
        
            
                
            
        

    
Unexpected Complications

"Things had not gone as expected," Samuel Pace muttered, more to the carriage walls than to anyone in particular. His voice, however, now tinkled in an unfamiliar register—light, feminine, and alarmingly pleasant—like the delicate chime of a tea cup as it is set down, with a grace and poise he'd never been able to claim for himself in his actual life.

In truth, nothing in his life had ever gone quite as expected, but this… this was a new pinnacle of unforeseen outcomes. A star historian by all accounts, Samuel had lived his professional life by facts—rigorous, unyielding facts. The sort that could be cited in respectable journals and that landed him on bestseller lists by the time he was thirty. His name had graced dinner tables in well-to-do circles, his lectures filled auditoriums, his theories on the early industrial revolution sparked academic debates that raged for weeks. But no one, least of all himself, could have predicted that his ambition would one day land him here—literally here, in a body that was decidedly not his own, on a bumpy road to an almost bankrupt estate.

The scientific experiment that had promised so much had left him rather shortchanged. No one had mentioned this minor inconvenience, Samuel thought, as he stared down at the modest bosom, his bosom—her bosom?—rising and falling with each breath, the unfamiliar sensation of tender flesh against the ribcage altogether too much for rational consideration just yet. Nor had anyone prepared him for the truly remarkable absence of anything between his thighs. It was as though the essence of his very self had been taken and tossed into this new vessel without so much as a "by your leave." Quantum transference of consciousness—yes, that had all sounded very grand in the sterile confines of a modern laboratory. No one had thought to include a chapter on what one might do when one's newfound self came complete with petticoats and curls.

"A young woman," Samuel whispered, still not quite believing it.

"Did you say something, Miss Everist?" Bethany, the governess, glanced up from her knitting, her small black eyes narrowing through her spectacles.

Samuel started—"Miss Everist," she had called him. And, after a sharp, swirling moment of panic in which he grasped at the last tendrils of his former identity, he realized with a deepening horror that he—or rather, she—was now Miss Charlotte Everist, a young lady of precisely nineteen, on her way to the crumbling estate of a distant grand-uncle, accompanied by a governess who clearly saw better days when she looked backward rather than forward. It seemed his modern knowledge and bestselling accolades had no currency in a world where a woman’s chief talent was expected to be, at best, embroidery or conversation—and at worst, demure silence.

"Oh, no," Samuel—or rather Charlotte, as he must now remember to be—answered hastily. His voice, Charlotte’s voice, was a lilting thing, soft and unobtrusive. The kind of voice that could ask a man about the weather and make him feel complimented. He suspected it wouldn’t go very far in demanding the industrial reforms he’d once so passionately advocated.

Bethany’s brow furrowed as she tucked away her knitting. "We’ll be arriving in Nottingham soon. The estate’s not what it used to be, I’m afraid. Sir Everist is in poor health, and they say the house needs tending to—both roof and fortune, mind you."

"Roof and fortune, indeed," Samuel muttered under his breath, though the irony was likely lost on his governess, whose role in life was to shuttle a suddenly orphaned young lady to a place where she might be passed off into matrimony as quickly as possible. It was an arrangement that felt as transactional as any stock exchange Samuel had ever studied. Except in this era, the currency was decidedly more delicate. More—heaving, he thought dryly, with no small amount of sarcasm as he watched his new, unfamiliar chest rise with each breath.

Bethany, unaware of his internal monologue, nodded sagely. "A woman must make her way, Miss Everist. A girl without a husband is like a house without a roof, exposed to all the elements."

Samuel resisted the urge to roll his eyes. "And what if the house is perfectly sound without the roof?" he ventured, wondering if he might at least slip in a few modern philosophies into this absurd charade.

"Don’t be silly, child," Bethany replied, patting Samuel’s—Charlotte's—knee. "No house is sound without a roof. It’ll rain on your furniture. And no woman is secure without a husband. It’ll rain on your reputation, and that’s much worse, believe me."

Ah yes, the rain of ruination. Samuel—no, Charlotte—wondered if this was the moment when she ought to burst into dramatic tears, her hands thrown up in despair over the plight of unmarried women. But alas, tears would not come. Instead, only the beginnings of a headache from the oppressive sense of confinement. It wasn’t the corset—though that certainly didn’t help. It was the realization that her future had been entirely derailed. Samuel’s carefully calculated ambitions of reshaping history, of bending the past to his modern will, had been reduced to this: a nineteen-year-old girl with no fortune, no status, and, frankly, no plan.

Still, humor was a necessary defense.

At that moment, the carriage rounded a bend just outside of town and came to an abrupt halt, jostling her uncomfortably against the hard seat. Samuel peered out of the window and saw, to his great irritation, that another carriage had blocked the way. A tall man, whose very stance suggested the overconfidence of one accustomed to being obeyed, stood by the side of the road, engaged in a most ungracious dispute with a feeble old man who seemed to be all but cowering before him.

"Kindly remove yourself from the thoroughfare," the tall man barked, his tone as sharp as his well-tailored coat. "The road is not a place for loitering, and certainly not for delaying others."

Samuel narrowed his eyes. The arrogance! And yet… he could not help but notice that the man’s features, though set in a severe expression, were decidedly handsome. He had that lean, angular look about him, as if he were carved from marble, all sharp planes and shadows. A handsome rod of a man, indeed, but that was no excuse for such rudeness. Samuel suddenly stopped his thoughts and wondered where these protruding thoughts were coming from?

Eventually, with much grumbling, the old man was ordered into the tall stranger's carriage, which then trundled off, leaving Samuel’s own driver free to resume the journey. As the wheels began to turn again, he settled back into her seat, contemplating the encounter. "I have not even arrived, and already I am accosted by such ill-mannered displays of power," he muttered to himself. "No doubt Nottingham will prove to be a veritable nest of such creatures. Handsome devils, no doubt, but devils all the same." Again with thoughts not quite his own.

"Miss Everist?" Bethany interrupted his thoughts, her tone carefully casual, though with the unmistakable edge of someone who was fishing for information. "You… haven’t mentioned your plans. Once we arrive at Sir Everist’s estate, I mean."

"My plans?" Charlotte blinked, feeling momentarily lost. Plans, right. Because a nineteenth-century young woman always had such grand control over her fate. The best possible outcome would be to find a man with more than three teeth and fewer than two mistresses. Samuel—or Charlotte—winced at the thought.

Bethany leaned in, her expression tightening with concern. "Forgive me, but Sir Everist’s situation… it is not sound. His health is declining, and the estate is… well, it is what it is. You will need to consider your prospects. Marriage, of course, is the only reasonable course." She paused before adding dramatically, "And if you don’t marry soon, well, there are worse fates than becoming a governess."

Samuel’s stomach clenched at that. A governess, Bethany said. The idea of teaching a gaggle of giggling, rebellious girls how to sit still and embroider in a drawing room until they married some local squire was, frankly, a nightmare of the highest order. Or worse, indeed. Could it get worse than that? It could. He—she—could end up a scullery maid, scrubbing floors and holding on to her modesty by a thread. Or, worse still, thrown onto the streets, as Bethany had described in her more bombastic warnings, where there was not even a pretense of reputation to cling to.

Bethany continued, her tone dropping conspiratorially, "I’ve seen it happen before. Girls with no fortune, no family—why, they’re snatched up by all manner of rogues. It’s the workhouse or worse. You must marry well, Miss Everist, before it is too late."

The words hung in the air like a noose tightening around Samuel’s—Charlotte’s—neck. Marriage had never seemed appealing even as a distant concept. As an immediate and urgent necessity, it was positively horrifying.

"And what… precisely constitutes ‘marrying well’ in this particular predicament?" Charlotte asked dryly, already knowing the answer but feeling the need to voice it regardless.

"A man of standing," Bethany said, though her eyes betrayed just how unlikely that prospect was in their current situation. "A fortune, if possible. But at the very least, a name. Sir Everist is a lesser viscount, but even that might hold sway if you were to present yourself at the proper social gatherings."

"Ah, so I am to throw myself upon the mercy of society and hope for the best?"

"More or less," Bethany agreed, though she appeared to take no offense at the sarcasm.


An Unfortunate Arrival

The carriage creaked and groaned as it rolled to a stop before Everist Hall, a once-proud estate now sagging under the weight of years and neglect. The great stone façade, mottled with moss and creeping ivy, seemed to droop as though in sympathy with the heavy clouds above. Its windows—glass panes smudged and grimy—peered out at the world like tired eyes longing for sleep. Samuel, now Charlotte, stepped down with as much grace as could be mustered while wearing unfamiliar skirts, his legs tangling like the strings of a marionette handled by a clumsy child.

Bethany followed, frowning at the cracked stones of the driveway as though the decay were a personal affront. “Well, here we are,” she declared, her voice a sharp contrast to the general air of deterioration. “Such as it is.”

Samuel—Charlotte—nodded. “Indeed.” Though perhaps a more apt description would be ‘a crumbling testament to decline.’ A house in such condition surely mirrored the prospects of its inhabitants. As the door swung open with a mournful creak, the figure of Uncle Thomas Everist appeared—a man in his late sixties, dressed in a threadbare waistcoat that seemed to be several decades behind the latest fashion, his white hair resembling a windswept nest.

“Ah! Charlotte!” he exclaimed with a broad, absent-minded grin, his eyes twinkling behind thick spectacles. “My dear girl! Welcome, welcome. It’s been—well, it’s been some time, hasn’t it?” His arms, though thin, were outstretched with such enthusiasm that Samuel, still awkward in his feminine form, was forced into a rather ungraceful embrace.

“Yes, Uncle. Some time indeed,” Samuel replied, his voice coming out softer than he intended, feeling himself trapped in the unwelcome role of niece. Not the figure I imagined I’d be in this particular time period, he thought bitterly.

Bethany curtsied stiffly, her expression locked between disdain and confusion, the very image of a woman deeply uncertain about how to proceed. “It is good of you to take us in, Sir Everist.”

“Nonsense, nonsense!” Thomas waved her words away like a troublesome fly. “Family is family! Although…” He paused, scratching his head with a perplexed frown. “I confess, I wasn’t entirely sure where to put you. The house, you see, is not quite—er—what it used to be. Half the rooms have been shut up for years. But I trust we’ll make do!” He smiled again, as if the matter had already resolved itself through sheer optimism.

Samuel’s eyes wandered over the dimly lit hallway, where dust motes floated in the heavy air like disoriented stars, and cobwebs draped the corners of the ceiling, their delicate threads resembling the finely spun lace of some forgotten bridal veil. The house, much like its owner, seemed charmingly detached from reality, held together more by memory than by maintenance.

“Well, Uncle,” Samuel began, slipping into the role with discomfort, “Bethany and I shall be fine with modest accommodations. I’ll explore the house and find suitable rooms.”

Thomas nodded eagerly. “Yes, yes, do as you please! Just mind the third floor—roof’s caved in a bit, you see. And don’t get lost; it’s a veritable maze back there!” He chuckled, apparently finding the thought of becoming irretrievably lost in one’s own home an amusing prospect.

Bethany, clearly unimpressed with their host's absent-mindedness, cleared her throat. “Perhaps we should settle in, Miss Charlotte?”

Samuel—Charlotte, he reminded himself with a sigh—nodded, leaving Uncle Thomas to continue chuckling to himself. As they ventured deeper into the house, the air grew colder, and the hallways narrower. The faint scent of mildew clung to the walls like an old memory, refusing to leave. Each door they passed seemed to hold behind it the echoes of conversations long since abandoned.

Here, then, is where I must make my way, Samuel thought grimly. Not as a powerful historian reshaping the future, but as a powerless girl, stumbling through the past.

After wandering for what felt like an age, Samuel found a pair of adjacent rooms at the far end of a corridor, doors heavy with age and use. The first room was sparse but clean, with faded wallpaper that had once been a cheery floral pattern. It would suffice for Bethany. The second room, his own, had a great bay window, cracked in places but allowing a soft, hazy light to filter through. The air was stale, and the furniture was draped in old sheets. Samuel yanked one off, revealing a bed that groaned under its own weight, much like its future occupant.

He began unpacking the trunks, pulling out garments in layers that felt both alien and oppressive. The walking dresses, morning gowns, evening gowns—each article of clothing represented a ritual of womanhood that he had never intended to participate in. Here were the half-boots, polished and delicate, for strolling the muddy paths that led to nowhere. There were the bonnets, wide-brimmed and ridiculous, designed not to shield from sun but to make one look like a painted doll. Stockings and garters, parasols, fans—all the paraphernalia of femininity weighed heavily on him. Samuel had once enjoyed the lightness of breeches and the simplicity of a coat, but now it was layer upon layer of entrapment, each piece of fabric another reminder of his new reality.

He sighed deeply as he handled an evening gown, its deep blue fabric shimmering like the twilight sky before a storm. Its beauty, undeniable, was also a burden—meant to display the woman he was not. How ironic that the history I wished to conquer now holds me captive in satin and silk.

Dinner was to be a formal affair, though one could scarcely call it that given the dilapidated state of the house and the limited options in the pantry. Samuel—now, reluctantly, Charlotte—guessed at the appropriate attire, fumbling with stays and ribbons, unsure where one thing began and another ended. By the time he presented himself, Bethany was waiting with the strained patience of a governess long accustomed to hopeless charges.

“Oh, Miss Everist,” Bethany sighed, eyeing the mismatched gloves and improperly tied sash with the disapproval of a drill sergeant. “You’ve a great deal to learn about presenting yourself.”

Samuel grimaced. “Yes, well, if this is my new test of intelligence, I must confess I find it somewhat… lacking in appeal.”

Bethany tutted, tugging at his gown with swift precision. “A young lady’s reputation is measured in the details, Miss Charlotte. You mustn’t appear so disheveled. Society can be cruel.”

Society, indeed, Samuel thought with irritation, as he caught a glimpse of his reflection in a tarnished mirror. His hair, arranged as best as he could manage, looked like it had been styled by a blindfolded servant. Yet, this was the battlefield now—no longer the world of ideas and knowledge, but ribbons, fabrics, and propriety.

They descended to the dining room, where Uncle Thomas awaited, seated at the head of a table that had seen better days. The once-grand candelabra above flickered weakly, casting long shadows that seemed to dance mockingly over the cracked ceiling. Dinner was a meager affair—stew and bread, the latter a bit stale—but Thomas’s spirits were high as he peppered Samuel with questions about his life in the outskirts of London.

“And your dear mother,” Uncle Thomas sighed, wiping his mouth with a napkin that had seen better days, “How she must have suffered with the loss of your father. And the estate, passed to that dreadful cousin, was it? What a shame, what a shame…”

Samuel—Charlotte—quickly glanced at Bethany, feigning the delicate heartache of an orphaned girl. “Yes, Uncle, it has been difficult,” he replied softly, his voice a low whisper of grief. Or at least, the approximation of grief, given the circumstances.

Bethany, ever the diligent governess, filled in the gaps with practiced efficiency. “Yes, Sir Everist, the passing of Miss Charlotte’s father was untimely, and the estate was transferred to a distant heir, leaving Mrs. Everist to struggle on a modest stipend.”

Samuel took mental notes, carefully filing away each detail. High society in London, grand parties, the estate that slipped through their fingers—all part of this delicate, preposterous narrative he would now have to live within.

By the time dinner was finished, Samuel’s head ached from the effort of keeping his composure. When at last he begged forgiveness to retire early, Uncle Thomas waved him off with absentminded affection, muttering something about “young ladies needing their rest.”

In his chambers, Samuel flung himself upon the creaking bed, still dressed in the layers of feminine armor he had yet to master. The weight of his circumstances pressed down upon him like the heavy velvet curtains draped over the windows. To think, he mused bitterly, I aimed to change history, and now I am nothing more than a girl on the outskirts of it.

Sleep came fitfully, with visions of dusty corridors and empty rooms. His last conscious thought, before darkness took him, was of the sheer absurdity of it all.


Morning Revelations and a Plan Unfolds

The first rays of dawn crept through the heavy curtains, casting a soft, golden light across the room and stirring Samuel—now Charlotte—from a restless sleep. The events of the previous day seemed like a fevered dream, but the weight of the unfamiliar body beneath the layers of nightclothes confirmed that this was no fleeting fantasy. Sitting up, Samuel blinked at the sunlight streaming through the window, illuminating the chamber in a way that revealed details he hadn’t quite grasped in the dimness of the previous evening.

Slowly, with a mix of curiosity and reluctance, he rose and made his way to the tall mirror standing in the corner of the room. What greeted him there was… surprising. It was one thing to know he was inhabiting the body of a young woman—Miss Charlotte Everist—but quite another to fully see it in the cold, clear light of day. The reflection that stared back at him was undeniably striking. A slender figure with a tiny waist, impossibly so by modern standards, no doubt the result of years of corseting. His—her—breasts rose and fell softly with each breath, their presence a constant, unavoidable reminder of this new reality. And the face: delicate, with fine features, soft curls framing it, and wide, expressive eyes that seemed to speak of innocence and beauty. Samuel blinked again, feeling a sharp discomfort at the thought. This—this lovely girl—was him.

Well, he thought bitterly, if this is the only tool I have in this time period, I’d best sharpen it.

Samuel, the historian, knew that appearance was no small weapon in the social battles of Regency England. His male pride might have bristled at the thought of using such a thing, but Charlotte’s survival depended on mastering the fine art of being a lady. And so, with a determination that had once been applied to cracking historical puzzles, he began the task of dressing himself.

From his historian’s memory, Samuel dredged up the intricate ritual of Regency dressing. The first layer was the chemise, a thin, simple garment that protected the skin from the outer layers. He slipped it on, feeling its lightness settle against his body. Next came the stays—a corset by another name—tightly laced to mold the body into the fashionable silhouette of the day. Samuel wrestled with the laces for a moment, silently cursing the past for its obsession with tiny waists, but soon enough, the stays were snug against him, pushing his newly acquired breasts upwards into a position that could only be described as heaving. Well, at least they seem to be doing their job, he thought with a wry smirk.

Over the stays came the petticoat, a soft, voluminous undergarment that added a certain grace to the figure. Samuel was beginning to appreciate the complexity of this ordeal—each layer had its purpose, creating a carefully structured appearance. Stockings followed, held up by garters, and then came the gown: a high-waisted morning dress, with a flowing skirt that draped over the petticoat. It was a pale blue muslin, modest yet elegant, the kind of dress a young lady might wear at breakfast. Finally, the gloves—though not strictly necessary at the table—completed the ensemble. Samuel gave himself one last glance in the mirror. It was Charlotte who stared back, every inch the proper young lady of the era.

Now, to play the part, he thought with a resigned sigh, stepping out to face the world.

At breakfast, Uncle Thomas was already seated, picking idly at a plate of bread and fruit, his thoughts clearly elsewhere. The old man looked up, smiling warmly as Charlotte entered. “Ah, good morning, my dear! I trust you slept well?”

“Well enough, Uncle,” Samuel replied, taking his seat. “I wondered, while we eat, if I might ask you a few questions about the estate? I’m eager to learn more about how things are managed.”

Uncle Thomas brightened at this. “Ah, estate business, yes! Always something to keep an eye on, though I must admit…” He trailed off, scratching his head in a manner that suggested he had not kept much of an eye on it at all. “There are loans, you see—made to several establishments in town. But I’ve no idea when the last payments were made. Terribly complicated, these things.” He chuckled, as though the negligence of his finances was merely an amusing oversight.

Samuel frowned. “Do you have records of the payments? Surely the steward would keep track?”

“Ah, the steward, yes,” Uncle Thomas nodded vaguely. “Good fellow, but there’s only so much he can do. You see, I haven’t been to town in quite some time. And, well… the crops from the renters’ estates, I believe, are due at some point soon, though I’m afraid I’ve lost track of when exactly. And the merchants… well, one tries to keep up with them, but I confess, I haven’t the head for it anymore.”

Samuel felt a knot of frustration tightening in his chest. This was worse than he thought. The estate wasn’t just neglected—it was teetering on the edge of ruin. If Uncle Thomas couldn’t even remember the basic details of its operation, how was Samuel—now Charlotte—supposed to salvage it?

After breakfast, Samuel arranged for a private conversation with the estate steward, a grim-faced man named Mr. Barrow. The meeting took place in a small, cluttered office that smelled faintly of must and despair.

“Miss Everist,” Mr. Barrow greeted her with a respectful nod. “I understand you wish to inquire about the state of the estate’s finances.”

“Yes,” Samuel replied, seating himself—or rather, herself—on a chair that creaked ominously under its weight. “Uncle Thomas seems to have… fallen behind on a number of matters. I’d like to know the full extent of the situation.”

Mr. Barrow sighed deeply. “It’s been difficult, Miss Everist. Sir Everist is not a man of detail, as you may have gathered. Many of those owing money to the estate have been lax in their payments, and I’ve been unable to enforce much without the viscount’s signature. The tenants grow bolder each year, and the merchants in town take advantage. I’ve tried, but without Sir Everist’s active involvement…”

“I see,” Samuel said, his mind racing. “We’ll need to get those accounts in order. Uncle Thomas must sign whatever is necessary. And we’ll need to visit town soon to meet with these merchants and tenants directly.”

Mr. Barrow looked mildly surprised at the sudden display of initiative. “Very well, Miss. I shall prepare the documents.”

But before Samuel could form any further plans, the sound of carriage wheels clattering up the drive interrupted the meeting. Lady Cheswith, resplendent in silks and feathers, swept into the house with her daughter in tow, the air around them thick with the smell of lavender and superiority. Lady Cheswith was the kind of woman who could dominate a room simply by being in it, and she wasted no time in asserting her presence.

“Ah, Miss Everist!” she exclaimed, her sharp eyes glancing up and down, taking in every detail of Charlotte’s appearance with barely concealed disdain. “We heard of your arrival and simply had to come. I trust you’re finding your dear uncle’s estate… charming?”

“Charming, yes,” Samuel replied, suppressing a groan as he realized that charm was likely the only thing the estate had left.

Lady Cheswith launched into a flurry of conversation, alternately offering advice and veiled criticisms. “You’ll need to make a good impression if you’re to succeed in local society. Appearances are everything, you know. And as for your prospects…” She paused, her tone dripping with the kind of condescension reserved for those she deemed hopeless. “Well, let’s just say it will be a challenge, dear.”

Beside her, Miss Cheswith—a simpering young woman with an unsettlingly high-pitched giggle—began prattling on about the latest gossip. “Did you hear, Miss Everist? Lady Carroway’s daughter was nearly engaged to Mr. Bramley, but of course, that fell through when he met Miss Waters! And now Lady Carroway is simply beside herself, poor thing. Oh, but it’s all so tragic, isn’t it?”

Samuel forced a smile, nodding politely as the endless stream of gossip washed over him. But in truth, he was only half-listening. His mind was focused on the more pressing matter of the estate, and how to keep it from crumbling entirely. Still, as irritating as Lady Cheswith and her daughter were, it was clear they held influence in local society. Samuel couldn’t afford to alienate them—not yet.

When at last the Cheswiths departed, leaving behind the scent of lavender and a lingering headache, Samuel returned to the task at hand. “Uncle Thomas,” he said firmly, “we need to review the financial papers. And after that, I’ll be visiting the town market. There are some matters I need to see to personally.”

Uncle Thomas looked up from the newspaper he was pretending to read. “Oh? The market? Whatever for?”

“To get a better understanding of the people we owe money to,” Samuel replied, already thinking ahead. If I can’t bend the past to my will, perhaps I can at least bend this estate back into shape.


Into the Town and the Nature of Persuasion

Samuel—Charlotte, he reminded himself for what felt like the hundredth time—descended from the carriage with a sigh. The skirts, soft and flowing as they were, still tangled around his legs like a trap, threatening to trip him with every step. Everington, the small town ahead, was a quaint sight, with cobbled streets and crooked, cheerful shops lining either side. The morning sun filtered through a haze of chimney smoke, casting a warm glow over the otherwise humble scene. Samuel drew in a breath, steeling himself for the day ahead, but this seemed like one of the few ways to assert some control over his fate and help the grand-uncle escape bankruptcy.

The first stop was Manuel Robertson, the local carpenter. His shop was tucked between the blacksmith’s forge and the bakery, and the familiar scent of sawdust and varnish filled the air. Inside, Manuel was a hulking figure, broad as the doors he crafted, his hands thick and calloused from years of labor. Samuel had anticipated this meeting—it wouldn’t be easy.

“Miss Everist,” Manuel greeted him with a nod, his eyes narrowing slightly. “Come to settle your uncle’s debts, I expect?”

“Partly,” Samuel said with a delicate smile, pulling the coin pouch from his reticule and setting it on the table with a soft clink. “This is a deposit, Mr. Robertson, for the work done before, and we’ll be making monthly payments from now on.” He paused, adding in a touch of girlish concern to his tone. “But… you see, the estate has fallen into disrepair, and my uncle is terribly concerned about the leaks in the roof and those broken windows…”

Manuel crossed his arms over his chest, his gaze hardening. “Concerned, is he? Funny, he wasn’t concerned when I did the last job and never saw a penny of it.”

Samuel let out a soft sigh and looked up at him through his lashes, the gesture practiced but utterly unnatural. “I completely understand, Mr. Robertson. I really do. But surely you see, without those repairs, the house could…” He trailed off, letting the sentence hang. Let him fill in the gap, Samuel thought. Let him think of the consequences himself.

Manuel’s face softened slightly, though he wasn’t fully convinced. “I’m a carpenter, Miss Everist, not a charity.”

Samuel took a step closer, letting a hint of vulnerability slip into his voice. “And we’re not asking for charity, I promise. My uncle has every intention of paying in full—every month,” he added with emphasis. “But surely a man of your skill wouldn’t leave a lady’s home to fall apart around her?”

Manuel frowned, his arms uncrossing as he glanced at the coin pouch. Samuel saw the small crack of doubt and pressed further. “I’ve heard so much about your work, Mr. Robertson. You’re the best in town, aren’t you? No one else could possibly do such fine work on our old, crumbling house.” He gave him a small, almost shy smile, feeling the words stick in his throat but knowing their effect. “I know it’s a lot to ask…”

Manuel sighed deeply, his gruff face softening further. “Fine. I’ll have the men over tomorrow. But you’d better be sure those payments come through.”

Samuel forced a delighted smile, though inwardly, the idea of having to flirt for roof repairs made him want to choke. “Oh, thank you, Mr. Robertson. You’re too kind.”

As he left the shop, Samuel couldn't help but shake his head, amazed at the effectiveness of his new tactic. Flattery, wide eyes, a little helplessness. It shouldn’t work, he thought, but it does. How unsettling.

The next stop was the bank, where things took a stranger turn.

As Samuel approached, he saw a tall man standing on the steps, arguing with another gentleman- in fact the same man who had blocked their way on the way into town and yelled at the old man to enter his carriage. The man—Lord Witmore, as Samuel later recalled—was broad and well-dressed, his voice booming through the otherwise quiet street. The smaller, well-dressed man he was arguing with held his ground with remarkable calm, though his face was growing redder with every word.

“I told you to mind your own business,” the smaller man said coolly, his voice steady despite the tension in the air.

“And I told you,” Witmore snarled, “to take responsibility for your business.” With that, he shoved the smaller man with shocking force, sending him sprawling to the ground.

Samuel froze for a moment, watching as the brutish Witmore stalked off, leaving his victim lying in the dirt. What an oaf, Samuel thought, rushing over to help.

The man, now brushing dirt off his fine jacket, looked up at Samuel with a grateful smile. “Thank you, Miss. That was most kind of you.”

“Of course,” Samuel replied, helping him to his feet. “Are you all right?”

“Quite,” the man said, giving Samuel a quick once-over before introducing himself with a polite bow. “Jonathan Wainwright, at your service. And whom do I have the pleasure of thanking?”

“Miss Charlotte Everist,” Samuel replied, offering a small, graceful curtsy—though it still felt awkward.

Jonathan smiled, brushing more dust from his coat. “Witmore is nothing but a brute. Best to steer clear of him. But thank you again, Miss Everist. I must say, I hope I’ll see you at the ball tomorrow evening. Perhaps you might grant me the honor of a dance?”

Samuel blinked, momentarily flustered. A dance? “I—I’ll consider it,” he said, feeling the words escape before he could think them through. Jonathan, smiling broadly, took his hand—her hand!—and kissed it gently.

“I look forward to it, Miss Everist.” With a polite nod, he turned and walked away, leaving Samuel standing in the middle of the street, utterly bewildered. This is the first time I’ve had a man kiss my hand…

It was a disconcerting feeling, to be sure. But there was no time to dwell on it. Samuel steeled himself and entered the bank, where the matter of Uncle Thomas’s finances awaited. Sorting through the ledgers revealed a mess—unpaid rents, loans ignored, and businesses that had not contributed a penny to the estate in months. Samuel set about listing each name, each amount owed, and resolved to pay those businesses a visit.

The first was Mrs. Harwood’s millinery shop. The woman was stout, with a face that looked carved from stone and eyes that flickered with suspicion. Samuel knew this wouldn’t be easy.

“Miss Everist,” Mrs. Harwood greeted coolly, her hands never stopping their work. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Mrs. Harwood,” Samuel began with a smile, soft and sweet, “I hope I’m not interrupting. I’ve just come to inquire about the rent owed to my uncle’s estate. We haven’t received payment in some time…”

Mrs. Harwood’s expression darkened slightly. “Times are hard, Miss Everist. Surely you understand. Fabric doesn’t buy itself, you know.”

Samuel blinked, then took a delicate step forward. “Oh, I do understand,” he said, lowering his voice just a touch, as if sharing a secret. “But you see, things are hard for us as well. My uncle is terribly worried about the estate, and we really do need all the help we can get.”

Mrs. Harwood hesitated, clearly torn between her own financial troubles and the gentle pressure Samuel was applying. “Well… perhaps I can manage something by next week.”

Samuel’s smile widened, almost against his will. “That would be so kind of you. I’m sure my uncle will be most grateful.”

At the cobbler’s, things were even more difficult. Mr. Digsby, the owner, barely looked up from his work when Samuel entered.

“I ain’t got it, Miss,” he said gruffly, pounding away at the leather in front of him. “You’ll have to wait.”

Samuel, feeling his patience thin, stepped closer, adopting the helpless damsel act that seemed to work so well. “Oh, Mr. Digsby,” he said softly, clasping his hands in front of him. “I’m afraid waiting isn’t something we can afford right now. My uncle has been in such distress about the estate, and… well, I don’t know what we’ll do if things don’t improve soon.” He let his voice waver slightly, as though on the verge of tears.

Mr. Digsby paused, his frown deepening. “Now, now, Miss, no need for that. I’ll see what I can do by the end of the month.”

Samuel smiled, feeling a strange sense of triumph, even as he inwardly cringed at how easily he was slipping into this new role. “Thank you, Mr. Digsby. You’re too kind.”

By the time Samuel had visited the last of the debtors, each encounter a delicate dance of charm, sweetness, and veiled pressure, he was exhausted. The taste of playing the innocent, vulnerable girl sat sour in his mouth, but he couldn’t deny the effectiveness. It was disconcerting, how easily these men bent to the act, how quick they were to oblige a smile, a kind word, or a gentle plea.

Finally, Samuel stopped by the local newspaper to place an advertisement for an agricultural supervisor, knowing full well that without proper management of the land, the estate had little hope of survival. The cost of the advertisement stung, but Samuel knew it was a necessary investment.

As the carriage rattled back toward the estate, Samuel leaned back against the seat, his thoughts swirling. He was pleased with the day’s successes, yes, but also deeply unsettled. Is this what it means to be a woman here? he thought, staring out at the rolling fields beyond the road. To wheedle and flirt and charm your way through life, using kindness as a weapon?

He sighed, shaking his head. Well, if that’s the game, I’ll just have to get better at playing it.


Preparing for the Game

Samuel awoke the next morning with a renewed sense of determination. His first victory at the town had whetted his appetite for more progress, though the prospect of attending that evening’s ball weighed heavily on his mind. He’d spent much of the prior day wheedling and flattering his way through debtors, but now, he had to navigate a different battlefield entirely—one where the weapons were smiles, dance steps, and well-placed compliments. And the stakes? Marriages, alliances, and, as far as Lady Houston was concerned, perhaps even Charlotte’s very future.

After a modest breakfast, Samuel, dressed in his now-familiar morning gown, called on Lady Houston, to whom Bethany had made an introduction earlier in the week. Lady Houston’s residence, while grand, had the feel of comfortable wealth rather than the faded grandeur of Uncle Thomas’s estate. The air inside was warm and thick with the scent of lavender, and the decor was heavy with plush, well-maintained furniture. It was the kind of house where nothing was left to chance, and everything—from the curtains to the tea service—seemed perfectly in place.

Lady Houston herself was a rotund but pleasant woman, her cheeks flushed with good humor and, as Samuel soon discovered, an insatiable enthusiasm for matchmaking.

“Miss Everist, how lovely to see you!” Lady Houston exclaimed as Samuel entered the drawing room, her plump hands outstretched in greeting. “Do sit down, my dear. I’ve been so looking forward to meeting you properly.” She gestured toward a velvet-cushioned chair with the ease of one who ruled her domain with unspoken authority.

Samuel, feeling the weight of his feminine guise settling over him like a well-worn cloak, curtsied slightly before taking his seat. “Thank you, Lady Houston. It’s so kind of you to receive me.”

“Nonsense, my dear!” Lady Houston waved her hand dismissively as she poured tea with practiced precision. “I’ve heard all about your unfortunate circumstances, and rest assured, I am determined to do what I can to help. A girl of your age”—her voice dropped slightly, as though she were sharing a scandalous secret—“should not be left to fend for herself, you know. Nineteen, is it? Why, that’s positively ancient to be without prospects.”

Samuel suppressed a grimace and nodded politely. Ancient, indeed. Inwardly, he marveled at how different things were in this time. In his world, he had once scoffed at the idea of “settling down” before thirty, but here, at nineteen, Charlotte was practically on the verge of becoming an old maid.

Lady Houston leaned forward conspiratorially. “But not to worry, my dear. There are still some fine prospects in the area, and I have made it my mission to introduce you to several of them at the ball tonight. It is, after all, one’s duty to ensure a girl’s future is properly secured, especially given…” Her voice trailed off with a polite cough, her eyes flicking downward as though the state of Uncle Thomas’s finances were a subject too delicate to discuss directly.

“Of course,” Samuel replied, allowing a delicate sigh to escape—one that hinted at the weight of such a burden. “I can’t thank you enough for your kindness, Lady Houston.”

Lady Houston beamed, her cheeks plumping with pleasure at the compliment. “Think nothing of it, my dear. I take these matters very seriously. Now, let me see… I’ve taken the liberty of considering some potential matches for you.”

Samuel leaned forward slightly, inwardly preparing himself for what promised to be a parade of mediocrity.

“There’s Mr. Thackeray, of course,” Lady Houston began, counting off on her fingers. “A respectable gentleman, though perhaps not the liveliest. And Mr. Holmes—an excellent shot, they say, and quite wealthy from his father’s estate. Then there’s Lord Pennington, though he’s a bit stiff in conversation. Still, a good match is rarely about conversation, don’t you think?”

Samuel smiled thinly, nodding. Rarely about conversation, indeed. He could only imagine the tedious lives these “prospects” must lead, each one more unbearable than the next.

But Lady Houston wasn’t finished. “And of course,” she added with a sly smile, “there’s Matthew.”

Samuel raised an eyebrow. “Matthew?”

“My son,” Lady Houston replied, her voice soft with maternal pride. “A fine young man, though he’s terribly modest. I shouldn’t like to brag, but he would be an excellent match for a young lady like yourself.”

Samuel inwardly winced, seeing where this was headed. “Oh, I’m sure he’s quite accomplished.”

Lady Houston chuckled, her eyes gleaming. “Modest to a fault, I tell you. But with your uncle’s, er… circumstances, I should think you’d be quite pleased with such a match. A steady family with strong connections, and Matthew would make an excellent husband. He’ll be at the ball tonight, and I’m sure you’ll get on splendidly.”

Just as Samuel was preparing himself for another gracious response, the door opened, and in walked Matthew.

He was pleasant enough in appearance, with a round face and mild brown eyes, but the moment he opened his mouth, Samuel realized just how dull a conversation could truly be.

“Miss Everist,” Matthew said, bowing awkwardly. “It’s, um, very nice to meet you. Mother speaks highly of you.”

Samuel, ever the consummate actor, smiled warmly and replied, “How kind of her, and how kind of you to say so.”

There followed a strained conversation in which Matthew talked at length about the weather, the hunting season, and—Samuel nearly laughed out loud—the benefits of a proper fence for containing sheep. But Samuel, knowing the importance of impressing Lady Houston, played his part perfectly. He smiled in all the right places, made witty remarks that soared over Matthew’s head, and generally acted the charming young lady. By the time he excused himself to return home and prepare for the ball, Lady Houston was positively glowing with approval.

Another victory, Samuel thought as he rode home in the carriage, though the thought of having to endure more interactions like this made his stomach turn.



Back at the estate, the afternoon passed in a blur of preparations for the evening. Bethany, the ever-diligent governess, oversaw every detail of Samuel’s toilette, fussing over each layer of fabric as though the fate of the world rested on the perfection of Charlotte’s appearance.

“You must make a good impression tonight, Miss Charlotte,” Bethany chided gently as she tightened the laces of the corset. “A young lady’s future can be made or broken at such events.”

Samuel, holding his breath as the corset pinched his waist into a shape that could only be described as inhumanly small, merely nodded. The irony of it all was not lost on him. In his previous life, he’d been a man who controlled his destiny with intellect and knowledge. Now, his future depended on the cut of his gown and the grace of his dance steps. How utterly absurd.

When at last he was dressed—clad in a pale green evening gown with delicate lace and a string of pearls around his neck—Samuel looked at himself in the mirror. The image staring back was that of a young woman ready to conquer the world, but beneath the soft features and the shimmering gown was a mind still struggling with the dissonance of it all.

This body is my only tool, he reminded himself, turning to look at Bethany, who smiled with satisfaction at her handiwork. And tonight, I’ll have to wield it like a weapon.


The Ball and the Dangers of Charm

The ballroom gleamed with candlelight, mirrors reflecting the glow and casting everything in an ethereal shimmer. Chandeliers sparkled above like constellations, illuminating the polished wooden floor where couples moved in perfect harmony. It was a scene of elegance, wealth, and—most importantly—opportunity. Samuel—Charlotte, he reminded himself yet again—stepped into the ballroom with practiced grace, Bethany’s final admonishments about posture and poise still ringing in his ears. His gown of pale green fluttered softly as he walked, the lace at his sleeves brushing his wrists in a way that reminded him, constantly, of the unfamiliarity of his form.

Lady Houston was by his side in moments, her wide smile and flushed cheeks welcoming him as though she were introducing him to the court itself. “Miss Everist,” she said, taking Samuel’s arm in a firm grip, “we must not waste a moment. There are so many fine gentlemen eager to meet you. We’ll have that dance card filled in no time.”

Samuel smiled, more out of politeness than enthusiasm, as Lady Houston steered him toward a small group of gentlemen. His eyes scanned the room, taking in the assembly of faces, both old and young. The hum of conversation filled the air, punctuated by bursts of laughter. It was a glittering maze of social maneuvering, and Samuel, always the strategist, knew how vital it was to play this game well.

The first introduction was to Mr. Thackeray, a man of few words and even fewer interesting thoughts. His conversation, if it could be called that, revolved primarily around weather patterns and the latest trends in hunting attire. Samuel smiled and nodded at the appropriate intervals, but his mind was already moving ahead, calculating the value of each interaction. As they took to the dance floor, Mr. Thackeray’s hand rested lightly on Samuel’s waist, guiding him through the steps of the quadrille.

This is fine, Samuel thought, mentally cataloging the experience. I can manage this.

But as the dance progressed, he found the sensation of being led—of being physically maneuvered by someone else—strangely unsettling. Thackeray’s hand was respectful, but there was something about the dynamic that made Samuel acutely aware of his body in a way he had never been before. The delicate weight of the gown, the tight pull of the corset, and the softness of his curves—all of it seemed to come alive under the touch of another.

Thackeray said something about the likelihood of rain later that week, and Samuel responded with a polite comment about the unpredictability of English weather, all while trying to ignore the sensation of Thackeray’s fingers grazing his side as they moved through the dance. It wasn’t unpleasant—quite the opposite—but it was foreign, and that alone made Samuel feel uneasy.

After the dance, Thackeray bowed stiffly, and Samuel curtsied in return, offering him a polite smile before turning away with relief. One down, he thought, several more to go.

Next was Mr. Holmes, a man whose primary topic of interest seemed to be his impressive collection of firearms. Samuel smiled as Holmes talked at length about his prized rifle, all while Samuel nodded and made the occasional flattering comment about the precision of such a skill. When Holmes offered his hand for the next dance, Samuel accepted, finding the steps of the waltz somewhat easier to manage after the first round. Holmes was polite, though his gaze drifted downward more often than Samuel would have liked.

As they danced, Holmes’s hand slid a little lower on Samuel’s waist, not enough to be inappropriate, but enough to remind Samuel that he was, in this moment, being observed not just as a woman, but as a desirable one. The thought was both empowering and deeply disconcerting.

What am I doing? Samuel thought, biting back the frustration that threatened to bubble up. This is just another transaction.

And yet, his body was reacting in ways that left him more confused than ever. Each brush of a hand, each lingering glance, sent small ripples of awareness through him. The feeling of being wanted—in this entirely new way—was beginning to cloud his thoughts.

By the time Mr. Holmes had finished his musings on the best ammunition for pheasant hunting, Samuel was thoroughly exasperated, though outwardly calm. He excused himself with a soft laugh and a promise to discuss the merits of firearms later—as if I care, he thought wryly—and made his way to the refreshment table, eager for a moment of reprieve.

But respite was not to be had, as Jonathan Wainwright appeared at his side, his smile warm and inviting. “Miss Everist,” he said, bowing slightly, “I was hoping to find you before the evening grew too late. May I have the pleasure of the next dance?”

Samuel blinked, momentarily thrown by the sudden shift in his mood. He had been prepared to endure another round of dull conversation, but there was something about Jonathan that drew him in—something that felt genuine, even in this world of posturing and politeness.

“Of course, Mr. Wainwright,” Samuel replied, allowing a real smile to slip through as Jonathan led him onto the floor.

The waltz began, and Jonathan’s hand rested confidently on Samuel’s waist, guiding him through the steps with an ease that belied the formal setting. As they moved, Jonathan leaned in slightly, his voice low and playful. “You seem to be handling all of this quite well, Miss Everist. You must be used to these sorts of events.”

Samuel laughed softly, his mind racing to stay in character. “Oh, I manage,” he said, the words coming more naturally than he expected. “Though I confess, the company makes it much easier.”

Jonathan’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “A diplomat as well as a dancer, I see. But tell me, have you enjoyed your evening so far? Or are you simply enduring the endless parade of gentlemen vying for your attention?”

Samuel’s heart skipped a beat, though he wasn’t sure why. The conversation was light, flirtatious even, but there was something in Jonathan’s tone that made it feel… personal.

“I’m enjoying it well enough,” Samuel replied, feeling the words settle on his tongue like honey. “Though I admit, it’s been a rather dizzying experience.”

Jonathan’s hand tightened ever so slightly on Samuel’s waist as they moved, the closeness of their bodies becoming more noticeable with each step. Samuel could feel the heat of Jonathan’s hand through the thin fabric of the gown, and his mind—still clinging to the rationality of his former self—tried to dismiss the growing awareness that this body, Charlotte’s body, was responding to the touch. His breasts, pressed against the corset, felt sensitive to even the most incidental graze, and the sensation of being held, being led, was sending waves of something unsettlingly pleasant through him.

“Dizzying indeed,” Jonathan said, his gaze lingering on Samuel’s face. “But you seem to have handled it with grace.”

Samuel smiled, though inwardly he was grappling with something far more complex. This had all been a game—an exercise in social maneuvering—but as Jonathan’s hand rested on his lower back, pulling him just a little closer, Samuel felt an undeniable tug of something else. Desire? Attraction? The thoughts whirled in his mind, and for the first time since arriving in this strange, feminine form, Samuel felt the stirrings of something that wasn’t entirely intellectual.

Is this Charlotte’s body reacting? Samuel wondered, his mind racing to make sense of the emotions flooding through him. Or is this me? The question gnawed at him, unresolved and unsettling.

By the time the dance ended, Samuel was both relieved and disappointed. Jonathan bowed, his smile lingering, and Samuel curtsied, feeling his heart beat faster than it should. As Jonathan walked away, Samuel found himself watching him go, something strange and unfamiliar tightening in his chest.

Before he could dwell on it, however, a looming figure appeared at his side.

“Miss Everist,” Lord Witmore’s voice was a low rumble, and Samuel turned to find the man towering over him, his expression unreadable. “Would you do me the honor of the next dance?”

Samuel hesitated, every instinct telling him to refuse. Witmore had been nothing but brutish in their previous encounters, and the thought of spending another moment in his company was hardly appealing. But Witmore was a powerful man, and the last thing Samuel needed was to alienate someone with such influence.

“Of course, Lord Witmore,” Samuel replied, forcing a smile as he placed his hand in Witmore’s and allowed himself to be led onto the dance floor.

The moment Witmore’s hand gripped his waist, Samuel felt a jolt of something—something much stronger than he had felt with the others. Witmore’s touch was firm, almost possessive, and the way he guided Samuel through the dance left no room for hesitation. It was as though Witmore had taken control of not just the dance, but of Samuel himself. And it was infuriating.

But what was even more infuriating was the way Samuel’s body responded. The firm grip on his waist, the way Witmore’s hand pressed against the small of his back, the heat of the man’s body as they moved in close proximity—it all sent shivers of… excitement through Samuel, no matter how much he tried to ignore it.

As they danced, Samuel found himself acutely aware of every part of his body—his breasts, now heaving slightly from the exertion, pressed against the bodice of his gown; the delicate curve of his waist, molded by the corset; the softness of his skin, which felt hypersensitive to every touch. And Witmore’s gaze, dark and intense, seemed to bore into him, as if the man could see through the layers of fabric and skin, into the very heart of Samuel’s confusion.

Why is this happening? Samuel thought, his mind spinning. He had spent the evening treating every encounter as a transaction, a means to secure the future of the estate. But now, with Witmore’s hand on his waist and his breath warm against Samuel’s ear, the reality of his situation was becoming painfully clear. This wasn’t just about flirting and dancing. It wasn’t just about securing a match. It was about physical intimacy. Sexual intimacy.

This is Charlotte’s body, Samuel reminded himself, trying to maintain some semblance of control. This isn’t me. But the more he tried to convince himself, the more confused he became. The sensations flooding through him—the way his body reacted to being held, being touched, being wanted—felt so immediate, so personal, that it was impossible to separate Charlotte from Samuel.

As the dance came to a close, Samuel found himself breathless—not from the exertion, but from the sheer intensity of what he had just experienced. Witmore bowed slightly, his expression still unreadable, and Samuel curtsied, though his mind was in turmoil. The ballroom, once a mere setting for polite society and trivial flirtations, now felt charged with something much heavier. Samuel could feel Witmore’s gaze lingering on him, even as the viscount turned to leave.

Without thinking, Samuel looked up, just in time to catch Witmore glancing back at him, his dark eyes flicking over Samuel’s form with a kind of smoldering curiosity. The connection was brief but undeniable. What does he see? Samuel wondered, a knot tightening in his stomach. His first instinct was to break the gaze, to look away, as though retreating to the safety of distance could somehow undo the unsettling feelings that were beginning to stir.

He turned his head deliberately, feeling the heat rise to his cheeks, trying to calm the storm inside. This is ridiculous, Samuel thought, clutching his gloved hands together as though holding tightly to the reality of his situation would prevent it from slipping away. He’s just another arrogant man in a world full of them.

But the pull was too strong. Almost against his will, Samuel’s gaze drifted back—drawn, as if by some unseen force—and to his shock, Witmore was still watching him, his eyes fixed on Samuel with a strange intensity. The look wasn’t one of anger, nor was it the typical leer he had encountered from others that evening. It was… something deeper. Something that made Samuel’s breath catch in his throat.

Their eyes locked again, and for a moment, Samuel forgot where he was, forgot about the buzzing crowd, the music, the transactional nature of it all. In that brief exchange, he felt utterly exposed—as though Witmore could see beyond the carefully constructed layers of femininity Samuel had been adopting, and yet somehow still found him fascinating.

Heart pounding, Samuel tore his gaze away once more, his pulse quickening in frustration. He turned his back on Witmore, deliberately this time, letting the swirl of his skirts signal his departure. He could feel the weight of his own discomfort pressing down on him, the unsettling knowledge that he wasn’t merely playing a role tonight—he was being seen in a way that both frightened and intrigued him.

But, almost reflexively, he cast one more glance over his shoulder. Witmore was still watching him, his eyes dark and intense. There was something unspoken in that final look—something that made Samuel’s mind race with questions he wasn’t sure he wanted answered.

Flustered, Samuel turned away again, cursing himself for his curiosity and the strange pull he felt. What is happening to me? His body, Charlotte’s body, was betraying him, reacting in ways he couldn’t fully control or comprehend. He had come to this ball with a purpose—to charm, to secure alliances, to ensure his future. But now, with Witmore’s lingering gaze still burning in his mind, Samuel felt more uncertain than ever.

As he moved through the ballroom, the weight of the evening pressed down on him. He had accomplished his key goals, ingratiating himself with multiple members of the local nobility, making the necessary social connections. And yet, beneath the surface, something had shifted. The lines between his performance and reality were beginning to blur, leaving Samuel not just unsettled—but profoundly changed.


The Morning After and New Resolutions

The sun filtered through the curtains in soft golden beams, casting a warm glow across the room where Samuel lay staring at the ceiling. His thoughts swirled like leaves caught in a sudden gust, torn between reflection and regret. The ball, with all its forced elegance and charm, had passed, leaving him in the uneasy quiet of the morning, questioning his every reaction.

Sitting up, Samuel ran a hand through his soft curls, frowning at the memory of Lord Witmore. His stomach clenched at the thought of how he’d felt, how his body—no, Charlotte’s body—had betrayed him during their dance. He shook his head sharply. “This is absurd,” he muttered, forcing his limbs out of bed. “I will not fall into the ridiculous trope of a young girl swooning over the ‘bad boy.’” He practically spat the words out, irritated at the way his body had reacted to Witmore’s touch.

There was no denying Witmore’s power, his presence—but there was also no denying his temper and abusive behavior. Angry men like that always charm the foolish, Samuel thought bitterly. “And I’ll be damned if I become one of those foolish girls, pining after someone so brutish.” He was aware of how absurd his life had become, lecturing himself in the mirror as if the reflection of Charlotte might argue back.

“If this ridiculous body insists on getting excited,” Samuel said with a sigh, “then Mr. Wainwright will do perfectly well. Kind, handsome, and apparently interested.” He smirked at the memory of Wainwright’s attentive gaze, the way his hand had felt on his waist during their dance. No fireworks there—thankfully—but there had been a spark of something. And that was enough to move the plan forward. Mr. Wainwright, though not as wealthy as Witmore, was a solid match, and Samuel had no intention of getting distracted from his main goal. A practical suitor, not a walking disaster.

There had to be someone acceptable among the sea of mediocrity from the night before. If Wainwright didn’t work out, someone else surely would. With that thought, Samuel stood up straighter, feeling his competitive edge sharpen. If this is the decathlon of 19th-century womanhood, he mused, then I’ll win every event.

But that meant he needed to be perfect. Accomplished, graceful, skilled—everything society expected. And that was something he could control. With newfound determination, Samuel hurried to find Bethany.



“I’d like you to drill me in music today,” Samuel announced, his voice firm as he found the governess in the sitting room.

Bethany, who had been sorting through papers, looked up in surprise, her brows rising. “Miss Charlotte, this is quite… sudden. You’ve never shown such enthusiasm for your lessons before.”

“Well, there’s a first time for everything,” Samuel replied, smiling as sweetly as he could manage. “It’s important I improve. I need to be…” He paused, choosing his words carefully. “At my best.”

Bethany’s expression remained skeptical, but she nodded, clearly unwilling to discourage such enthusiasm. She led Samuel to the piano room, where the instrument gleamed in the morning light. Samuel sat down, placing his hands on the keys, and was pleasantly surprised by Charlotte’s muscle memory. Her fingers, far more practiced than his ever had been, moved with ease. Bethany guided him through scales and chords, offering corrections in her calm, measured way, though Samuel could sense her approval at his progress.

When it came time to sing, however, Samuel hesitated. He had never been much of a singer in his old life, and he wasn’t entirely sure what to expect now. But as he opened his mouth, a clear, lilting note emerged—so beautiful that it startled him.

Even Bethany’s eyes widened. “Miss Charlotte! Why have you been neglecting such a gift?”

Samuel blinked, momentarily speechless. The voice that came out of his mouth was nothing short of angelic, a far cry from the rougher tones he had once owned. It was both thrilling and unnerving, this ability to enchant without effort.

“I… didn’t realize,” Samuel admitted, still marveling at the sound that echoed in the room.

Bethany tsked, though there was a smile tugging at her lips. “We shall practice daily. You must not waste such talent. With a voice like that, you could charm an entire room without needing to utter a word of conversation.”

“Charming people without conversation sounds ideal,” Samuel muttered under his breath, though the comment earned him a playful swat from Bethany. He knew he had found another tool to add to his arsenal—one he’d neglected in favor of sarcasm and wit. But it was clear that if he wanted to excel in this new world, he’d have to embrace every advantage Charlotte’s body offered.



Later that morning, Samuel and Bethany made their way to the local hospital, baskets of food in hand as part of their charitable duties. “A lady must be seen as compassionate and giving,” Bethany had said, guiding Samuel in the art of public charity. Samuel, always the pragmatist, had no objection to this. He knew the value of maintaining a good reputation.

The hospital was modest, filled with the scent of medicinal herbs and the quiet groans of the ill. The director greeted them warmly, leading them on a tour of the wards as they distributed food and offered kind words to the patients. Samuel nodded and smiled as Bethany spoke, focusing on maintaining Charlotte’s gentle, serene demeanor. It was an odd feeling—this business of playing at compassion—but Samuel had always been a quick study.

As they passed through one of the smaller wards, Samuel’s gaze fell upon a familiar face. There, lying in a narrow bed, was the old man he had seen in the road on his first day in town—the one Lord Witmore had yelled at. Samuel stopped in his tracks, a flicker of curiosity pulling him closer.

The nurse beside them noticed his interest. “You’ve seen him before, have you, Miss Everist?”

Samuel nodded. “Yes… briefly. How did he come to be here?”

“Oh, that would be Lord Witmore’s doing,” the nurse said, adjusting the old man’s blankets. “He found the poor man collapsed in the road and brought him here. The man had been refusing help for months, stubborn as they come, but Lord Witmore forced him to the hospital. Saved his life, I’d say.”

Samuel blinked, his thoughts swirling with surprise. “Witmore brought him in?”

“Yes,” the nurse continued, her voice filled with admiration. “Lord Witmore can be rather brusque, but he’s got a good heart. Saw this man needed help and didn’t hesitate.”

Samuel stood still for a moment, processing the revelation. Witmore? The same man who had snarled and shoved his way through conversations? The man who had looked at Samuel with such intensity at the ball? He had saved this old man, abandoning his own errand to do so.

He’s more complicated than I thought, Samuel mused, his mind grappling with the dissonance of Witmore’s actions. He had been so quick to judge, so certain of the man’s nature, but now it seemed there was more beneath the surface. It left Samuel feeling… unbalanced.



In the afternoon, Samuel and Bethany paid a visit to Marjorie Pennington, a young woman Samuel had met briefly at the ball. Marjorie had stood out to him—not just for her lively conversation but for the way she seemed to navigate society with a wry smile and sharp wit.

When they arrived, Marjorie greeted them with open arms, taking Samuel’s hands in hers and pulling him close. “Miss Everist! I’m so glad you’ve come,” she said warmly, her voice bright with enthusiasm. “I was hoping we could escape the boredom of formalities today.”

Marjorie was quick to loop her arm through Samuel’s, leading him away from Bethany and out into the apple grove where a picnic had been laid out under the trees. The air was filled with the sweet scent of apples, and the soft rustle of leaves created a peaceful backdrop. As they sat beneath the trees, Marjorie pulled out a sketchbook and began showing Samuel her drawings—beautiful, expressive sketches that captured the natural world with a raw emotional depth.

“These are truly lovely,” Samuel said, impressed. “You’ve got real talent, Marjorie. More than just a hobby, I’d say.”

Marjorie beamed, her face flushed with pleasure. “You’re too kind, Charlotte. I find it relaxing, really. There’s something about drawing that makes everything else fade away.”

They chatted easily as the afternoon wore on, Marjorie growing more affectionate with every passing minute. She frequently touched Samuel’s arm, laughed with her head resting briefly on his shoulder, and even kissed his cheek in a spontaneous gesture of affection that left Samuel momentarily flustered.

At first, Samuel didn’t think much of it—this kind of intimacy between women was not uncommon in this time. But as Marjorie slipped her arm through his and squeezed his hand gently, leading him through the orchard, Samuel’s heart began to race. The warmth of her hand, the softness of her voice—he felt a growing excitement that surprised him.

Could this be something more? After the confusion and frustration of navigating male attention, the idea of Marjorie, with her sharp wit and gentle affection, felt oddly comforting—and exciting.

Samuel leaned in slightly, testing the waters, trying to draw Marjorie closer. But she laughed softly, pulling back just enough to make it clear there was a line not to be crossed.

“Oh, Charlotte,” she said with a playful grin, “you’re wonderful, but I think Mr. Wainwright would suit you far better than I ever could.”

Samuel chuckled, though there was a hint of disappointment in his voice. He had clearly misread the situation, mistaking the affectionate warmth of Regency-era female friendship for something more. But Marjorie’s gentle laughter and calm demeanor kept him grounded. She wasn’t rejecting him, not really—she was simply navigating the line that had been blurred in his mind.

Still, Samuel smiled as they walked back through the trees, hand in hand. Marjorie was a friend, and in this strange new world, that was no small thing.



When Samuel returned home that evening, exhausted but reflective, Bethany handed him a small note. “It’s from Mr. Wainwright,” she said, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “He wishes to call on you tomorrow for a carriage ride.”

Samuel smiled, feeling a swell of satisfaction. Everything is moving in the right direction. Wainwright was attentive, charming, and clearly interested. He would do well as a suitor—perhaps even a husband. The transactional nature of the relationship felt manageable, and Samuel’s practical side knew this was the most sensible option.

He placed the note on the table and prepared for bed, but as he lay under the covers, his mind began to drift in a direction he hadn’t expected. Wainwright’s face appeared in his thoughts, and then, without warning, a new image—a flash of him, shirtless, his body sculpted and strong.

Samuel’s eyes flew open in shock, his heart racing. “What is wrong with me?” he whispered, half-amused and half-horrified at his own mind’s betrayal. This is Charlotte’s body, he reminded himself, though the excuse rang hollow.

But the thought lingered, and as he drifted off to sleep, it was Wainwright’s smiling face that followed him into his dreams—accompanied by a very faint, fleeting wish that a certain other lord might have had the decency to send a note as well.


Practicing Perfection and a Surprising Invitation

The next morning found Samuel fully determined to channel his restless energy into becoming the most marriageable young lady he could possibly be. If he was stuck in Charlotte’s body, and if society demanded that he play this ridiculous game, then he would damn well win it. The events of the previous day—Marjorie’s affectionate dismissal, the revelation about Lord Witmore—were still dancing around in the back of his mind, but Samuel chose to focus on the more pressing matter: how to refine his skills into the perfect package for potential suitors.

He spent the morning relentlessly practicing scales and chords on the piano, forcing his newfound voice to soar in complex melodies. The first few notes felt like a release, clearing away the lingering confusion about Marjorie and the subtle discontent left by Witmore. Bethany hovered nearby, guiding him through each piece, occasionally offering praise when Samuel’s hands moved fluidly over the keys. His competitive spirit surged—he would be the best, no matter the absurdity of this new existence.

Between music lessons, Samuel even attempted some needlework—though with far less success. As his fingers fumbled with needle and thread, Bethany sighed, her eyebrows raised in dismay.

“Miss Charlotte, your skills in needlepoint have deteriorated. I expected more precision,” she remarked, her tone ever so slightly disappointed.

Samuel grimaced but didn’t let it get to him. His hands were still surprisingly dexterous, and though his needlework was far from flawless, he knew practice would make perfect. He threw himself into the work, determined to regain proficiency. His movements were fueled by a combination of competitiveness and the desperate desire to keep his mind off other things—namely, the upcoming visit from Mr. Wainwright.



When Mr. Wainwright finally arrived, Samuel’s nerves were already humming with a strange mixture of anticipation and curiosity. Wainwright was as charming as ever, greeting Uncle Everist warmly, recalling memories from a hunting trip long ago when Wainwright had been just a boy and Uncle Everist had outshot everyone. Uncle Everist laughed heartily, clearly in excellent spirits as he recounted the day with a twinkle in his eye.

Samuel couldn’t help but be impressed by Wainwright’s kindness toward his uncle. It was a thoughtful gesture, one that spoke of character. As Uncle Everist beamed with delight, Samuel leaned over and, almost without thinking, gave Wainwright a soft squeeze on the hand. It was outrageously forward for a woman in this time, no doubt, but Samuel had a feeling Wainwright would appreciate the gesture.

Wainwright grinned back, his eyes lighting up as he returned the gentle pressure. Samuel felt a strange thrill shoot through him, and despite himself, he blushed—girlishly, to his own embarrassment.

Soon enough, they were on their way in Wainwright’s carriage, with Bethany firmly in tow as a chaperone. The journey was pleasant, and Wainwright skillfully directed the conversation to include Bethany, asking her about her interests in teaching and suggesting that he knew of some students who might require tutoring. “I imagine Miss Charlotte will soon have less need of your services,” he added with a significant smile at Samuel, who felt another blush creep up his cheeks. Stop blushing, he commanded himself internally, but his body didn’t seem inclined to listen.

Wainwright asked Samuel about his recent days, and Samuel told him about his visit to the hospital, carefully avoiding any mention of Witmore. He also mentioned his time with Marjorie, speaking warmly of her wit and artistic talent. Wainwright listened attentively, his gaze soft and admiring, which only served to increase Samuel’s awkward awareness of his own body—the way it felt, the way it reacted, the way his thoughts kept drifting to places they shouldn’t.

Eventually, Wainwright brought them to his estate, where he gave a gracious tour of the grounds. The estate was impressive, even though Wainwright downplayed it. They walked to a rocky promontory overlooking the lands below, and Samuel marveled at the view. It wasn’t just the vastness of it—it was the quiet strength of the place, its dignity.

“Not as grand as some,” Wainwright said humbly, gesturing to the well-staffed manor house nestled among the hills, “but it serves its purpose.”

Samuel smiled, feeling a growing admiration for the man. This was no boastful lord flaunting his wealth—Wainwright was humble, practical, thoughtful. This could work, Samuel thought, This could really work.

They returned to the house, where Wainwright asked one of his staff to gather more information about Bethany’s teaching experience, mentioning he’d like to help find the right students for her. Bethany, visibly excited, stayed behind to speak with the staff, leaving Samuel and Wainwright alone. Samuel knew this was a little untoward—being alone with a man without a chaperone—but the thrill of it only heightened his excitement.

As they walked down the hallway, Samuel found himself uncharacteristically giddy. He had been so fixated on following the rules, on being the perfect, composed version of Charlotte, that now, here with Wainwright, he felt a sudden freedom. The tension of maintaining appearances fell away, and all that remained was the easy companionship between them.

Wainwright’s voice grew softer, more serious. “Miss Everist,” he said, turning to face Samuel with a deep sincerity in his eyes, “I confess… I am completely bewitched by you.”

Samuel’s breath caught in his throat. Wainwright held out his hand, and Samuel—without thinking—placed his hand in it. His skin tingled where their fingers met, and the gesture, though simple, felt intimate in a way that made his heart race.

Wainwright led Samuel into a small study, where he gently pulled him into an embrace. For a moment, Samuel’s mind spun, trying to grasp what was happening. But then he looked up into Wainwright’s eyes, eyes filled with admiration and affection, and something inside him softened. He melted a little, and with that unspoken invitation, Wainwright kissed him.

The kiss was soft at first, tentative, but then it deepened, and Samuel—against all his internal protestations—kissed him back. His thoughts grew hazy as the sensation of Wainwright’s lips, his warmth, took over. And suddenly, it wasn’t just about securing a match. It wasn’t about playing the role of Charlotte, the perfect lady. It was desire—pure and simple.

Samuel’s hands, almost of their own accord, began caressing Wainwright’s body, tracing the lines of his chest and shoulders as they kissed. What of it? Samuel thought, his mind swirling with the rush of excitement. The goal is to bed a lord—so why not enjoy it? His body felt alive in ways he hadn’t anticipated, the curves of his figure no longer just tools of seduction but part of a larger, undeniable experience.

But just as Samuel was getting lost in the heat of the moment, Wainwright pulled back, his breath slightly ragged but his expression full of concern. “I don’t want to damage your reputation,” he said, his voice tender. “We must return to Bethany before this becomes… improper.”

Samuel blinked, his head still spinning. “Of course,” he murmured, slightly dazed. Improper? Hadn’t they just crossed that line? But Wainwright’s words were gentle, full of care, and the way he looked at Samuel—as though Charlotte was the most precious thing in the world—made something in him flutter.

Wainwright suggested a midnight carriage ride two days hence, when the household would be asleep and they could enjoy more time together. His voice was full of longing but also respect. “If you say no, of course, I will wait,” he added, his tone soft. “Until the day we marry, if that’s where this leads. But I cannot imagine it won’t.”

Samuel’s body burned with a desire he hadn’t expected, and the temptation of Wainwright’s offer was too powerful to resist. With a breathless, girlish yes, Samuel agreed, and they returned to Bethany, acting as though nothing improper had happened.



Back at the estate, Samuel lay in bed, his mind whirling with confusion and excitement. His body still hummed with the remnants of desire, his thoughts consumed by Wainwright in a way that was far from transactional. He had come to this world expecting to manipulate the system, to play the part of the perfect woman in order to secure his future. But now… now it felt like something far more personal, far more real.

Lady Wainwright, Samuel thought, the title rolling around in his mind. There were worse fates, to be sure. And there was no denying the pull Wainwright had on him. But something about it all still felt out of his control—as if Charlotte’s body, her emotions, her instincts, were taking over, pulling him into a world of desire that he hadn’t anticipated.

As he drifted into sleep, his mind wandered once more to the note from Wainwright, and to the tender way Wainwright had held him. But somewhere, faintly, there was also the realization—subtle, barely worth noting—that no note had come from Witmore. Typical, really. He’s as rude as ever, Samuel thought with a short, wistful pang. But soon, Wainwright’s image filled his mind again, and Samuel found himself burning with


Pressing Questions and Confusing Encounters

The morning found Samuel once again seated at the piano, hammering out scale after scale, his fingers moving furiously over the keys as though they could play away the heat and frustration building inside him. The same routine followed: hours of relentless practice on the piano, endless repetitions of songs sung in Charlotte’s now-clear, beautiful voice, and row after row of needlepoint, which—despite his best efforts—left Samuel feeling more exasperated than accomplished. Bethany’s chiding about his deteriorated stitching skills had lost its sting; now, each stitch felt like a battle to maintain control over a mind wandering in less savory directions.

This isn't about the damn needlepoint, Samuel thought as his fingers fumbled another pattern. It’s about distracting myself. Every stitch, every note on the piano, was an attempt to banish the thoughts that kept creeping into his mind—thoughts of Wainwright, and what might happen in two nights when he whisked Samuel away in the dead of night.

He could feel his skin prickling just thinking about it.

But there was no time to dwell on those thoughts, not today. Samuel had an appointment with an agricultural supervisor—someone apparently quite well recommended. So, after a quick tidy-up and a change into proper day attire, Samuel sat in the parlor, waiting for the man’s arrival.

The supervisor, Mr. Marks, was prompt. He entered with a humble bow, a tall man with the tanned skin of someone used to outdoor labor, yet his eyes held a sharpness that suggested competence. Samuel gave him a polite nod as they settled in, and Bethany joined them at a respectable distance.

Samuel began by skimming through the letters of recommendation Marks had brought with him. As his eyes fell on one particular letter, his eyebrows shot up in surprise. The recommendation was from none other than Lord Witmore.

Witmore’s words were effusive, practically glowing: "Marks is an outstanding worker, his honesty beyond reproach, and his dedication to the land unparalleled." Samuel blinked, reading on. "In the years he has served, he has proven himself reliable on every front." The letter went on and on in this vein, and by the end of it, Samuel wasn’t sure what to think.

Witmore’s recommendation was glowing, but the fact that Marks was leaving Witmore’s employ in the first place raised questions. Samuel knew Witmore to be a difficult, domineering man, and the way he had treated Wainwright at the town square still echoed uncomfortably in Samuel’s mind. So why would such a glowing review come from a man with a reputation for roughness?

Setting the letter down, Samuel leaned forward. “I must ask, Mr. Marks,” he began, keeping his tone light, “if you were so highly valued by Lord Witmore, why is it that you’re leaving his service?”

Marks stiffened slightly, his hands clasping together as his eyes flickered with a momentary hesitation. “I, uh… needed a change of pace, Miss Everist,” he said, his voice steady but thin. “Sometimes a man just needs to… see new horizons.”

Samuel narrowed his eyes slightly. The answer felt rehearsed. He pressed a bit further. “A change of pace? From such glowing praise? It seems to me you were quite settled in your position.”

Marks squirmed, then attempted another evasive response about the seasons of life changing, but nothing seemed to fit. Finally, after a few more questions, the man’s resolve cracked. He let out a long sigh, his posture slumping.

“I need this job,” he admitted, looking down at his hands. “I’ve heard that the Viscount here is a kind man, and Miss Charlotte…” He paused, choosing his words carefully, “You have a reputation for fairness. I wasn’t sure what else to do.”

Samuel, though intrigued, kept his expression neutral. “Go on.”

Marks hesitated, then began his story. “It wasn’t Lord Witmore who caused me to leave. It was his ward.”

Samuel raised an eyebrow. This was already a surprising turn.

“His ward,” Marks continued, “has been stealing from the tenants for the better part of a year. Under-reporting their crops, diverting the money for his own gambling and… other pursuits.” The supervisor swallowed hard. “But when the funds ran out, he started extorting more directly from the tenants. I… I caught him one day, threatening an older tenant—an elderly man. The ward was demanding money, and when the man’s wife tried to intervene, he began hitting her.”

Samuel’s stomach turned at the revelation, and his eyes hardened.

Marks clenched his fists. “I couldn’t just stand by. I shoved him out of the house, got him away from them. It escalated from there, and I reported the whole affair to Lord Witmore. Witmore demanded that his ward return the stolen money or leave the estate forever. But…” He hesitated, glancing nervously at Samuel. “I put my hands on a nobleman. Even if I was right, I couldn’t stay after that. Witmore told me as much—promised to help me find a new position, which is how I came here. I’ve always done my best, Miss Everist, but the situation became… impossible.”

Samuel’s mind raced as he processed the story. The incident Marks had overheard at the party now made sense. I had heard the words, Samuel thought, but not the full story. Witmore had, it seemed, done the right thing. But the fact remained—he was complicated. And Samuel still hadn’t forgotten his rude treatment of Wainwright.

Marks sat quietly, his face tense with anxiety. He seemed to be telling the truth, and given the glowing recommendation from Witmore, the story made sense. Samuel was starting to feel that his own judgment, once so sure, was now on far shakier ground.

But after all was said and done, the estate needed an agricultural supervisor, and the options in town were slim. Witmore’s cast-off, however complicated the story, might be the best the Everist estate could hope for in its financially strapped situation.

“I appreciate your honesty, Mr. Marks,” Samuel said after a moment of consideration. “I’ll need to get final approval from my uncle, of course, but I think you’ll do well here.”

Relief flooded Marks’ face, and he nodded gratefully. “Thank you, Miss Everist. You won’t regret it.”

Uncle Everist, as it turned out, had heard of Marks before and spoke highly of him. “A good man,” he said thoughtfully, tapping his cane against the floor. “He helped Witmore manage his lands well. A bit of an unfortunate business about the ward, I’d wager. But yes, I approve.”

With Uncle’s approval secured, Samuel ordered a carriage to bring Marks back to Witmore’s estate to collect his belongings. Bethany, of course, accompanied them.

The journey was swift, and when they arrived at Witmore’s estate, the mood was oddly quiet. They made their way to the servant’s quarters, where Marks packed his things, but something caught Samuel’s eye. Near one of the small cottages at the back of the estate, a woman stood by the door—a woman Samuel recognized. She had been at the ball, seeking out Wainwright. Now she was living here, tucked away in a servant’s house.

Samuel’s brow furrowed. What was a noblewoman doing living in a servant’s quarters?

As the pieces clicked together, it became clear that this woman was being kept by Witmore, likely as a mistress. Her sad, distant expression only reinforced Samuel’s suspicions—she looked as though she had been cast out from her own family, left in disgrace. Perhaps Witmore had taken her in out of pity. Or perhaps it was something darker.

Samuel’s mind raced, but before he could dwell too long on the implications, the sound of hoofbeats drew his attention. Witmore was returning from a horseback ride, his figure imposing against the late afternoon sky.

As he approached, Samuel felt a flicker of something odd. Witmore’s gaze landed on him, and—just for a moment—a subtle smile touched his lips. It was barely there, but it was unmistakable, a softness in the harsh lines of his face. Then, as quickly as it had come, Witmore schooled his expression back into his usual stony demeanor.

Despite himself, Samuel felt a flutter in his chest. What is wrong with me? he wondered, both intrigued and annoyed by the reaction. But then his eyes fell on the woman again, the one hidden away in the servant’s quarters, and his mood shifted sharply.

“Lord Witmore,” Samuel greeted him coldly, his voice clipped. “I trust you are well.”

Witmore’s face tightened slightly at the tone, his eyes searching Samuel’s face for something. “Miss Everist,” he said slowly. His voice was even, but Samuel could see the slight sag in his shoulders, the almost imperceptible disappointment. He didn’t know why, but seeing that flicker of vulnerability in Witmore—a man usually so full of control—sent another strange ripple through Samuel.

Before he could say anything further, Samuel turned away. “Good day, my lord.” With that, he climbed into the carriage, trying to shake off the strange encounter. But as they rode away, Samuel couldn’t help but think of the woman at Witmore’s estate. Whatever her story, she hadn’t seemed happy. And despite the fleeting moments of softness in Witmore, there was still something about him that left Samuel uneasy.

Back at the Everist estate, Marks was settled into his new quarters, and Samuel finally retired to his room. But sleep, it seemed, was elusive. His mind was still buzzing from the day’s events, from the strange combination of relief and tension that had come with hiring Marks, to the unexpected—and unwanted—stirrings caused by Witmore’s glance.

But as he lay in bed, his thoughts inevitably drifted to Wainwright. His excitement for the late-night carriage ride left him pulsing with heat and anticipation. It was not just the promise of more time together—it was the potential of what that night might bring. The curiosity that had begun as an abstract experiment was now something far more tangible, far more real.

His body burned with desire, and though he knew he should feel conflicted, Samuel found that all he wanted was to explore what this new life—and Wainwright—could offer him.

As he finally drifted off to sleep, Samuel smiled to himself, his mind lingering on the thought of what was to come.


The Shattering of Illusions

The morning was one of perfect clarity, both in the sharpness of the light streaming through the windows and the clarity of Samuel’s purpose. He had awoken with his body still humming from the night before, the delicious anticipation of tonight coursing through him like a secret song. Every touch of his fingers to the piano keys seemed alive, more than just practice—every note seemed to pulse with something deeper, something hotter. He moved through the morning routine with a focus that bordered on obsessive, every action underpinned by the thought of Wainwright and the promise of being alone with him.

The piano offered little solace, though his fingers moved with precision. Even the needlepoint, which usually occupied the mind with its repetitive motions, felt inadequate. His hands moved without his brain fully guiding them, and every thread he pulled taut seemed to remind him of the tension building in his own body. What would it be like, he wondered, his pulse quickening, to finally be with him? To feel his lips, his hands, the heat between them?

A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth as he worked, bemused by the sheer absurdity of it all—he, Samuel Pace, once a renowned historian, now reduced to this: an eager, trembling figure caught in the whirlwind of emotions he could barely recognize. He had never been a man to dwell on such things—lust, love, passion. But in Charlotte’s body, these feelings seemed amplified, like a fever he couldn’t shake. And, quite frankly, he didn’t want to shake it.

He was no fool, though. Samuel knew the dangerous power of lust, knew that his heart was playing tricks on him. But tonight wasn’t about logic or careful planning—it was about desire. The way Wainwright had kissed him, held him, had stirred something deep inside, something so primal that even his sharpest intellectual instincts couldn’t untangle it.

There was no need to overthink this, he told himself, pushing back the nagging voice of caution in his head. Tonight would be about feeling, not thinking. About giving in, not holding back.

But there were still hours to fill before that moment came, and his restless energy needed an outlet. Charity work at the hospital seemed the perfect distraction. At least it had some semblance of order to it, some routine that could keep him grounded.

Samuel, along with Bethany, arrived at the hospital in the late morning, baskets of food and small parcels of candy in hand. As they moved through the wards, offering bread to the patients, Samuel’s mind drifted, even as he smiled and exchanged pleasantries with those they were helping. He barely noticed the slight desperation in the way the patients clutched their food, his own thoughts swirling with the excitement of what was to come.

“Miss Charlotte?” The head nurse’s voice startled him from his reverie. He turned to see her hurrying toward him, her expression tight with concern. “Beg pardon, but we’ve an emergency, and we’re terribly short on staff today. Could you perhaps accompany the doctor on a call? He could use an extra set of hands, and… well, we don’t have any nurses to spare.”

For a moment, Samuel hesitated, his thoughts still tangled in the heat of the night to come. He didn’t want to be pulled away from his daydreams, from the anticipation that had been building with each passing hour. But the nurse’s plea was sincere, and even in his distraction, Samuel knew he couldn’t refuse.

“Of course,” he said, offering her a polite nod. “I’d be glad to help.”



The carriage ride was quiet, save for the gentle creaking of the wheels and the occasional jolt as they rolled over uneven patches of road. Samuel sat beside the doctor, an elderly man whose presence radiated a kind of detached wisdom that made the whole affair feel appropriately grave. It was an odd sensation—this blending of anticipation and duty. His thoughts still swirled with images of Wainwright, but now there was an edge of impatience creeping in. He wanted this task over and done with, wanted to return to the excitement that awaited him tonight.

But when they reached the destination, Samuel’s thoughts came crashing back to reality. The Witmore estate loomed ahead, its stone walls casting long, cold shadows over the grounds. They were heading toward the back of the estate, to the small, tucked-away building where Samuel had seen the sad woman the day before. The sense of unease that had started in the pit of his stomach now flared into something sharper, more defined.

The doctor led the way into the servants’ quarters, and as soon as they entered the small room, the sight that greeted them sent a jolt of horror through Samuel. Blood soaked the bedclothes, dark and staining, and the woman—pale, trembling, and barely conscious—lay still as death in the center of it all.

Samuel’s breath hitched, his heart slamming into his chest as he took in the scene. The metallic tang of blood hung in the air, thick and suffocating. The doctor moved swiftly, bending over the woman to assess her injuries, but Samuel stood frozen for a moment, unable to fully process what he was seeing.

What happened? The question clawed at his mind, but it was too terrible to form into words.

When he finally found his voice, it came out strained, almost desperate. “What happened to her?” he asked, his eyes wide as they flicked from the blood to the woman’s ashen face. “What did Witmore do to her?”

The doctor didn’t look up from his work, but his tone was grim and direct. “Witmore? He did nothing but give her shelter.” He paused, carefully tending to the woman’s wounds, his voice taking on a darker edge. “This was Wainwright’s doing.”

Samuel’s heart plummeted. “Wainwright?” He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

The doctor straightened, meeting Samuel’s gaze with weary eyes. “She was carrying his child, and now she’s lost it.” He let out a heavy sigh. “Wainwright’s arrogance has grown beyond control. It’s not the first time he’s done this, you know. He’s used plenty of servant girls—left them ruined, but they were easier to dismiss. This girl, though—she’s noble. Too stupid to see past his charm.” His eyes darkened further. “I guess Wainwright thinks his charm can bed anyone, even a noblewoman too foolish to understand the consequences.”

The words hit Samuel like a blow to the chest, the weight of them sinking deep into his core. He stood there, reeling, as the reality of what the doctor had said took hold. Wainwright? The man he had been so utterly consumed with? The man whose touch had made his skin burn, whose kiss had made him feel alive in ways he hadn’t known possible?

Suddenly, he felt sick. The heat that had been simmering beneath his skin, the excitement that had colored his every thought, now curdled into something dark and twisted. He had wanted Wainwright—wanted him—and now the truth sat like a stone in his stomach.

Not just a girl, Samuel thought bitterly, but a stupid girl. He had fallen for the same lies, the same charm, as the woman now lying in the bloody bed before him. How could he have been so blind?

His cheeks flushed with humiliation, and for the first time in his life, Samuel felt utterly foolish. He had allowed himself to be swept up in the fantasy, in the heat of desire, and for what? For a man who left destruction in his wake, who seduced and discarded without a second thought.

The doctor finished his work and turned to Samuel. “You’ll need to inform Lord Witmore,” he said, his tone heavy. “The girl will survive, but she’ll need to go home. Witmore had kindly taken her in, but now her parents will need to be told.”



Samuel’s hands trembled as he rang the bell at the front of Witmore’s estate. His mind was spinning, his heart still heavy with the weight of the revelation. When Witmore appeared at the door, his usual stony expression softened just slightly at the sight of Samuel’s tear-streaked face.

And then, without thinking, the words came tumbling out in a rush of emotion. “She… she’ll recover, but she needs to go home. You’ll have to arrange something, her parents—” But the words faltered, and before he knew it, tears filled his eyes, spilling down his cheeks. He couldn’t stop them—didn’t want to stop them. Everything he had believed, everything he had felt, had been shattered in an instant.

“I thought you were cruel,” Samuel whispered between sobs, his voice breaking. “I thought you were hurting her, hurting everyone—the old man, your ward, even Wainwright—and I was wrong. So wrong. Can you… can you forgive me?”

Witmore’s expression shifted, a genuine, tender smile breaking through the usual stern lines of his face. He reached out and took Samuel’s hand, his grip warm and steady. “You thought I was cruel because you care about people, Charlotte,” Witmore said softly. “You were worried about the old man, worried about my ward, worried about Wainwright, and even about this girl—all because you choose to do what’s right over what’s easy. You care about character more than wealth or power.”

Samuel felt a tremor run through him, his heart swelling at the unexpected kindness in Witmore’s words. His grip tightened slightly, the warmth of Witmore’s hand flooding through him like a balm. And in that moment, Samuel realized that his heart, once so sure of Wainwright, had been wrong all along.

But now, standing here with Witmore, he felt something new—a kind of safety, a kind of trust. He didn’t want to let go.

“Come back tomorrow,” Witmore said gently, his eyes never leaving Samuel’s. “We’ll talk more then, properly.”

Samuel nodded, though he found it difficult to pull away. His heart was racing again, but this time it wasn’t with lust or desire—it was with something deeper, something steadier.



Later that night, back at the Everist estate, Samuel sat alone in his room, the weight of the day pressing down on him. The anticipation he had once felt for Wainwright had now soured into disgust, and he sent a note to cancel their midnight rendezvous without a second thought.

As he lay in bed, his mind drifted back to Witmore, to the feel of his hand, the warmth of his touch. And for the first time in days, Samuel felt at peace. He had nearly fallen into disaster, but now, with Witmore, he felt a new sense of possibility—one that made his heart beat faster in ways he hadn’t anticipated. As he drifted off to sleep, a smile ghosted across his lips.

Tomorrow, he thought. Tomorrow will be different.


Becoming Charlotte

The morning passed in a shimmering haze of anticipation. The sunlight streaming through the windows was warm and golden, casting a soft glow over Samuel as he stood before the mirror, each careful movement of his hands a delicate dance between nerves and excitement. His brightest dress gleamed like liquid silk, the folds shifting as he moved, and his hair—so carefully pinned and curled—had taken nearly an hour to arrange. There was an absurdity in this ritual, yes, but it was an absurdity Samuel now embraced. His fingers trembled slightly as they smoothed down the bodice, his breath catching at the thought of what lay ahead.

It was impossible to deny the thrill coursing through him. Every touch, every brush of the fabric against his skin felt like a promise of what was to come. And yet, there was still a bemused smile tugging at the corners of his lips. How far he had come from the historian he once was, detached and logical, always above such frippery. Now, here he stood, heart racing like a schoolgirl on her first outing, preparing not just for a visit, but for Lord Witmore. The name alone sent a shiver down his spine.

The carriage wheels crunched over the gravel, the rhythmic clatter doing little to soothe the growing anticipation in Samuel’s chest. As they wound their way through the towering trees lining the drive to the Witmore estate, the air felt charged, heavy with the weight of the day. And then, as they approached the grand entrance, there he was—Lord Witmore, atop his black horse, waiting with an air of quiet command that sent a thrill through Samuel’s veins.

Witmore’s gaze was steady, and though he did not move as the carriage rolled to a stop, Samuel could feel the intensity of his presence. He had been waiting, possibly for hours, though their exact arrival time had never been specified. That alone was enough to stir something deep within Samuel, a quiet acknowledgment that this man—this powerful, enigmatic man—had been anticipating this moment just as much as he had.

Witmore dismounted with practiced grace, handing the reins to a groom before turning his attention to Samuel. His hand was warm, strong, as he helped Samuel down from the carriage, and the brief contact sent a ripple of warmth through Samuel’s body. There was something reassuring in the solidness of him, something that made Samuel feel both safe and dangerously exposed all at once.

“Miss Everist,” Witmore said, offering his arm with a slight bow. His voice was rich and low, a murmur that seemed to resonate in Samuel’s chest.

Samuel took his arm, feeling the firm muscle beneath his fingertips, and as they walked toward the house, he couldn’t help but lean in slightly, the scent of leather and earth clinging to Witmore in a way that felt primal, intoxicating. The moment stretched between them, silent but filled with unspoken anticipation.

Inside the estate, they were greeted with a small, elegant meal, served in a sunlit room that overlooked the sprawling gardens. Samuel ate with only the barest attention to the food, his appetite dulled by the electric tension between them. Witmore, too, seemed focused elsewhere, his eyes lingering on Samuel, his voice measured as they exchanged pleasantries. The soft strains of piano music played in the background, a subtle accompaniment to their quiet conversation.

When the meal was over, Samuel’s gaze drifted toward the grand piano in the corner of the room, its polished surface gleaming in the afternoon light. He hesitated, unsure whether he should suggest playing, but Witmore’s eyes followed his, a slight smile tugging at the corner of his lips.

“Would you like to play?” Witmore asked, his voice encouraging, as though he already knew the answer.

Samuel nodded, feeling a flutter of nervousness in his chest as he stood and moved toward the piano. His fingers hovered over the keys for a moment, trembling slightly before they found their place. The first note was soft, almost hesitant, but soon the music flowed from him, each chord filling the room with a quiet intensity. He closed his eyes, allowing the melody to guide him, and then, without thinking, he began to sing.

His voice, delicate at first, grew stronger as the song unfolded, each note carrying a raw emotion that surprised him. There was a vulnerability in it, something deep and unguarded, and for a moment, Samuel forgot where he was, lost in the music, lost in the strange but beautiful sensation of letting himself feel.

When he opened his eyes, Witmore was watching him, his expression one of rapt admiration. There was something almost reverent in the way he looked at Samuel, something that sent a flush of heat through his body, not just from the attention but from the deep, undeniable connection that seemed to spark between them. It was as if, in that moment, Samuel was not just a player or a singer, but something more—something precious.

The song ended, and Samuel’s fingers stilled on the keys. He opened his mouth to apologize, to say something light to break the tension, but Witmore held up a hand.

“More,” he said softly. “Please.”

There was no demand in the request, only a quiet reverence, as though he needed to hear more, as though the music had become a language between them. And so Samuel played again, the notes swelling with each passing moment, filling the room with something that felt like magic.

By the time the music faded into silence, Samuel felt a warmth in his chest that had nothing to do with the sun. Witmore stood, crossing the room with a grace that seemed almost predatory, and for a moment, Samuel thought he might pull him into an embrace. But instead, Witmore offered his arm again, his voice low and intimate.

“I have something to show you,” he said, his eyes never leaving Samuel’s.

Samuel took his arm, the warmth of Witmore’s skin seeping through the fabric of his sleeve. Together they walked through the vast halls of the estate, passing rooms filled with opulence and elegance, but it was the undercurrent of tension between them that Samuel felt most acutely. There was something building between them, something that had nothing to do with conversation or music, something primal and powerful.

Finally, they stopped in front of a large door at the end of a corridor, and Witmore’s smile deepened. “This,” he said, “is the crown jewel of the estate.”

Samuel braced himself, unsure of what to expect, but when the door swung open, he let out a quiet gasp of surprise.

It was a library. Not just any library, but a vast, sprawling sanctuary of books, its walls lined from floor to ceiling with shelves that seemed to stretch endlessly into the room. Sunlight streamed through tall windows, casting golden beams over the leather-bound volumes, each one a treasure waiting to be discovered. Samuel’s fingers itched to touch them, to lose himself in the endless worlds contained within those pages.

“It’s incredible,” Samuel whispered, his voice filled with awe.

Witmore smiled, clearly pleased by the reaction. “I thought you might appreciate it.”

Samuel moved through the room as though in a dream, pulling down volumes with trembling hands. Witmore—no, Charles, as Samuel realized he had finally learned his name—followed closely, sharing anecdotes about how he had acquired each book, what they meant to him, and why they were special. And when Samuel pulled down a book on the Napoleonic Wars—a topic he had once written extensively about—they launched into a lively debate, their voices rising and falling with passion, as though the outside world no longer existed.

The conversation flowed effortlessly, from history to philosophy to art, and at one point, they even found themselves discussing a new novel: Frankenstein.

“It’s strange, too strange,” Charles remarked with a laugh. “A monster made of science? It’s fantastical.”

Samuel, however, felt a spark of excitement. “But that’s what makes it brilliant. It’s the first of its kind—science intertwined with fiction, exploring the unknown. I think it’s the beginning of something new, something important.”

Charles listened intently, his eyes shining with interest, even when he disagreed. He didn’t just humor Samuel’s opinions—he pushed back, challenged him, debated with the same vigor and respect Samuel had longed for. The intellectual exchange was thrilling, a meeting of minds that only deepened the connection between them. Samuel felt alive, more alive than he had in years, as though every word spoken between them was a step closer to something profound.

Hours passed unnoticed, the sun sinking low in the sky, casting the room in a warm, golden light. It wasn’t until Samuel turned that he realized Bethany had discreetly withdrawn, leaving them alone.

A thrill of anticipation rushed through him, his pulse quickening. The realization that they were truly alone was intoxicating.

Charles stepped closer, his presence commanding yet tender, his hand sliding around Samuel’s waist. And then, with a firm but gentle pull, Charles kissed him—deeply, fully, with a passion that had been simmering between them all day. Samuel melted into it, his body responding with a need that surprised him, a need that felt both overwhelming and inevitable.

When they finally broke apart, breathless, Charles pressed his forehead to Samuel’s, his voice thick with desire. “We should continue this tomorrow,” he whispered. “And the day after that. And the day after that…”

Samuel’s heart pounded, his body trembling with anticipation. He didn’t need to say anything. He knew, with a certainty that filled him with joy, that this was just the beginning.



Cut to an outdoor gathering, the sun shining brightly on the flowing white dress Samuel now wore. The priest’s voice rang out clearly as he asked, “Wilt thou have this man to thy wedded husband, to live together after God’s ordinance in the holy estate of matrimony? Wilt thou obey him, and serve him, love, honour, and keep him in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, keep thee only unto him, so long as ye both shall live?”

Samuel felt the words settle deep within him, the weight of them transforming something inside. As he opened his mouth to respond, it was not Samuel who spoke. It was Charlotte.

“Yes,” Charlotte said, her voice steady, her heart filled with a certainty she had never known before.

The name felt right. Charlotte Witmore. It rolled off her tongue like it had always been hers, like it had been waiting for her to claim it. And as she stood there, looking into Charles’ eyes, she knew that this was who she was meant to be. Charlotte Witmore—partner to Charles, wife, historian, writer. She had always been ambitious, always known she was destined for something great. And now, as she looked ahead to the future, she saw endless possibilities. She would write her histories, write philosophy possibly, and perhaps give Mary Shelley a run for her money with fantastical fiction.




Fulfillment on the Other Side

Charles carried Charlotte across the threshold into their bedroom and lovingly brought her down for an embrace. The light of the late afternoon filtered through the tall windows, soft and golden, casting everything in a warm, intimate glow as Charlotte stood before Charles, her heart racing, her skin already flushed with anticipation. There was a feeling of inevitability, as though every moment had been leading up to this one. The world outside seemed to fade away, leaving only the two of them, their bodies drawn together by a pull as ancient as time itself.

Her dress was light and flowing against her skin, but already she longed to be rid of it. Her body was humming with anticipation, her heart racing as Charles closed the door behind them, his gaze dark with desire.

“Undress for me,” Charles said, his voice low and commanding, though there was a glint of mischief in his eyes. “Didn’t you promise to obey me?”

They both laughed, the sound rich and warm between them. They both knew Charlotte would only obey the commands she wanted to, and right now, this was exactly what she wanted.

Charlotte’s fingers trembled as she began to undo the layers of her dress, the fabric slipping from her shoulders like water. Each layer peeled away, revealing more of her skin to the cool air, but it wasn’t the air that made her tremble. It was Charles’ gaze, the way he watched her with such intensity, as though he were memorizing every inch of her, as though she were the most exquisite thing he had ever seen.

Her breasts, free of the tight confines of her bodice, rose and fell with each breath, the cool air brushing against her nipples, making them harden. She could feel her body responding to his gaze, her skin prickling with heat, her heart pounding faster.

When the last layer fell to the floor, she stood before him, completely bare, her skin flushed, her pulse racing. For a moment, neither of them moved, the air between them charged with anticipation. As Charles’ gaze traveled over her, the weight of his eyes on her naked body made her shiver, but not from the coolness of the air. It was the heat in his gaze that sent a thrill through her, the intensity of his presence, the way he moved toward her with a kind of certainty that made her knees weak.

His hands slid over her waist, strong, commanding, and yet gentle, tracing the soft curves of her hips, and Charlotte’s breath caught in her throat. The touch was different than anything Samuel had ever known. It was tender but possessive, electric yet soothing.

Remember how it felt, to be the one doing this? Samuel’s voice whispered faintly in the back of her mind. The memory flickered, brief and almost surreal now—the feel of hands on a woman’s body, guiding, taking control. But now, it was Charlotte’s body being guided, her skin alight under Charles’ touch, and the sensation was so much more than she had ever imagined it could be.

Charles pressed his lips against her neck, soft kisses that trailed down to her collarbone, his breath hot against her skin. Charlotte felt a deep ache begin to build within her, an ache that had nothing to do with the tension of the moment and everything to do with the newness of this body, the way it responded, almost beyond her control.

Her breasts—full, sensitive—ached under Charles’ touch, her nipples hardening the moment his fingers brushed them. And when his mouth closed over one, the warmth of his lips and the wetness of his tongue, a soft moan escaped her before she could stop it.

You never imagined this, Samuel’s voice murmured, almost in awe, what it would feel like to be touched like this.

And it was true. The sensations were so much sharper, more intense, than anything she had experienced as a man. Her breasts were alive with pleasure, her nipples tingling with every flick of his tongue, every soft graze of his teeth. Her body was aflame, but it was a fire that begged to be fed, not extinguished.

Charles moved lower, his lips brushing against her stomach, his hands sliding down her thighs, parting her legs as he knelt before her. Charlotte’s breath hitched, her body trembling with anticipation. She had been the one in control before, the one leading the way, but now—now she was the one being led, being opened up, and the surrender of it was intoxicating.

When Charles’ fingers found her folds, gently parting them to reveal her wetness, Charlotte gasped. His touch was firm but tender, teasing as he began to circle her clitoris, the small bundle of nerves already pulsing with need. The pleasure that shot through her was sharp, electric, and Charlotte’s hips lifted instinctively, seeking more.

How different this is, Samuel’s voice whispered again, more distant now, like a memory fading in the light of the present. You once took, and now you are taken.

But this—this was better than anything Samuel had known. The feeling of Charles’ fingers on her clit, the way he moved with such precision, knowing exactly how to bring her to the edge—it was overwhelming, a pleasure so raw and intense that it made her toes curl, her body trembling under his touch. Her clitoris throbbed, sensitive in a way she had never imagined, and she marveled at the power of it, at how easily Charles could unravel her with just a few strokes.

Her breath came in ragged gasps as Charles continued, teasing her closer to the brink, and when his lips pressed against her inner thigh, Charlotte’s entire body tensed with the need for release. The pleasure coiled inside her, tighter and tighter, until she thought she might break from the intensity of it.

And then Charles moved over her, his body pressing her down onto the bed, his weight warm and solid above her. She could feel the heat of his erection against her thigh, the hard length of him, and her breath caught in her throat. This—this was the moment she had been waiting for, the moment she had been both dreading and craving in equal measure.

When he finally entered her, the sensation was unlike anything she had ever felt. The fullness of him, stretching her, filling her, sent a sharp jolt of pleasure-pain through her body. Her vagina ached, but it was a sweet ache, one that made her body instinctively tighten around him, pulling him deeper.

This is what it feels like, Samuel’s voice whispered, marveling at the difference. To be filled, not to fill. To be opened, not to open. It was a revelation, a profound shift in understanding. Now it was Charlotte who was being claimed, and the power of it, the rawness of it, was more than she had ever imagined.

Charles began to move, slowly at first, his thrusts deep and deliberate, and Charlotte’s entire body responded. Her hips rose to meet his, her legs wrapping around him, pulling him closer, deeper. Each thrust sent a new wave of pleasure rolling through her, and the sensation of being filled so completely was overwhelming. Her body trembled with it, her breasts pressing against his chest, her nipples tingling with every movement.

She had once known what it was to be the one giving this pleasure, but this—this was better. So much better. Her clit throbbed with every thrust, the pressure building inside her, the heat coiling tighter and tighter as Charles moved faster, his hands gripping her hips, guiding her movements, telling her with his body what he wanted from her. And she gave it to him, willingly, eagerly.

You love this, Samuel’s voice whispered, quieter now, almost lost beneath the roar of Charlotte’s own pleasure. You love being taken, being filled, being claimed.

Charles’ pace quickened, his thrusts becoming more urgent, more powerful, and Charlotte could feel herself spiraling toward the edge, her body writhing beneath him as the pleasure mounted. His hand slid between them, his fingers finding her clit again, rubbing in time with his thrusts, and the sensation was too much.

The orgasm hit her like a wave, crashing over her with a force that left her gasping, her entire body convulsing with pleasure. Her clit pulsed under his fingers, her vagina tightening around him, and she cried out, her voice hoarse with the intensity of it. It felt as though every nerve in her body had been set on fire, every inch of her alight with sensation.

Charles groaned above her, his body tensing as he thrust harder, deeper, and then he was spilling inside her, his release sending a final jolt of pleasure through her already trembling body. His weight pressed her into the mattress, their bodies still locked together, and Charlotte clung to him, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

As the last tremors of pleasure faded, Charlotte felt a strange sense of calm settle over her, a deep, profound peace. Her body was still humming, still warm and pliant under Charles’ hands, but there was no urgency now, only a quiet contentment.

This is better, Samuel’s voice whispered one last time, faint now, almost an echo of who she used to be. And Charlotte—Charlotte agreed.

They lay there, their bodies still entwined, their breathing ragged and heavy. Charlotte felt a deep sense of peace settle over her, the warmth of his body against hers, the slow thrum of pleasure still lingering in her veins. As Charles kissed her softly, his lips brushing against her temple, she smiled, her heart swelling with a joy that she had never known before.

And as they lay together, their bodies still joined, she knew, with every fiber of her being, that there was no other place or time she would want to live – and no other person she would rather be than Charlotte Witmore.

-          End -
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