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December, 1818




The wintry winter cold

howled through the desolate field, which was covered with fluffy snow that was

like a untouched blanket. Rebecca Harrington could feel the air being heavy as

her lungs were filled with sharp cold and frost each time she breathed in. The

bleak grey clouds overhead reflected her mood perfectly.




Cold licked at her face and crept under her

clothes, spreading across her skin like the lacy tide on a frigid winter beach.

With purple lips tinged with blue and gently chattering teeth she wrapped her

coat around her tighter.




Gravestones lined the eerie graveyard, some

recently placed, whereas others, cracked and crumbling. Mould covered the

engravings dedicated to the dead, trees leaning towards the stones, branches

reaching out to each other.




Spiked, black fences surrounded the graveyard

almost like it was a prison. The smell of old stone filled the dry air, weeds

covering the graves of the dead, loved ones long since stopped visiting. Gravel

paths weave through the maze of graves, allowing passers by to pay their

respects to the people lined up in the earths embrace.




Rebecca walked past the heavy gates. As long

as she had her mother’s necklace embedded on her chest, she would not be left

alone.




A knitted black scarf hung around her neck

loosely and it flew as the billowing wind brushed through her auburn hair. The

sun was sinking fast below the horizons, giving her hair more reddish hue.




Rebecca's eyes were the glimmering color of

emerald, sparkling in the light of the morning sun like a fresh sheen of

morning dew. And when she lifted her pale face to the sky, emerald shifted into

the color of deep ocean shimmering in the sunlight.




As she looked down at the grave, with her

father’s name scrawled across the stone, and mother’s grave not two feet away,

Rebecca wished she could just kneel here, and mourn.




She knelt at the grave, and laid her hand upon

the headstone. “I love you, father, I love you, mother” she whispered. Then she

rose and walked across the graveyard.




***




Marriage. That was a subject that occupied

her thoughts ! Rebecca longed to marry, to have a house and husband of her own,

and to someday raise her children. Rebecca knew she would be a wonderful wife.

With her manners and kindness, any man would be proud if she was the mistress

of his house.




After her mother had joined his father in

death, Rebecca had come to live with her uncle’s family, but from the beginning

she had felt unwelcome. She knew they had only taken her in because they

considered it their duty. She was, after all, family.




However, both her aunt and uncle never

missed an opportunity to remind her of her status. Rebecca never declined a

request, never argued and never questioned her uncle’s authority. And yet, to

this day he had never looked at her with affection, nor had her aunt.
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“Rebecca!”




Rebecca wiped her forehead with the back of

her hand, using a wood pillar to push herself into a standing position. Her

back was aching so badly it felt as though it might break in half — not that

her aunt would care.




“Rebecca!”




Biting back a harsh response, Rebecca set her

cleaning brush to one side and headed towards the entrance of the stables.




“Yes?”




“Don’t be impertinent with me, girl!” her aunt

bit out, her lined face contorted with anger.




“I wasn’t — ” Rebecca began, only to be

silenced by her aunt’s harsh voice.




“Enough, Rebecca. I am tired of your excuses

and laziness! Not only will you need to sweep the stables, but I insist that

you wipe down and feed the horses as well. That will teach you to be so

impudent!”




Bristling with the injustice of it all,

Rebecca forced herself to keep her mouth closed. This was her aunt’s way of

keeping control over her.




Rebecca had barely said anything, and already

her aunt had decided she was being rude. It was quite ridiculous, but saying

anything more would simply land her with more chores.




“Oh!” her aunt said. “And Lady Agnes is

arriving later this afternoon. Do make sure you’re presentable. A bad

influence, that woman.”




Rebecca allowed herself a small smile,

ignoring her aunt’s mutterings. Lady Agnes, her mother’s best friend, was now

the only friend Rebecca had in the world.




Sighing heavily, Rebecca walked back down the

stables, shivering a little in the chill air. Picking up the small brush, she

continued with her task of sweeping the area clean. She was determined to do it

and to do it well. If it was not done well enough, Rebecca knew she would have

to do it again. Her back complaining already, she bent over and began to sweep.




A short time later, Rebecca looked over her

handiwork, hoping it would satisfy her aunt. She had scrubbed the stables until

her hands were red and numb with cold, but she was determined. She simply would

not allow her aunt to win.




***




“Whatever are you doing?” called a voice, just

as Rebecca heard the sounds of a carriage approaching.




Turning around, Rebecca did not make even the

slightest effort to hide her bedraggled appearance. Lady Agnes knew full well

exactly how her friend was being treated.




“Cleaning the stables,” Rebecca replied, just

as Lady Agnes alighted from the carriage.




“At the shrew’s direction, no doubt,” Lady

Agnes muttered, grimly.




“Precisely that,” Rebecca agreed, throwing her

arms around Lady Agnes. “I am delighted to see you, of course.”




Lady Agnes smiled, her blue eyes full of

sympathy. “Are you allowed to enter the house with me?”




Rebecca rolled her eyes. “I presume so,

although I must warn you that Lady Grenville will have a vast amount to say

about my appearance, I’m afraid. She did tell me to make myself presentable

before your arrival, but, on the other hand, she also ordered me to scrub the

horses!”




“The witch,” Lady Agnes muttered, darkly.

“Never mind, I have a proposal for you that may lighten your mood.”




“Oh?”




Lady Agnes smiled at Rebecca. “All in good

time. Let’s get you inside. You must change out of your wet things, for I can

see you shivering! Then a quiet tête-a-tête, I think.”




“The shrew will not like that one bit,”

Rebecca grinned, climbing the steps. “You know how much she likes to listen to

our conversations!”




“Don’t worry about that,” Lady Agnes replied,

grimly. “I am quite able to remove her from our presence. Indeed, I shall take

great pleasure in doing so.”




Rebecca changed as quickly as possible,

rubbing as much life back into her hands as she could before descending to the

drawing room.




“Ah, Rebecca,” Lady Agnes smiled.




“I have just now ordered a tea tray, which

should be here momentarily.”




Lady Grenville, who was hovering around the

room like a bird of prey waiting to attack, gave Rebecca a small nod. “Rebecca

does have some duties to attend to, I’m afraid, Lady Agnes. She cannot tarry

long.”




Lady Agnes got to her feet, turning cold eyes

on Lady Grenville.




“Thank you, Lady Grenville. However, I do wish

to speak to Rebecca in private. I shall make my farewells to you in person, of

course, but for the moment, I wish to be alone with her.”




Rebecca watched with some amusement as Lady

Grenville’s mouth fell open. She was being dismissed, and Rebecca was more than

aware that the other lady did not like it.




“I beg your pardon?” Lady Grenville asked when

she’d found her voice.




“It is not too much trouble, is it?” Lady

Agnes asked, innocently. “I - I -”




“Very good,” Lady Agnes interrupted, walking

to the door and holding it open. “And you might take your son with you, Lady

Grenville. As I said, there are some things of a private nature that I wish to

speak to her about.”




Rebecca watched, half-amazed, half-stunned, as

Christopher sidled out from a dark corner of the room and followed his mother,

a sullen look on his face. Lady Agnes shut the door behind them, letting out a

long, satisfied sigh.




“You amaze me, Lady Agnes,” Rebecca laughed,

seating herself opposite her. “They never listen to me - or anyone else for

that matter - in the same way.”




Lady Agnes’s face grew determined. “They do

not treat you well here, Rebecca. Tell me, have you any prospects at all?”




“None,” Rebecca replied, honestly.




Lady Agnes sat a little farther forward in her

chair. “Then I have a proposal for you. My nephew requires a governess.”




“A governess?” Rebecca echoed, frowning.




“Indeed,” Lady Agnes replied, firmly. “You are

highly educated and would do very well. The girl is but six years old, and her

mother passed three years ago. My nephew has never remarried but dearly loves

his daughter. I can assure you that the post is yours if you wish it.”




Rebecca considered this for a moment. Life as

a governess would be considerably better than working here, as a servant.




“If you want the post, it’s yours, Rebecca.”




“What is your nephew’s name?” Rebecca asked,

as a slight modicum of happiness stirred in her soul. “Does he live nearby?”




Lady Agnes smiled. “He owns the Daventry

Estate, which is less than a day’s travel from here. Although at the moment he

is in Bath for the season,”




“Daventry…surely not the Duke of Daventry?”

Rebecca gasped, suddenly aware of who her potential employer might be. “The

very same!” her godmother exclaimed. “Is that not exciting?
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“Exciting is not the

word I would choose,” Rebecca murmured, looking away.




“Nonsense,” Lady Agnes replied, quickly.

“Those are simply rumours, Rebecca.”




Rebecca raised an eyebrow, but Lady Agnes

looked away at once. It was right for an aunt to defend her nephew, she

supposed. However, the Duke of Daventry’s scandalous reputation was so much

spoken of that there had to be some truth to it!




“They cannot all be rumours, Lady Agnes” she

returned. “Although, if he is a good employer, I suppose that his reputation

would be of no importance.”




“Precisely,” her godmother replied, a sudden

smile on her face. “All that nonsense about affairs and dalliances, you must

simply ignore.”




Rebecca took in a long breath, considering her

options. On one hand, she could remain here and allow her aunt to find new ways

to make her life miserable, whilst her uncle remained silent in the background.




Or she could take on the position as governess

and leave her current situation far behind. The Duke had a less than sparkling

reputation, but given that she would very rarely be in his immediate presence,

that matter was moot.




“What is the child’s name?”




Lady Agnes beamed at her, assuming by

Rebecca’s words that she was favourably inclined to the offer.




“She is called Isabella. Something of a mouse,

I believe. Quiet for a girl her age. You will need to coax her out of her

shell, Rebecca, but I am quite sure you shall manage.”




Reaching over, she patted Rebecca’s hand. “You

know I would take you to my home if I could,” she murmured, her face awash with

sympathy. “Your uncle may have turned down all my requests for you to live with

me, but I promise you he will not refuse this.” Her mouth drew into a thin

line. “Or it will be all the worse for him.”
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Things moved very

quickly after Lady Agnes’s visit. Her uncle had rowed with Lady Agnes, by all

accounts, but she had got her way in the end.




Lady Grenville had cried many angry tears over

her husband’s compliance, but, given that Lady Agnes had written to the Duke of

Daventry almost immediately, there was nothing Rebecca’s stepmother could do.




The Duke was currently residing at his estate

in Bath over the summer season. Rebecca was to travel through two counties to

join his household staff. Never had she been more than two hours carriage ride

from home. Her employment as a governess was truly going to be a great adventure.




After a week of travel to reach Somerset, the

beautiful estate of Camden House became visible in the horizon. Rebecca was

flabbergasted that this was only one of the Duke’s lesser properties, and that

he only used it during summer months to boot.




The satisfaction Rebecca had felt in closing

the carriage door and leaving her home without even a backward glance, had not

yet left her, however trepidation was rising in her chest at the thought of

meeting her new, extremely wealthy employer.




The army of servants she was introduced to by

the Housekeeper and Butler was a blur. Her thoughts focused on one singular

event, meeting the Duke.




“Miss Harrington has arrived, Your Grace.”




Upon being allowed entry, Rebecca walked into

the study and curtsied as best she could before looking directly at her

employer.




Her breath caught in her chest, but she

attributed it simply to being surprised to see such a youthful-looking man

studying her. His fair hair was swept to one side, with a few curls at his

ears. Deep blue eyes looked into hers, whilst his lips turned up into a small

smile.




“Your Grace,” she murmured, as his gaze swept

over her. “I am your new governess.”




“Are you, now?” he replied, tilting his head

to one side. “Goodness, you are younger than I expected.”




“How so?”




He grinned, and a sudden heat burst in

Rebecca’s core.




“I had thought you something of a spinster,

Miss Harrington, but you are not quite on the shelf!”




Rebecca felt heat flood her cheeks, but

continued to keep his gaze.




“I have very few prospects, Your Grace.”




“Mmm,” came the reply. He watched her for a

few minutes more, before taking a breath and smiling at her again. “You are my

aunt’s friend?”




“Yes, Your Grace,” Rebecca replied, feeling

slightly disconcerted by the way he was continuing to gaze at her.




It was as if she were a puzzle he was trying

to resolve. She had not expected such a warm reception, either, now that she

was a lowly governess. Then again, the rumours about the Duke had him as a

seductive and alluring man. Perhaps the warmth he was showing her now was an

attempt to allow him access to her bed at a later time.




The thought forced Rebecca to stand a little

taller, lifting her chin. She had heard that some men liked to make bedsport of

those they employed. That would not be a trap she would fall into. Whilst she

was vastly grateful for his employ, she would not be seduced by him, despite

her lack of experience. She was completely resolute.




“My aunt has told me you are, in fact the

niece of Lord Grenville,” the Duke continued. “Why, pray tell, are you settling

for a lowly position as a governess? Your station does not require it. Should

you not be practicing the pianoforte or working on your embroidery?”




Rebecca shook her head. Without giving too

much away, she told him briefly about her responsibilities at home, and watched

the smile slide from his face.




“And so,” she finished, “I decided that this

would be a much better situation for me. Besides, I do love children, and I am

greatly looking forward to making your daughter’s acquaintance.”




The Duke nodded, slowly.




“Very well,” he said, getting to his feet.

“Then I shall have the butler show you to her rooms. Or, rather,” he amended,

coming around to the front of the desk, “I shall take you myself. Isabella is a

quiet girl and does not always take to strangers. My introductions will smooth

the path, however.”




He gave her a quick smile, before exiting the

study, leaving her to follow behind. Her charge’s room turned out to be in

another wing. The entire journey, which seemed to take forever, was conducted

in silence. Rebecca trailed behind the imposing figure of her employer.




The Duke had been quite right, Isabella was a

very quiet child. Her blond hair had been tied back neatly, and her large blue

eyes regarded Rebecca with something akin to fear. She stood beside her father,

one of her hands in his, but did not raise even a glimmer of a smile as he made

the introductions.




Trying to encourage the child, Rebecca knelt

down on the floor, so that she was no longer towering over her. Unaware of the

Duke’s look of astonishment, she smiled gently at Isabella, keeping her voice

low.




“It is lovely to meet you, Lady Isabella. May

I say how pretty your hair is? It is just the colour I have always longed for

myself.”




Isabella looked at her for a long moment.

“Your hair is very dark.”




Rebecca laughed. “Yes, it is. Do you know how

often I have wished to have your fair colouring? But it was not to be, it

seems.”




She smiled at Isabella and, finally, got just

the smallest smile in return.




“I think we shall get along very well. I would

dearly love to see the schoolroom, though. Do you think you would be able to

show me the way?”




To the Duke’s immense surprise, Isabella

dropped his hand and walked over to Rebecca without a moment’s hesitation.

Rebecca’s smile grew wider as the child slipped her hand into her own, before

walking towards the nursery door.




“Thank you, Your Grace,” Rebecca called back

over her shoulder. “Please excuse me.”




“Not at all,” he murmured, hardly able to believe

what he was seeing. “Please come to the library this evening, once Isabella is

abed. We have her education – and your compensation – to discuss.”




Rebecca nodded, giving him a quick curtsy

before allowing Isabella to lead her out of the room and along the hallway.

Things had gone better than she’d hoped with the girl, who had taken to her

almost immediately.




Rebecca hoped that the child’s acceptance of

her would continue. Remembering that she would have to find her way to the

library this evening, a shot of nerves hit Rebecca full-force.




She was already far too aware of the Duke,

barely able to get his handsome face from her mind. The look on his face when

Isabella had taken her hand told her that he had been just as surprised as she.

Mayhap that would reassure him that all would be well with her as Isabella’s

governess.




Rebecca smiled to herself. She had been

delighted to see the obvious love and care between father and daughter.

Whatever rumours might circulate about the Duke, his love for his daughter was

above reproach. With a spring in her steps, Rebecca continued towards the

schoolroom with Isabella, for the first time in a long time looking forward to

her new life.
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Robert Erskine, the

Duke of Daventry, blew a long breath from between his pursed lips. This simply

was not going to work. Already he was thinking about writing to his aunt and

telling her that the new governess would have to return home – not that his

aunt would accept that, of course.




His concern had grown from the very first

moment Miss Rebecca Harrington stepped into his office. Her youth had surprised

him, followed by her beauty. He was a connoisseur of beauty, and she was a

diamond of first water, despite her chestnut tresses being tied up primly into

a bun and her morose-looking governess attire.




He smiled to himself, her garments had not

quite manage to hide her curves. Heat burned into his core as he thought of

her. She was altogether too lovely to remain in his home, for his immediate

attraction to her both concerned and frustrated him.




His reputation as a rake was something he made

no apologies for. Ladies practically fell into his arms, despite this. There

were both married women and widows in London who had made it more than obvious

that they wished for a dalliance with him.




It had been all too easy to oblige, especially

after the death of his wife, but that part of his life was behind him now. At

least for the moment. He had to maintain a spotless reputation, in the

preparation for his upcoming wedding. Miss Alice Winters was the daughter of

Lord Langley, who was both wealthy and well-known.




Robert’s face darkened with consternation at

the thought of the young lady in question. He did not care much for the chit,

but it was a good match. Her pedigree was impeccable, she would make him an

honourable wife.




However, there was an air of arrogance about

her that he did not particularly fancy. She came with a sizeable dowry and had

a pretty face, but that was all that could commend her to him. Why he had

agreed to the match, he was not quite sure – but he was sure it had something

to do with getting his mother to stop harping on about the future of the

Daventry estate.




What would his mother do should he break off

the engagement? Musing to himself, he poured a splash of whisky into a glass,

moving to sit in his comfortable chair before the fire. She would be utterly

irate, and would, in all likelihood, attempt to move back into his home in

order to begin her reign once more.




Rolling his eyes, Robert let out a long sigh.

What had become of him? His thoughts turned to his daughter. He had been

greatly surprised by just how quickly the girl had taken to her new governess,

for she barely graced her own father with a smile, never mind a complete

stranger!




His heart grew warm as he thought of the way

she had carefully placed her hand in Miss Harrington’s before walking from the

room. His Isabella had never before shown such immediate camaraderie with a

stranger before. Perhaps the new governess had more to recommend her than he’d

first expected.




Isabella needed a warm and friendly governess.

With her mother now gone for over three years, she needed a womanly role model.

Someone to inspire her, and to teach her all that she would need to enter into

society and take on her responsibilities when the time came. Would Miss

Harrington be able to show her all of that?




A frown marred his brow. Miss Harrington was

young and seemingly inexperienced, although she did come from a good family

and, according to his aunt’s account, was well-educated. Something of a

bluestocking, she had said. Still, it seemed quite peculiar for a lady of

quality to deign to become a governess.




Getting up, he rifled through his drawer for

one of the most recent letters his aunt had sent him. It took him some minutes

but, eventually, he held it aloft triumphantly. Walking back to his chair, he

unfolded it and read it again, trying to find where his aunt had written about

Miss Harrington’s situation.




“She is both kind-hearted and good-tempered,”

he read aloud. “Her aunt, however, is something of a termagant. Needless to

say, Rebecca has suffered due to her aunt’s iron will. She needs to be removed

from this situation with the utmost speed,” he finished, refolding the letter.




So that was what his new governess had escaped

from. He was not quite sure how exactly she had suffered, but it had been

enough for his aunt to notice and become concerned.




Robert groaned aloud, resting his head back on

the chair. He could not ask her to leave, at least not yet. His attraction to

her would have to be managed, that was all.




Allowing her a fortnight’s trial with his

daughter would give him the opportunity to see just what she could do, and

whether or not Isabella truly took to her. If Isabella formed a bond with the

woman, then Robert vowed he would not remove Miss Harrington from her post. His

child meant more to him than the world, and he would not allow her to be

heartbroken.




“Then it’s settled,” he muttered to himself.

“If she can prove herself, then she stays.”




You will simply have to put your instant

attraction to her to one side, he thought to himself, grimly.




Taking a large sip of his whisky, he rose from

his chair and returned to his desk. Putting all thoughts of Miss Harrington

from his mind, he continued to work on the arrangements for the upcoming ball,

where he would, unfortunately, see his fiancée once more. He felt like

he had barely re-immersed himself in matters at hand, when there was a knock on

the door.




“Enter.”




In walked the new governess. Smiling as she

entered the library, Robert tried not to look anywhere other than at her eyes.

The problem was, however, that her eyes were an incredible shade of green that

almost glowed in the candlelight. The young woman was quite striking, despite

her drab appearance.




“You have settled in, then?”




“Yes, Your Grace” Rebecca replied, swallowing

the sudden lump in her throat.




Clasping her hands in front of her, she

attempted to smile back, ignoring her churning stomach.




“And Isabella?”




She nodded. “We have rubbed along very well

thus far, Your Grace.”




Slightly irritated, Robert waved a hand.




“You may dispense with all the ‘Your Grace’

declarations, Miss Harrington. A simple ‘my lord’ will suffice in private.”




He watched her eyebrows lift in surprise, but

grinned as she clamped her mouth shut. Obviously, he had taken her by surprise.




“I find such formalities take up too much

time,” he continued, by way of explanation.




“I see, my lord,” Rebecca murmured, still

recovering from his pronouncement.




She certainly had not expected that, but, then

again, perhaps it was simply another attempt on his part to put her at ease.




“So,” Robert continued, studying her once

more, “I have decided that, despite your lack of experience, you may have a

fortnight’s trial.”




Relief rushed into her face.




“I thank you, my lord,” she breathed, bobbing

a quick curtsy. “I shall make every effort to ensure I meet your standards.”




“And I am quite sure you will,” came the easy

reply. “Isabella does not often take so easily to those she has never met

before, so already, you see, you have surpassed my expectations!”




Rebecca smiled, her eyes sparkling with

delight. “I must say, your daughter is quite lovely, my lord. We have spoken of

many things.”




“Indeed,” Robert replied, surprised. “I had

worried she would remain as quiet as a mouse.”




“It did take some time for her to begin to

talk with me, I must confess, but since then, she has spoken at length about

her pony and one of her dolls. They are both her very favourite,” she finished,

laughing.




For a moment, Robert was dumb struck. Miss

Harrington’s laugh brought joy to his heart, and he was finding it difficult

not to allow his attraction to her to get the better of him. Already, his gaze

was drifting to her lips, and he had to force himself to look away. Lambasting

his weakness, he got to his feet.




“Then we are agreed,” he said, walking towards

the door and holding it open for her. “I shall provide remuneration, at the end

of the month.”




Naming a sum that made her gasp, he grinned

delightedly. He had not intended to pay so much, but from what his aunt had

said, she deserved a little happiness.




“I thank you, my lord,” Rebecca breathed,

bobbing another curtsy. “You shall not regret this, I swear it.”




Walking from the room, she turned her head to

give him one more brilliant smile, before disappearing into the darkness of the

hallway.




“I hope I shall not regret it,” Robert

murmured to himself, staring after her.
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