a woman hobbled over to her with an angry look on her face.

      “Well, I see that you are up then, and in no good time too,” snapped Great Aunt Sabrina, leaning heavily on her stick and scowling. “And I suppose that you are proud, are you?”

      Margaret’s smile did not disappear, but some of the warmth went out of it. She was a married woman now, she reminded herself silently. I am Mrs Samuel Brown, not Miss Margaret Berry any longer, and I cannot be bullied or pushed around by anyone. No one can ask me to do anything. Except Sam.

      And the unbidden memory rose in her mind.

      “Now you are going to have to trust me. Can you do that, Maggie? Before I…before I can love you the way I want to, you need to…well, this will help. Do you trust me?”

      “What are you gawping at, grin on your face?” Great Aunt Sabrina actually tapped her cane on the floor of the dining room. “Proud, are you, to have married a man like Brown? A man with no good name, no reputation, and knowing nothing about him?”

      In days past this judgement would have been sufficient to make Margaret cower internally, and nod silently, eyes cast down.

      But no longer.

      “My dear Great Aunt Sabrina,” she said with a smile. “At least I matter to someone now. What I do matters, and most importantly, what I feel matters. And that I am proud of.”

      Glancing up, Margaret saw Sam standing on the other side of the room, beaming at her. Her heart lifted and she walked away from her Great Aunt without another word, reaching out her hands to her husband who clasped them in his own and brought them to his lips, kissing them.

      A flush of pleasure darkened her cheeks, but Margaret felt no shame, not even when the captain guffawed at their antics. “Ah, newlyweds, my dears, ‘tis nothing like it!”

      “Shall we sit?” Sam murmured to her, and she nodded, finding an empty pair of seats at the breakfast table. They always breakfasted late on the Adelaide. It was a fancy of the captain’s wife, and never before had it so suited her.

      “Help yourself to some butter,” the captain said, suddenly appearing behind them now, and taking a seat on Sam’s other side. “‘Tis still fresh, my cook tells me, and I would like you ladies to have as much of it as you like. Now, has anyone a newspaper that I have not read yet?”

      His glance around the room was returned with shakes of the head as Margaret was helped to an overly large portion of butter for her potatoes.

      “Ah, ‘tis a shame,” bemoaned the captain with a smile at Margaret. “Not all of us have the whims of new love to distract us, my dear. I was hoping that I could pace my reading, and yet I find that I have read all the newspapers that were brought on board, and us with three days left of the journey to go!”

      “I believe I have one you may not have read, sir.” One of the young lads from the London docks strode forward and proffered a well-thumbed newspaper. “‘Tis the one that goes into the most detail of the case of the murderous earl.”

      Margaret saw Miss St. Clair and Harrington exclaim elegantly, and someone whose name she could not recall shook their head, muttering.

      “I read somewhere that the murderous earl will be attempting to emigrate,” said the other young man eagerly. “You know, to escape from his crime!”

      A thrill of horror sparked up Margaret’s spine at the very thought of it: a nobleman who had committed a terrible crime, on a ship somewhere with passengers trapped in his company, as he tried to run from the justice of his murderous heart.

      “Goodness,” she said quietly to Sam with a smile as she passed him the sugar. “I do not believe that I would even recognise an earl if I saw one do you?”

      Sam gave a nonchalant shrug, and took a large bite of mutton.

      The wider conversation had continued around them, but most of the passengers had already breakfasted and were seated or standing around the room.

      Margaret dropped her voice and giggled. “Would it not be the most awful thing if the murderous earl was on this very ship!”

      “You would never know though, would you?” Sam retorted curtly, not lifting his eyes from his plate. “You said so yourself, you have never seen one before, and now you never will. There are no earls in my social circles, and I hope that will not disappoint you.”

      “Disappoint me – no, I – ”

      “This murderous earl,” spat Sam, “‘tis nothing but gossip and hearsay, nonsense from those who wish that their lives were more exciting. I forbid you to speak of it, Maggie, do you hear me? I forbid you to speak to me about this murderous earl.”

      Her giggle faded, and she flushed with awkward embarrassment. “I-I did not mean to cause any offence.”

      Her fork dropped from her fingers and caused a clatter that deepened her flush. Her stammer had returned, as she had feared it would.

      Sam’s jaw tightened, and his voice had an air of forced calm as he said, “You did not offend me, but I have no wish to discuss the matter further. Captain, how do the seas look before us?”

      The two men started to chatter as Margaret drank some tea to distract herself from the embarrassment of their conversation. Two hearts, two minds, two bodies certainly had never seemed so beautifully in tune as theirs had done last night, but now…

      She watched him from the corner of her eye, and wondered. Perhaps he knew the earl in question, and found it an uncomfortable subject. She knew little about him, after all, and he certainly had a very graceful, courteous, almost elegant nature.

      Perhaps, then, he knew the earl. Or maybe…

      Margaret shook her head and laughed gently under her breath. It was ridiculous, madness to even think about! The fact that she was even considering it…

      She brought another forkful of mutton to her mouth, but as she continued with her meal and let more banal topics of conversation wash over her, a niggle settled into the back of her mind which did not go away.
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      It was hours later and he could not stop it now, and what was more, he did not want to. The pressure was building up inside him, and Samuel knew that just one small thing would push him over the edge and cause him to explore.

      He crushed his lips onto Maggie’s passionately and she returned his ardour with equal, if not more abandon, and that was enough. He came, emptying himself into her as she climaxed around him.

      Samuel collapsed onto his wife, exhausted and completely spent, and she stroked his hair softly as he shook slightly with the expended effort.

      This, then, was true peace. He had wanted to make love to her again since she had walked into that breakfast room, and it had taken all of his self-control to wait until after they had dined. To be sure, they had received some startled and in some quarters, disapproving looks when they had stolen away as soon as the meal had ended, too hungry for something else to let mere food hold them back, but what did that matter?

      What did he care when he was lying in the arms of Maggie Brown?

      “You know,” he said sleepily, revelling in the feeling of skin on skin, “I have been able to sleep properly for the first time in months since we married.”

      Maggie chuckled, and he felt rather than heard the laughter, and it filled him with such joy.

      “And if we keep making love like this every night,” she said softly, “so will I!”

      They drifted into silence, but it was not a silence borne of discomfort but rather the opposite. Sam had never felt so at peace, so comfortable with another person in his whole life. He had had mistresses, like any gentleman of his social standing, but they had passed by insignificantly. He could barely remember some of their names, but he was already memorising every inch of Maggie. She was so real, more real than anything had ever been.

      Sleep was fast approaching and Samuel did not try to fight off his closing eyelids when a question was stammered into the darkness.

      “Sam, did you…d-did you leave any family back in England?”

      It had been but a few days since they had first met, but he knew her well enough now. Maggie only stammered when she was nervous, and not just nervous, but afraid that she was to receive a bad response. A harsh word. A shout.

      “Did you?”

      She had not expected the response, and she blinked slightly before speaking. “No. My parents…my mother married below her station, outside of her class, and her family abandoned her. When they became unwell, they were unable to pay the doctor’s fees for treatment. My Great Aunt took pity on me when no one else in the family would take me in. I…have no other family.”

      It was best to be guarded then, to speak truth only when it worked in his favour. The last thing that he needed was for her to know the truth.

      “I have no siblings still alive,” he said quietly, guarding every syllable. “My mother died when I was young, and my father a few years ago.”

      He spoke in tones that brooked no further questions, or so he thought.

      “What were their names?” came the soft question. “I-I would like to know. Names are so fascinating. Is Samuel a family name? Where did you live?”

      “Why all these questions?” Samuel snapped, unable to help himself. Why must she pry, when everything was so perfect between them? He tilted his head upwards to look at her, and saw nothing but honesty and openness in those blue eyes.

      Maggie smiled shyly. “We are to spend the rest of our lives together, Sam. It would be nice to know more about…about where you came from. About what made you the man that I have wrapped in my arms today.”

      “All that matters is the here and now.” Samuel untangled himself from her warm arms and found himself bereft. “We shall make our own history, Maggie, our own memories. What does the past matter?”

      He had hoped that his harsh tones would prevent any more questions, but he seemed to create the opposite reaction in her. She sat up slightly, breasts rocking as she leaned against the headboard, and looked at him closely.

      “Why will you not tell me anything about your life before you stepped onto this ship?”

      “Because I have no wish to!” exploded Samuel, his ability to keep his wild temper under control completely lost. “God, Maggie, do I have to spell it out to you? ‘Tis private, and there is privacy even betwixt a man and wife, even if you do not like it.”

      “But – ”

      “You took a vow of obedience, on our wedding day,” he said firmly as he sat up himself. There was a gap of about three inches between them now, and although he wanted to close it, he wanted to protect himself more. She must know, she must understand from this moment onwards that conversations about his past were never to happen again. “I am telling you, Maggie, no more questions.”

      It was then that Samuel chanced a look at her, and saw to his horror that she was cringing away from him, and she had that beaten down and oppressed look that he had seen when she was ordered about by her Great Aunt.

      Confusion, hurt, they were mingled in her blue eyes, and Samuel hated himself for being so harsh with her. But how could he help it? It was becoming all too easy to fall for her soft kindness, that special Maggie way that she looked at him and made him want to melt all over.

      And she would not look at him if she knew the truth. She would never look at him again if she knew the truth, perhaps would fear him, and he could never live with that.

      But…but if he looked carefully, did he already see something like suspicion in her gaze? Did she already suspect, could she even now be planning to ask him that dreadful question that he simply could not deny: that he was accused of a terrible crime?

      Sam rose from the bed and sighed deeply. “I apologise, Maggie. I am tired, I am not myself. I…I will sleep on the chaise longue tonight.”

      “But Sam,” Maggie protested, moving across the bed towards him. “Your place is here, by my side, in our bed!”

      “Your bed,” he corrected, hating himself for the two syllables, and laid himself down on the chaise longue facing away from her.

      Neither of them spoke another word that night, but Samuel lay there, awake for what seemed like hours. It was difficult to fall asleep when you were busy hating yourself, but it became impossible when you were also hating your inability to trust the woman that you had, accidentally perhaps, but now irrevocably fallen in love with.
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      The sun was barely shining, but Margaret had been awake for hours. Sleep had eluded her, and when she finally saw the slight cracks in the darkened sky, she had pulled on a gown and come here, her new favourite place on the ship, the stern.

      Her eyes looked out to where they had been, the frothing waves behind them the only trail back to England. Back to home, a London that she knew. She would never see it again, never see her one friend Adena again.

      She would have to write to her, and tell her that she was married. She, Margaret Berry! Adena would hardly believe it. She could still hardly believe it herself.

      Margaret swallowed, and tried to replay their conversation from the night before over and over again in her mind, looking for the hints, the tells, anything that might reveal something new in her exhausted mind.

      “And now it is time for both of us to take our pleasure. My God, Maggie, I never thought…you are made for pleasure, Maggie, and I will make it my mission to give it to you.”

      There was a storm coming on the horizon. Clouds hung heavy in the sky, and the waves beneath them looked choppier, more menacing.

      “Well, hello there, mermaid.”

      The voice was soft and deep, and Margaret smiled despite herself. She turned around slowly and saw her husband Sam there, but she could not keep the smile there for long.

      “We will be arriving in Marseille by noon, so the captain tells me,” said Sam with a smile. “We will be Monsieur and Madame Brown within hours.”

      His words echoed in her ears but she could not attend to them. Her eyes fell to the deck, and she took a depth breath.

      “I-I need to ask you something,” she said in a rush.

      His steps moved forwards towards her but Margaret stepped away from him, almost unconsciously, pinning herself to the ship’s railings.

      Sam stopped, and frowned at her as she raised his eyes to him. “When have you ever been afraid of my touch, Maggie? Afraid of me?”

      Everything inside her was desperate for her to stop, but she could not. That niggle that had entered her head the day before had now sunk into her heart, and she could not be rid of it until she asked the question that she feared would break them apart. But if it did, if it was true…

      Margaret swallowed, and clasped her shaking hands together. “Sam, I…I have to ask this.”

      He was staring at her with genuine concern, confused, perhaps about why she was acting so strangely. “Ask me anything, Maggie, but I have told you before. No more questions about my past, you know how I feel about that.”

      She nodded, but knew that she would be betraying that trust almost immediately. Taking a deep breath, she looked into his eyes.

      “You are very…very polite, Sam. Samuel.”

      Sam stared at her, and then laughed. “That is hardly a question, Maggie.”

      “Very polite,” she said, no smile breaking across her face. “You are courteous, and comfortable in all manners of company. You are almost too well-bred, one may say. Perhaps more well-bred than the name of Brown suggests.”

      If she had thought that Sam would respond to this, she was sorely mistaken. He just looked at her, his hazel eyes fierce in the glowing dawn, and as much as she looked she could not see what was truth within those hazel pupils.

      “You tell me not to ask questions,” she whispered, now unable to take her eyes from him. “But there is only one topic that has been forbidden between us, is there not? And it is not about your past, or…or so I thought.”

      Margaret hoped that he would deny it, that he would have an explanation, something, anything to remove the fear and doubt that was seeping into her heart. But instead, he nodded.

      With fear now wrapped around her heart, she breathed, “The murderous earl.”

      “I am an emigrating earl,” snapped Sam, all pretence gone. “Nothing more, nothing less, Maggie. Just an earl looking for a different life.”

      Margaret gasped, clutching the rail of the ship as though frightened she would fall. “You…you do not deny it?”

      “What do I have to deny? Of what am I accused?” He stared at her belligerently, striding away from her and then turning back to her without allowing her to speak. “I have naught to deny save the murder of Stephen, which I swear to you I did not do. But deny that I am an earl? I cannot, and I will not. I am an earl, and there it is.”

      A flash of lightning hit the water miles away from them as the storm that had threatened started to break.

      Margaret found that her voice had gone, and her lungs did not seem to be working properly as she gasped in a weak voice, “You are an earl.”

      “As my father was before me,” said Sam wryly. “Though God knows who will be earl hereafter.”

      She almost laughed, it seemed so absurd. Margaret Berry, married to an earl? “Now that you say it, how could I have been so foolish not to see it? Every inch of you speaks of nobility, the way you carry yourself, the way that you look at others, so tall, so well mannered, packed to the hilt with the good breeding of the aristocracy.”

      Sam rolled his eyes as he said bitterly, “You sound almost surprised.”

      “But you have been accused…Sam, you have been accused of a terrible crime!”

      “Which does not make me guilty!” He sighed heavily as he leaned over the rails of the ship, and Margaret found that she was still clutching the railings for dear life.

      “But…murder,” she whispered. “Sam, you are wanted for murder.”

      Sam’s head drooped as the rain broke a few miles off the portside. “I did no harm to Stephen, but ‘tis foolish for me to deny that the Peelers have been searching for me for a while. Completely innocent though I am, they do not seem to be interested in the truth, just about the quickest and most convenient form of justice.”

      He tilted his head to face her, and a smile finally broke across his lips. “It actually feels right, better that you know now. I knew that I could trust you, Maggie.”

      His hand reached for hers but before she could say anything, before she could even think, she gasped and stepped away from him, fear in her eyes.

      Sam faltered, his hand outstretched but closing on nothing but air.

      “Sam – Samuel…my lord,” she stammered. “You are an accused murderer, and I met you but four days ago. For all I know, a man died at your hands!”
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      A great weight forced itself into his chest and Samuel almost staggered, as though he had been physically wounded. He stared at Maggie in shock, unable to wrap his mind around what she had just said, unable to ignore the fear in her blue eyes.

      “Maggie,” he managed to breath. “Maggie, no.”

      But she took another step away from him, and her eyes darted around the deck as though looking for a way to escape from him, and it crushed his heart as though an anvil had been forced across his chest.

      Everything that he had feared, everything that had held him back from telling the truth before, it was all coming alive before his eyes. The fear in her face, the terror in her expression as she gazed at him…he had known, had he not, that telling her the truth of his identity would cause her to shy away from him?

      But how could he lie? This woman, this chit of a thing when you first glanced at her, had utterly captured his heart. What he had thought was ice had, in the end, only needed a warm soul to melt him, and Maggie had done just that. She was everything, all that he cared about now, more than his own safety.

      It had felt wrong to lie to her. But now he would have to pay the price.

      Samuel swallowed, and tried out his voice again, desperate to convince her. “No one has ever felt pain at my hands, let alone my friend Stephen.”

      “If I do not know you,” Maggie whispered, looking terrified, “how can I trust you?”

      Without saying another word she started to walk back to the cabins, crossing the deck as quickly as possible, but Samuel could not let her go without fighting for her, fighting for whatever it was that they were to each other.

      His heart was not crushed now. Instead, it was breaking.

      “Maggie, please listen to me,” he begged, following her. “Consider me as you have known me these days, these days that you have been wed to me, Maggie. Have I ever lied to you?”

      “How could I possibly tell?” Maggie spluttered, coming to an abrupt stop and staring at him, wide eyed. “How would I know that you were lying?”

      “I am not,” Samuel said with a smile that tried to win her heart. “I have always been honest with you Maggie, as honest as I could be. I wanted a marriage of convenience, and what did I tell you at the time? I said that I was looking for respectability, that was all that I wanted.”

      Tears sprung into her blue eyes and it broke him to see them, but he had to keep going, he had to explain, to convince her that he was no murderer.

      “That was how it started,” he continued hastily, “but it has changed, I have changed, my heart has changed! Everything is different now, you must see that. I thought…I thought that your heart was changing too.”

      His eyes had caught hers in his fierce gaze, and for a moment she seemed to soften, and a smile danced across her lips as she started to nod ever so slightly, and then a harshness fell across her features once more.

      “You will be hunted all your life for this crime, whether you did it or not,” Maggie whispered, as they stood in the middle of the deck with the storm approaching. “Whether you are innocent or not, you cannot prove it.”

      A smile crept across his features. “No one will suspect Mr and Mrs Brown.”

      Maggie’s eyes widened with shock and he immediately knew that he had gone too far. Was this the moment that he lost her?

      “Assuming that you are with me, still,” he said quickly, “and I hope by God you will be. You will be, will you not Maggie?”

      There was a wonderful, glittering moment when he was not sure what she was going to say, but there was the chance that she could respond positively. Perhaps she would throw herself into his arms, perhaps she would smile and say that of course she would. Perhaps she would say that it was all a test, and she believed him after all.

      Samuel’s stomach lurched and his heart sank as Maggie started to cry.

      “Our marriage is built on a lie,” she said through silent tears. “Even your name is a lie.”

      “But so much of what we feel – ”

      Interrupting him with a laugh through her tears, Maggie shook her head slowly. “I do not even know what your real name is.”

      He swallowed. Never before had he been reticent to use his title, but it stuck in his throat now like a bone he could not stomach.

      “Samuel,” he said quietly. “Earl of Kincardine.”

      It sounded hollow and false in his mouth, and bile was tasted on his tongue as Maggie laughed a little hysterically.

      She brushed away the tears almost angrily as she said with a sardonic smile, “Does that make me the Countess of Kincardine, by any chance?”

      Samuel nodded. “And the Baroness of Pryden, actually. ‘Tis a dual title family inheritance.”

      Maggie laughed, and shook her head. “I am sorry, Samuel. Or my lord, which I think is the way that I address you now. I would not know. Earls and barons were not the type of company I kept before I boarded this ship, and now you are telling me that I am a countess?”

      He took a step towards her, and she did not retreat, and hope fluttered in his chest. “You are, but what matters to me is that you are you, Maggie, and that we are together. All I – all I want is for us to be together. The Browns. Safe in the south of France, hidden away. An emigrating earl that needed to disappear because he was falsely accused, and his countess who….who loves him.”

      It took great strength to say those words, and they seemed to echo in the empty deck, repeating and repeating. For the first time in his life, Samuel felt uncomfortable in the gaze of another person.

      Maggie shook her head finally. “I am no countess, Samuel, and you will never again be an earl. The emigrating earl before me may just be a man on this ship, a plain man, but beyond this ship is the real world. And in that real world, you have been accused of a terrible crime. That is not something you can escape from just by changing your name and marrying a poor innocent woman for your own gain.”

      “No, Maggie, it was not like that – Maggie!”

      But she had gone, and Samuel was left with nothing but the memory of her face and the terrible pain in his heart that, once again, he had lost everything because of the false accusation of murder. Little had he known, when he had lost his title, wealth, respectability, and good name, that losing Maggie Berry would hurt far more.
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      It was the last gown to be placed carefully into the trunk, but Margaret could not bring herself to do it. It did not feel real, this placing of her belongings away while Sam sat on the edge of the bed, watching her. The bed where, just hours before, they had lost themselves once more in wild abandon, enjoying the pleasures of each other’s bodies.

      “Is there anything that I can say,” he said quietly, “to keep you? To stop you from leaving me?”

      His words cut into her heart, but Margaret would not allow the tears to come, she would not. Any emotion revealed now would only make it harder to leave him, and leave him she must. The Adelaide had docked, and the place where she thought she would start her married life was now to be the port where she left him.

      She took a deep breath, and laid the gown down into the trunk. “I am still your wife. We shared vows, and I will not look at another man for the rest of my life. I-I do not think that I could, Samuel. Not in that way.”

      By the uncomfortable shift, she knew that he had registered the use of his full name once more, but she had to harden her heart. He could not be Sam to her now.

      “But Maggie – ”

      “Margaret,” she interrupted, turning to look at him briefly before moving away to pick up and roll a ribbon that was beside the bed.

      Samuel said nothing, and his silence hurt her more than she expected. Her desire for him, her desire for him to fight for her, and her fear that he could indeed have committed such a terrible crime, it was all tangled together and she could not separate them. She did not even know what she wanted him to say.

      “I cannot stay with you now,” Margaret said quietly, winding the ribbon around two fingers. “Not when…when I cannot know for certain whether you are innocent or not. You have to understand.”

      When he did speak, it was in a broken voice. “I had hoped that you would have learned to trust me now.”

      Her very soul twisted in pain, but the niggle of doubt remained.

      “This murderous earl, ‘tis nothing but gossip and hearsay, nonsense from those who wish that their lives were more exciting. I forbid you to speak of it, Maggie, do you hear me? I forbid you to speak to me about this murderous earl.”

      Margaret swallowed. “I simply do not know.”

      There was nothing else to do in the cabin now, the small room where most of their marriage had played out. All five days of it. Of course, they would hardly divorce, but their time together was now cut short. They could not possibly be what they had been to each other again.

      She walked around the bed and knelt down, but before she could lift up the trunk, it was already rising in the air.

      Samuel smiled wryly at her. “The least I can do for my wife is carry her heavy trunk.”

      Without waiting for an answer, he strode out of the cabin. Margaret bit her lip. Was this right? Everything in her gut told her that Sam – Samuel – was a good man. Had he ever harmed her, showed violence towards her, towards anyone on the Adelaide?

      No. But had he lied? Had he kept secrets, and hidden truths? Had he mistrusted her?

      Yes, and she could not ignore it. Her life to this point had been filled with mistrust and irritation, with her parents disappointed in her looks and accomplishments, and her Great Aunt’s constant criticisms on person, manner, and deeds.

      But they had been honest. Always honest. Sometimes too honest, but the truth was always open. She did not want to spend the rest of her life with a man who could not be honest with her, and Sam…

      Margaret let out a deep breath. Here she was, standing in an empty cabin, when the decision really had been made for her. He would not tell her the truth about the murder accusation, save that he was innocent, and that was not a marriage really. A piece of paper was not enough for her.

      It took her but a moment to join Samuel on the deck, who was talking uncomfortably with the captain.

      “…congratulate you again, it really was my honour to marry you,” the captain was saying with a grin. “You know, you are only the third couple that I have ever wed on this ship, though of course I always hope for it. But what am I saying, you are probably here to enquire about your wedding certificate! Here it is, my good lady, and you mind you take care of this young lady, Mr Brown! You can disembark by following young Kenneth here…”

      It was easy to allow the captain’s words to just wash over her, and she held out her hand automatically when he tried to thrust their wedding certificate into her. She glanced down at it, and the colour rushed out of her cheeks.

      “Now then, young lady, you look quite ill,” the captain said, peering at her.

      Margaret tried to smile, tried to bat away his concerns with a graceful hand, but it was not a skill she had ever really learned.

      Samuel looked at her. “Maggie? Are you feeling unwell?”

      “D-Do not call me Maggie,” she breathed, with a slight glare at Samuel. Surely he must see, now that the truth – or what was closest to the truth – was now between them, how inappropriate it was for him to call her that?

      “Do excuse us, captain,” said Samuel smoothly, bowing away the captain and placing the trunk down on the deck before offering an arm to her. “Maggie, what in God’s name – ”

      There were tears in her eyes, but that did not prevent her from snapping, “Do not call me Maggie.”

      Samuel rolled his eyes, and for a moment it was as though they had gone back in time, and they were happy, as they had been but two days ago, and Margaret felt something joyful rise up in her – and then it faded, as she remembered that five days ago they had hardly met. When half of one’s acquaintance was sorrow, how could you celebrate the other half?

      Samuel was speaking in a low voice, and in all the hustle and bustle of disembarking, the other passengers did not take anything amiss. “I asked you what was wrong.”

      She swallowed. As if everything else had not been enough to bear, now this. “Look at it.”

      Holding out the marriage certificate to him, she felt her legs tremble. She had never fainted before, but there was always a first time for everything, and she did not want to make it now.

      He was staring at the piece of paper as though it was a bill at his club. “What of it?”

      Margaret laughed bitterly. “You do not see it?”

      “Yes, I see it, but I cannot comprehend why it upsets you so much!” Samuel shot back. “Is the idea of being married to me so repugnant that…” His voice trailed off. “That is it. You regret marrying me so much that the mere sight of the marriage certificate – ”

      “No,” Margaret interrupted, knowing that her next words would rip into him just as much as they were paining her, but knowing of no way to stop it. “We are not married.”

      Samuel stared at her, a look of horror and confusion spread across his face. “Yes, we are.”

      “No, we are not.”

      “Damnit, Maggie, I should know,” said Samuel with a hint of defiance, but a smile trying to reassert itself on his features. “I was there.”

      But the twisted knife in her stomach was still moving, and Margaret tried desperately to prevent the tears from flowing down her cheeks. But it was no use, they over spilled and stained her cheeks. “Read it aloud.”

      He was staring at her as though she were possessed, but clearly seeing no point in arguing with her, he cleared his throat and looked down at the piece of paper. “This marriage certificate declares and makes legally binding before God the marriage of Samuel…Samuel Brown and…”

      Samuel’s voice trailed away and his eyes opened wide, mouthing wordlessly as the truth of the matter sunk in.

      “You are not Samuel Brown,” Margaret said bitterly. “That is not your name, legal or otherwise. This marriage certificate, Samuel, is not valid. We are not married.”

      “I will change my name.” Samuel spoke hurriedly, and he folded the paper and thrust it into his pocket. “Legally, Maggie – ”

      “Do not call me – ”

      “Margaret, then, Margaret, I will change my name,” he glared at her with fierce devotion that made her want to kiss him and cry that all was forgiven, but how could it be when she did not even know if he had killed a man?

      “You cannot,” she countered quietly. “You would have to reveal your true identity to change your name, Samuel. I am unwed, and…and ruined.”

      He stared at her in horror. “Ruined? How are you ruined? You are my wife!”

      “Not in the eyes of the law,” she hissed, looking around to ensure that they were not being overheard. “Everyone on this ship has seen that we have…we have shared a cabin, Samuel, they know that we have made love. And once the news gets out that we are not married, once the rumours start to fly – ”

      “Maybe not in the eyes of the law, but in the eyes of God we are man and wife!” Samuel took her hands in his own and she gasped at the sudden heat and pressure. “You are not ruined, Maggie. Stay with me, stay with me and be mine!”

      Margaret snorted, and she did not even have the energy to become irritated about the use of Maggie. “And be your mistress?”

      He was stroking her hand, caressing it, and he felt so wonderful but she mustn’t, she could not reveal to him how she felt, it was too much, too hard.

      “We will get married again,” he was saying wildly. “Five times, fifty times, whatever is enough for you!”

      It was tempting, and for a moment Margaret considered the impossible possibility. Living as Mr and Mrs Brown, having a cottage somewhere rural in the south of France, bothering no one. Keeping chickens, perhaps. They could start a school. She always wanted to teach. He would be there, and she would be there, and all they had to do was love each other.

      “An emigrating earl can become anything he wants,” whispered Samuel.

      It was enough to bring her back to reality with a painful jolt. But what had he left behind, in England?

      “Goodbye, Samuel Brown, Earl of Kincardine,” Margaret said with a heart wrenching effort to stem the tears, knowing that it would be for the last time.

      “No – no, Maggie, wait – ”

      “Can I take that trunk for you, madame?” A sailor had approached them, and Margaret grasped at his interruption like a port in a storm.

      “Yes, thank you, that is very kind. I am leaving now.”

      But Samuel had other ideas. “No, Maggie, you are my wife and I – ”

      “I am no one’s wife,” she said weakly. “I am just Margaret Berry, and I need to find my Great Aunt.”

      Without looking back and unclear of where she was going, Margaret walked away from the man she loved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Something salty was pooling into her lip, and Margaret wiped it away without thinking, and then touched her cheek. It was a tear. She was crying again, and she had not even noticed.

      A pale face stared out at her from the looking glass on the toilette table, and she tried to smile bleakly into it, attempting to convince herself that she did not look nearly so bad as she thought. It was blotchy and was wearing diamond earrings, but it was certainly her.

      A grandfather clock chimed in the hallway, and her head jerked towards the sound before turning back to the looking glass. It was one o’clock. Great Aunt Sabrina would be expecting her downstairs for luncheon, and she did not like to be kept waiting.

      Before she opened the door to her room, Margaret took a deep breath. She had always been of a shy disposition, but it would take a different kind of bravery to step downstairs now.

      The door opened, and a gaggle of young ladies who had been huddled outside her door scampered away, a few of them giggling. Margaret sighed, and tried to ignore the stares as she silently descended the staircase of the hotel and walked into the dining room.

      It was almost full, couples and families talking and laughing away in rapid French, but that did not prevent the room from falling quiet as she entered it, heads turning her way and unashamed mutterings starting up across the room.

      Margaret did not need to hear them to know why. Spotting her Great Aunt Sabrina at a table on the far side of the room, she tried not to flush as she made her way across the room to sit beside her.

      “What time do you call this?” Her Great Aunt Sabrina barked. “I have no patience with you, girl, no patience at all.”

      “My apologies, Great Aunt Sabrina,” she replied automatically in a low voice, picking up her cutlery to make a start on her beef which had already arrived, pointedly left to cool by her Great Aunt. A waiter was standing nearby, crimson on his cheeks for such poor service.

      There was a gentle metallic clink, and she looked down and saw that her wedding ring was still on the fourth finger of her left hand. She had not taken it off, it had not even crossed her mind, and yet it seemed an impossible task. She probably should remove it, it was almost indecent to keep it on when she was, to all intents and purposes, not married.

      And yet she could not. There it sat, a little circle of gold, so small and insignificant in many ways, and yet it represented something intensely powerful. When she looked at it, she thought of him.

      “Oh, Maggie, the way you feel, the way you touch me, ‘tis enough to drive a man insane! Nothing means more to me than this night, Maggie. Nothing.”

      “And why are you not eating?” The voice of her Great Aunt Sabrina cut into her thoughts, making her jump. “I would have thought that the food of the Hotel Royale would be good enough for you, even after dining on the Adelaide which I must admit, was not terrible food. Well, girl?”

      “I am eating,” Margaret said dully, lifting a fork of potatoes and a little meat to her mouth. After finishing the mouthful, she said quietly, “I am sorry, Great Aunt Sabrina.”

      She had expected another berating complaint, but instead her companion just looked at her quizzically.

      “You know what I have never understood?” Her Great Aunt Sabrina was speaking more softly now. “Why you always apologise all the time.”

      Margaret stared, absolutely astonished. “Oh, I am sorry, Great Aunt – ” The repeated apology made her flush, and laugh a little awkwardly.

      Great Aunt Sabrina leaned forward, and her long beaded necklace tipped into her plate. “One week without you, my girl, has finally taught me a little of what you did for me. I know ‘tis not my place, likely as not, but I am a grumpy old woman and so I will ask anyway. Why are you no longer with your husband, that Samuel Brown?”

      Her eye was beady and stern, and Margaret found that reaching out for a sip of wine was a heady relief than facing her gaze, but it was awaiting her after she placed her glass back onto the table.

      Was there an answer that did not sound ridiculous? Could she hide the truth and yet not lie? Was such a thing even possible?

      And was that, and the very thought made her flush, exactly what Sam had attempted to do with her?

      “W-We have decided to…to live apart,” she said quietly, unable to think of anything more clever to say.

      Great Aunt Sabrina snorted. “Out with it, girl, I know when I am being lied to.”

      Margaret tried not to roll her eyes again. “I-I thought he was a good man, and he is not. I do not have a very high opinion of m-myself, ‘tis true, but I have more belief in myself than that. I did not want to stay with…with a bad man.”

      Her Great Aunt’s eyebrows raised. “And what has he done, to be so bad?”

      The south of France was far warmer than London had been, and Margaret had not been aware of this when she had packed her trunk. The gown that she was wearing seemed inexplicably tight and hot.

      “‘Tis not what he has done, but what he may have done,” was all she could manage until her throat became so dry that she tried to force down another sip of wine.

      She had not thought it possible, but Great Aunt Sabrina’s eyebrows raised even higher. “Ah. So he is the Earl of Kincardine, then?”

      In a prodigiously unladylike manner, Margaret sprayed her mouthful of wine across the table. It was fortunate indeed that her Great Aunt was seated to her left, rather than opposite her.

      She was laughing. “Anyone can be accused of anything, you silly girl. Why, I could accuse you of stealing my diamond brooch right this minute, but that would not make it true.”

      “That was not the only reason,” Margaret said, a little resentfully. “He would not talk about it with me.”

      “Ha!” She threw back her head and laughed at her young companion. “A man that you had only just met a few days before would not go into the embarrassing and shameful accusations that had been levelled against him, and that, more likely than not, were not true? What a surprise!”

      Margaret stared at her aunt in absolute amazement. In a whisper, she asked, “Are you truly encouraging me to go back to him? A murderer?”

      “An accused murderer,” interjected Great Aunt Sabrina. “And yes, I am. I knew Bartholomew, your earl’s father. He would never have raised a murderer, and I knew that from the moment that I saw him board the Adelaide.”

      It was unladylike, and her mother would have been disgraced, but she could not help it. Margaret’s jaw fell open. “You knew? You knew that Sam – that he was the earl? And you let me marry him!”

      “Not so, I quite clearly remember attempting to stop you,” her Great Aunt countered with a smile on her face, perhaps the first genuine one that Margaret had ever seen. “And I knew that it was partly out of selfishness anyway. I knew that I could not keep you forever.”

      Margaret returned the smile wanly at first, and then something slotted into her heart and she suddenly understood. What would she do now, if she were accused of something terrible – something that she could not prove her innocence for?

      Run, most likely. Run, and try to change her appearance as much as she could. Run, and build a life elsewhere.

      And if you met someone along the way who seemed just as alone and lost as you, who desperately wanted a different life, well then. Why not take them with you?

      Something exploded in her mind as all the pieces came together, and she finally saw him, Samuel Berkeley, Earl of Kincardine, for the first time. He was a good man, a man wrongly accused, and he had done the only thing that he had known: run. And he had, and he had been honest with her right from the start that theirs was not to be a marriage of love.

      And yet it had become so. It was foolish to ignore the strains of her own heart, foolish to say that he had not charmed her. The care in his eyes, the devotion in his gaze, one could not lie about such things.

      But what had she done? Abandoned him, at the first moment of trouble. When she should have been listening to him, really hearing his protestations of innocence, she had fled from him in fear.

      She had undoubtedly broken his heart.

      Margaret stood up, ignoring the clattering of her cutlery that fell to the floor.

      “Where do you think you are going?” Her Great Aunt glared at her, smile forgotten. “You have to help me cut up my steak when it arrives, now that chit of a serving maid of Mrs Goodwin decided to stay on the Adelaide!”

      Throwing down her napkin, Margaret shook her head. “I am sorry, Great Aunt Sabrina. But I seem to have mislaid my emigrating husband.”
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      The inn was loud and hot and Samuel was able to shrink into a corner – or as much as a man his height ever could shrink into anywhere. After nursing a tankard of beer for the last hour, he had not made much headway. His feet were hot in their boots, and he felt a desperate need to untie his cravat. He could not breathe, he could barely think.

      Éduard had not been at Aviroux Castle. He had been so sure, so certain that he could take refuge there, that his arrogance had overwhelmed him and he had not even thought of writing ahead to ensure his friend’s loyalty.

      Perhaps Éduard had heard. Perhaps he thought, like the rest of the world, that he was a monster. A monster capable of killing his own friend.

      Samuel raised a hand to his face and rubbed his tired eyes. The day had been long, and yet he could not face returning to his lodgings in the inn to stare at the ceiling for hours. He had thought that he was sleeping badly before he had met Maggie, but now…now he barely slept at all.

      A woman with dark chestnut hair like Maggie walked into the inn and his heart leapt.

      “I did not think that mermaids were real, and yet here you are.”

      “I need you to just lose yourself in feelings, do you understand me? Before I…before I can love you the way I want to, you need to…well, this will help. Do you trust me?”

      Someone called out to the woman, and she turned around, responding in French. It was not Maggie.

      Samuel sank back into his seat, hardly aware that he had leaned forward in the hope of seeing her again. But what was he thinking? What would he even say to her?

      “Samuel? Is there a Samuel here?” The innkeeper shouted into the melee of voices and sounds, and looked around the room.

      Samuel looked up warily. It could be a trick, but then what did it matter anymore? She was gone, and the way that she had looked at him…it was enough to destroy a man. What did it matter if he was found now?

      “I am Samuel,” he said listlessly.

      The innkeeper glared at him, but handed over the letter grudgingly.

      After the innkeeper had stomped back to his bar, Samuel’s gaze dropped to the letter in his hands. The seal was one he recognised, but could not immediately place. It was only when he opened it and saw the handwriting of his friend Lord George Northmere that his curiosity was piqued. What could Northmere be writing to him about?

      Kincardine,

      If, by God’s fortune, this letter reaches you, come home. I have sent several copies of this to all the inns around Marseille – ‘tis the best way I can think of to tell you the news. The real culprit to the murder of Stephen has been found, confessed to the crime, and you are acquitted. A vagabond, no malice intended, and he has confessed. Honour has been restored to your name, and all that Penkarth Manor needs is for its master to be restored.

      Come home, Kincardine. There are plenty of people who wish to be admitted into your acquaintance again, and I remain your ever faithful and true friend,

      Lord George Northmere

      Samuel dropped the letter back onto the table, and let out a deep breath. Well, that letter was everything that he had ever wanted, all that he hoped for those dark long nights when he had hoped to avoid the Peelers, and yet now it was almost nothing to him.

      All he wanted was a life with Maggie.

      And what was so ridiculous was that it had felt so nearly in his grasp. He had barely known her when they had met at the bow of the Adelaide and been wed, and yet without realising it, he had chosen the most incredible woman – and then managed to ruin everything.

      Why had he not been honest? She may have understood, would perhaps have valued his honesty. The captain had undoubtedly seen enough people running from the law not to judge him too harshly, and would certainly have been willing to turn a blind eye if the little gold that he had managed to take with him had entered the conversation.

      And yet instead of being with her, Maggie Berry, the one and only, he was stuck here in a cheap and low French inn, with no friends or prospects. What was the point in going back to England when the one thing, the one person that he wanted was right here?

      “You look sad, monsieur,” purred a woman’s voice, and Samuel jumped to find the woman that he had mistaken for a moment for Maggie had sat beside him. “Perhaps I can cheer you up, n’est pas?”

      He stared at her, gown corseted tight to emphasise her breasts, her lips painted a dark red and her eyes almost dragging him to the bedroom. The entire picture should have made him feel hot and stiffened, and yet…nothing.

      Samuel almost laughed. Obvious sexuality no longer seemed to hold any interest to him, then. No, if he could have his way, he would rather have the subtle delights of Maggie, a woman who did not even know that she was beautiful. A woman who spent little thought and almost no time on her appearance, but smiled and brought heaven with her.

      “Be off with you,” he muttered, not unkindly, in French. “I have no need of you.”

      She pouted, but when she saw that he was in earnest, pattered away to find another man to take to her bed.

      Samuel sighed. If only convincing Maggie to stay with him had been that easy.
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      The sun was starting to hurt his eyes. He had been staring across at the Hotel Royale for so long, but Samuel still made no move. Courage, something he had never been lacking in before, suddenly seemed to have failed him.

      It was so ludicrous that he almost laughed. Here he was the Earl of Kincardine, celebrated across London for his bravery that went almost to foolhardiness, in hunting, in women, in cards: standing outside a hotel in the south of France, trying to get up the courage to enter it.

      Carriages clattered past him in both directions, but he barely noticed them. All he seemed able to do was stand outside and look at the hotel where, he had discovered the night before, Maggie was staying. It had not been difficult. News of Great Aunt Sabrina travelled fast.

      He took a deep breath as a carriage pulled up to the hotel. This was it. He could not stand outside here like an idiot. If he was not going to take his life into his hands and step out to claim Maggie as his bride, he may as well return home to England and fall into the life of the Earl of Kincardine that, looking back, was almost…boring.

      Samuel took one step and Maggie stepped out of the carriage that had just stopped outside the hotel, helped to the ground by a handsome young man.

      Unable to breath, unable to think, all Samuel could do was act on instinct, and he froze. He watched the two of them, heart sinking, desperately hoping that his eyes were mistaken, as Maggie laughed at something the gentleman said.

      Ah, but he was a fool. Did he really think that she would not find someone else to care for her, to love her, to see the beauty in her? She was brilliant, kind, caring, the woman that any man would want.

      “Have you forgotten about me? Ah, yes, now you snap to attention young man!” Maggie’s Great Aunt Sabrina was helped out of the carriage by their escort and the three stood for a moment taking hat boxes from the carriage.

      Samuel cursed under his breath. He should have just gone straight back to England, where he belonged, where society now expected him. He was surprised that his vouchers for Almack’s had not already found their way to him here. He should never have come to find Maggie, she had already moved on with her life. It was time that he moved on with his own.

      “Samuel? Sam!”

      His attention snapped back to the moment, away from his thoughts, and as his eyes focused he saw that Maggie was waving at him.

      “‘Tis you. I thought it was!” She looked carefully along the road in both directions before she started to cross.

      Panic was now rising in Samuel and he turned away, almost as though hiding though he knew how impossible that was.

      She had reached him now and stood before him in all her charming glory. “Did you not hear me, Samuel? Why did you not come over? Dear God, and I have just returned after a week of searching for you, and here you are after all!”

      She looked absolutely radiant, almost unbearably Maggie, and Samuel swallowed to try and find his voice. She was here, right there, standing in front of him. All he had to do was reach out and he could touch her…

      Her young gentleman laughed at something that Maggie’s Great Aunt said, and something turned cold in Samuel’s heart.

      “I did not wish to disturb you and your new…friend,” he said stiffly.

      Maggie’s eyes widened in confusion. “My friend?”

      Samuel felt the pettishness in his voice as he said, “Your gentleman friend.”

      For a moment she stared at him, utterly bewildered, and then dawning understood and she laughed, and it was like sunshine on a river. “You cannot possibly mean Henri?”

      “Probably,” snapped Samuel, hurt at her laughter. “It did not take you long to find someone, I see, and after all your words about never looking at – but I have no place to say such things. I will not take you any longer from your beloved’s company.”

      He had intended to look away, to turn away, to walk away even, but he was prevented from doing any of these things by a very violent and decided kiss. Maggie had stepped forward and clutched the lapels of his jacket, pulling him forwards towards her, and Samuel had been unable to help himself.

      He wrapped her in his arms and held her tightly as though she would break if he ever let her go. This was it, the real thing, Maggie in his arms and her lips on his, and nothing could take her away from him again. He would not let it.

      When they finally broke apart, he stared into her blue eyes that were brimming with love.

      “You are my beloved,” she whispered. “You, and no one else.”

      “But what about Henri?”

      His splutters just seemed to make her laugh. “Oh, Sam. Henri is one of the servants of the hotel! Do you think he wears a uniform for the joy of it? He accompanied Great Aunt Sabrina and me to the haberdasher to buy new hats. She needed a stronger arm to lean on.”

      “But,” said Samuel, trying desperately to keep up with this new information, “why could you not offer her your arm?”

      “Oh, I have been told to rest,” Maggie said dismissively, ignoring the stares of passers-by who were not accustomed to seeing two English people kissing passionately on their streets. “I cannot tell you how glad I am to see you, Sam. I love you, I should have told you earlier but I was too…too afraid to share my feelings. And I will stand by you, Sam, no matter what the rumours. I – ”

      “Maggie, you do not have to be concerned,” Samuel tried to explain to her. “I have received a letter, and Northmere says – ”

      “ – and I do not know how I could ever have thought that you could have hurt someone,” Maggie was continuing, looking up into his eyes with such devotion that it caused his stomach to hurt. “I am sorry, Sam, I should have believed you when you said – ”

      He could think of but one way to stop her talking, and the kiss was slower this time, more nuanced. It was almost impossible to pull himself away from her, but eventually he had to.

      “I have been acquitted, or cleared, or whatever the term is,” he said quietly with a smile, keeping her in his arms. “Justice has been done, and I can return to England whenever I like. But I had to see you, and…and tell you how I feel.”

      Maggie swallowed, and her eyes were bright. “Feel?”

      “Feel,” he repeated with a smile. “Christ, Maggie, being with you, making love to you, knowing you is such an unutterable blessing that I fear each time I try to understand it, you will disappear from my arms like a spirit! There is no one like you, and I am jealous. I want you all to myself so that I can adore you to my heart’s content…and for the rest of my life, if you will let me.”

      She did not need to reply in words: the fervent kiss and the quick fondle of his stiffening front was more than enough to tell Samuel what he needed to know.

      And then she laughed. “You realise that although we have had one wedding, given the present situation it would probably be a good idea if we did get married, and this time, legally.”

      Samuel stared at her, utterly bemused. “In the present situation?” And then a fragment of a phrase that she had said earlier suddenly hit his brain, and he jumped away from her, arms outstretched and mouth open. “Rest. You have been told to rest. Maggie, why have you been told to rest?”

      Maggie laughed, and nodded. “Yes, Sam. I am with child – your child. He or she will be joining us in about eight months, and I think it would be best for them if their parents were married. After all, how else will they be a lady…or the next Earl of Kincardine?”
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      “Sam!” Margaret reached out for her husband but he was not there, and she groaned noisily.

      “Push, Margaret!” Adena’s hair was pinned back and wisps of hair were sticking to her forehead thanks to the sweat of the last two hours, but they were almost there. “You have to push!”

      “I cannot!” Margaret screamed. “And if one more person tells me to push then I am going to hurt someone!”

      The room was stifling hot, with the windows closed and the fire blazing in the grate. The midwife brought another hot broth to Margaret’s lips but she pushed her away, and glared at her friend.

      “How in God’s name did you do this?”

      “With great difficulty,” smiled Adena grimly. “But it will all be worth it when baby is here, and you have been in labour for hours now, Margaret, it will not be long – but you need to push.”

      Margaret tried to calm her beating heart, excruciating pain wracking her body and thirst almost overwhelming her. She was seated on her birthing stool, hands gripped onto the arms, and was utterly exhausted. But she could not be. She could feel another contraction coming, and as she pushed she screamed in the agony that overtook her body.

      “Maggie!”

      Sam burst into the room, door flying, with panic on his face. The midwife gasped and immediately tried to push him out of the room, but as respectfully as possible, he pushed back.

      “Kincardine, you really should not be in here,” Adena smiled matter-of-factly, and returned to smoothing down Margaret’s forehead with a damp cloth.

      “I am exactly where I should be,” snapped Sam as he strode across the room and knelt down by his wife’s side. “With Maggie.”

      Margaret looked down at him, a weary smile on her face and joy once more in her heart. “By thunder, am I glad to see you,” she said, her voice breaking with tiredness.

      “Another contraction coming, my lady,” said the midwife suddenly, moving forwards to place her hands gently on her rotund stomach, all thought of the Earl forgotten as her training snapped in.

      “Push,” Adena cried. “You have to push, Margaret.”

      “Push, my lady,” ordered the midwife.

      But the only voice that mattered to Margaret whispered quietly into her ear, and it came from the same man who grasped her hand and held it tightly. “Push, my Maggie.”

      She split into two with pain and a cry was heard that added itself to the din.

      “Baby is here!” The midwife had caught the baby and immediately placed the squirming flesh on Margaret’s chest, wiping the screaming thing down with a clean piece of linen. “Baby is safe, my lady, well done.”

      “You did it, Margaret,” Adena cried joyfully.

      But Margaret had eyes only for one person, and he was staring at her as though he had never seen her before.

      “Maggie, you are…” His voice faded into a croak, and Sam swallowed and tried again with a teary smile. “You are the most incredible thing on this earth, you do know that?”

      She nodded through her exhaustion, leaning back in the birthing chair. “Boy or girl?”

      With a slight amount of trepidation, Sam delicately moved a little pink leg. “A-A boy.”

      “The Baron of Pryden,” she breathed with a smile and was rewarded by a chuckle of his own.

      “I am so in awe of you, Maggie,” Samuel said, kissing her on the forehead. “I loved you after I married you, and I loved you when you married me again, but this feeling…I do not even know if there is a name for it, the depth of love I feel for you.”

      “We will leave the two of you – or rather, the three of you, alone,” said Adena briskly, hurrying the spluttering midwife out of the room.

      There wasn’t silence after the door closed, however. The little baby boy that had been born but minutes before was gurgling, and with an instinct that Margaret could barely understand, she drew him into her arms and brought him to her breast.

      “I am never,” she breathed, “doing that again.”

      Sam chuckled. “You may feel differently when you see just how incredible our son is. Our son, Maggie. Our son.”

      And in some ways, it was true, Margaret thought. As she dropped her gaze to her son, nursing at her breast, he seemed to fit so completely and perfectly in her arms. It was as though he had been missing from them for every moment until this one.

      Tears filled her eyes, and she turned to look at her husband, her Earl on the run. “Thank you for choosing me, that day. Thank you for marrying me, Sam. You have given me – given me such joy.”

      Sam’s mouth broke into a matching smile. “Even as an emigrating earl, Maggie, I have never felt so wealthy and so special as I do right at this very moment.”
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      The tankard dropped hard on the table and was accompanied by a leer that Giselle could see from right across the room in the dark inn. Frothy beer spilling onto the floor. She bared her teeth back at him, and the man’s eyes widened, his smile disappearing.

      Giselle wrapped her cloak around her more tightly, and tried not to shiver. Merde. She should have known better than to accept a meeting at the Loxham Inn – or however it was that this English pronounced it. She had known that it was a mistake as soon as she had opened the letter the day before, but there had not been time to get a message back to her contact. And so the Loxham Inn, on the very edge of this Kentish coast, was to be her rendezvous.

      She swallowed. Being this close to her home in France and yet so far was douloureux, too painful – but she could not go back there. Not since… Well, it was safer for her here, en Angleterre.

      Giselle took a slow and meaningful look around the dingy room, decorated poorly for the Christmas season, trying not to grimace as she held her arm close to her chest. It was a small stab wound to start with, but constant movement in that carriage to get here had pulled at the healing, and now it was bleeding through her sleeve. It was a pity it was her right hand, for it meant that she was forced to hold her dagger in her left.

      You could not be too careful when meeting a man you’ve never even set your eyes on before.

      Giselle shivered and took a deep breath as a card game two tables over ended in mutterings and a punch that forced one man to the ground. Here she was, a young woman in a silk gown and elegant diamond ear bobs, sitting in one of the most dangerous inns in England. C’est stupide.

      Another deep breath was needed as the minutes ticked by, and the innkeeper glared at her for keeping the small table to herself. You are the Great Whisperer, Giselle said to herself, trying to keep a stern and forbidding look on her face. Courage. You have always managed to get out of scrapes before.

      There was a heavy thundering and her cobalt blue eyes looked around, anxious, until she realised it was the sound of her own heart rattling her ribcage. She wasn’t merely frightened: she was terrified. How could she have known, four months ago – and it felt so much longer – that wanting to pass on a letter for her friends would start her on a path like this? But she had had no choice, no choice at all – and now she had a spy’s reputation that she did not deserve!

      Giselle swallowed, and tried to imagine what anyone in the Loxham Inn would see if they looked at her. A lady, she hoped; une femme, well bred, and strong, with a determined stare that did not give in. She had not wanted to live a life of subterfuge, and this last transfer of letters was the last one. On Christmas Day, she would be free.

      Then she could go and find Pierre, wherever he was. No one’s brother should be missing for that length of time. Ah, mon frère…

      Giselle started; the hair on the back of her neck was starting to prickle. What was it? Her eyes darted around the room until they fell on a gentleman almost exactly opposite her, sitting in a small recess but still facing her.

      He was staring at her.

      She gasped as their eyes met, but he did not look away, and she found herself unable to break the connection. He was a young man, probably not more than one or two and thirty. He looked remarkably clean, which was unusual for the Loxham Inn, and his chestnut hair was cropped short. Even from this distance, Giselle could see his eyes were dark, sparkling with intelligence and focus.

      He was focused on her. There was no denying it, his entire attention was fixed upon her, and Giselle hated that her cheeks rushed with colour at the thought of his admiration.

      And yet she was not blind. He was a handsome man, richly dressed but poorly kempt. He looked like a man who had spent a few too many nights on the road, but had a servant just waiting to clean him, dress him, and send him onto a court ball.

      “’ello, dearie.”

      A man smelling rather pungently of pigs dropped into the seat beside her, and Giselle stiffened. Could this be the man that she had been waiting for all day? Could he be the one that she could pass these dratted letters onto, and then she would be free – free to just be Giselle d'Épiluçon, not the Great Whisperer any longer?

      The man was badly shaven, and his eyes were bloodshot from drink. “You’re a mighty pretty one, aren’t you?” He murmured in the deep Kentish accents that she now knew so well. “Whatcha doing here, nice lady like you? Looking for some fun?”

      The hand that was not grasped around his tankard had now found her leg. Giselle’s lips smiled, but the mirth did not reach her eyes. In one swift movement, she had grasp of his little finger and twisted it back, causing the man to cry out in pain and tears appear in his eyes.

      “Was this,” she whispered in a meaningful voice, “what you were looking for, mon amie?”

      She pulled it back a little further and the man shook his head, whimpering. Giselle pushed back her cloak slightly to reveal the shine of her dagger, and his eyes widened even further, tears now falling onto his cheeks.

      “I think it is best if you leave the Loxham Inn,” Giselle said, the false smile now completely gone from her mouth. “Perhaps you do not come back. Perhaps you never come back, tu comprends?”

      The man nodded, pleading with his eyes to be released. She let go of his hand but brought her dagger out of her cloak’s folds ever so slightly, as a warning.

      He did not need it. Without another word but a quiet whimper, the man half walked, half ran towards the door of the Loxham Inn and left without a backward glance.

      Giselle sighed and rolled her shoulders, trying to loosen the tension that had built up there. Mon Dieu, but she hated what her life had become. She lived in fear from moment to moment, never able to rest, never comfortable – and yet she was a lady of France, not some London urchin who enjoyed fighting to its life from day to day!

      It had all started when the Revolution happened. 1798 had been a difficult one for all of France, but far more so for families like the d'Épiluçon. Rich, powerful, and noble, they were everything that the revolutionaries hated.

      It had not taken them long to start executing them for the crime of simply being rich.

      The d'Épiluçon family had managed to survive for a few years, keeping their heads down, not getting involved in anything political, just wanting to live in peace. Until that day when “they” had come.

      Giselle swallowed as her eyes filled with tears that she forced away. The important thing was that she had survived, and she had not survived just to feel sorry for herself. The counter-revolutionaries had found her, and convinced her that the only way to protect Pierre was to turn spy against the revolutionaries, to move information about the nobles and how they could be protected. Only for a few weeks, they had said. And then she could be free.

      Code name, the Great Whisperer.

      She glanced up and once again caught the eyes of the handsome gentleman, who was still watching her.

      Her eyes dropped, unable to match the intensity in his dark eyes. It could not be much longer, she told herself. Her contact would arrive soon, and she would be free from being the Great Whisperer, and would be Giselle d'Épiluçon once more.

      Just one more rendezvous.

      

      Éduard shifted uncomfortably. His breeches were sticking horribly to the wooden seat and there was a taste of tin every time he brought the tankard to his lips, but neither of those reasons were why he was so discomforted.

      Neither was it because he was so unaccustomed to associating with these lower classes, he thought, lip curling as a pair of drunkards stumbled past his table to, by the sound of it, vomit loudly outside the door of the inn.

      It wasn’t even because he had not eaten in nigh on twelve hours, something that his younger self would have found incomprehensible.

      But he was nearing thirty now, d’accord, and his long hunt seemed to be nearing its end, and in time for the festive season too. The Great Whisperer was going to be here, he just knew it. A sweeping glance of the inn revealed only two men that he could conceive as the mysterious spy that had kept France in awe the last few months: the innkeeper, and the man who had just left the inn, apparently fighting back tears.

      No, what truly made Éduard uncomfortable was the strikingly beautiful woman who was seated almost exactly opposite him.

      By God, but it would be much easier if she was not such a distraction. It had been her diamond earrings that had caught his eye at first, glinting in the candlelight. Willowy in figure, and tall, as far as he could make out, with long thick curls of dark hair piled upon her head in that elegant way that Éduard could not comprehend. Just one pin always seemed to hold it all together, and the thought of that lady reaching up delicately and removing just one to let it all sweep down her shoulders …

      It was enough to make parts of his body stiff, and that wasn’t the worst of it. The light lilac gown just visible underneath a rich purple cloak seemed to shimmer in the candlelight, highly suggestive of swells and curves exactly, and here Éduard swallowed, where they should be.

      She was out of place: too elegant, too refined to be found in the Loxham Inn. What she could be doing there, he could not tell, but the longer that he looked at her …

      Éduard shook his head. He should not even be thinking of her at all. With great reluctance, and against the better judgement of his hungry body – for it was more than food that could satisfy him – he dragged his eyes away, and looked around the room once more.

      He should be concentrating every part of his being on discovering the Great Whisperer. Had he not hunted for this man day and night for weeks? Had he not taken a solemn vow, one that he intended to keep, that he would join him?

      It seemed almost impossible that he had reached the end of the road: that he would soon have his hands on the culprit. Mon Dieu, but it had been a long ride, up and down the country of England, at least one foray that he could remember back to the old country, back to France, and even an excursion up to Scotland, which had made him shiver just thinking about the temperatures there.

      But it was here, in a dirty, dank, and decrepit Kentish inn, three days before Christmas, that he, Prince Éduard of Aviroux, that the Great Whisperer was finally to meet his match.

      Éduard jolted as the door to the Loxham Inn opened. The man who entered was broad in the shoulder and had a heavy greatcoat wrapped around him, hiding part of his face to the drinkers who looked away from him almost immediately. He did not look like a gentleman to cross.

      After surveying the room with a glint in his eye, the stranger strode across the room with purpose, and seated himself beside the beautiful woman who had stolen Éduard’s admiration. Without looking around, the stranger pulled out a sheaf of papers from the inside of his greatcoat.

      Éduard’s heart leapt painfully as his pulse quickened. This was it! This was the man: this spy had finally revealed himself, though he knew not yet, and the woman who had distracted him and caused him to think deliciously pleasant thoughts was his contact!

      Hardly daring to breathe, lest they somehow hear his thoughts, Éduard shifted slightly in his seat, trying to raise himself up a little higher – but even with his tall build, he could not see what was inscribed on the papers.

      Éduard could hear the thunder of his blood in his ears. He had never been this close, so close to victory: he had never seen the Great Whisperer before, save for one glimpse as he had ridden off on a horse into darkness, when Éduard had cursed his own bad fortune, and sworn once more that he would not rest until he had caught up with him.

      And now he was so close, mere moments away from the final discovery. Éduard rose slowly and moved into the seat just to his right, at the same table. It brought him perhaps six inches closer to the couple, and his heart hammered in his chest as he tried to swallow and wet his dry throat.

      His sword: he needed to get his sword out from under his greatcoat, but it was a complex process at the best of times, and here he was, trying not to catch anyone’s attention!

      Moving by inches only, sweat starting to form on his forehead, Éduard moved slightly – but he was not careful enough. The woman’s eyes, blue and shining, darted to him and widened as she saw the sword.

      “Danger!” She cried in a terrified voice, and the stranger beside her started.

      Éduard tried to pull the sword out from under his greatcoat and step forward at the same time, and the ensuing tangle gave them exactly what they needed: time.

      The man and woman rose and rushed towards the door, he just ahead of her who was hampered slightly by the whipping of her cloak around her, so fast was their movement.

      Éduard cursed under his breath. “Merde – wait!”

      There was nothing for it. He raced after them, heart pounding painfully now, determination flowing through him as bitterly as the beer he had been drinking, all his energy now focused on catching the Great Whisperer.
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      I always strive for accuracy with my historical books, as a historian myself, and I have done my best to make my research pertinent and accurate. Any mistakes that have slipped in must be forgiven, as I am but a lover of this era, not an expert.
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