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Chapter 1: An Unlikely Position
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The carriage wheels groaned beneath the weight of Eleanor Hartwood’s modest belongings as she peered out the rain-speckled window at the towering Ravenshire Manor. The grand estate loomed in the distance, its dark stone façade shadowed by a sky heavy with storm clouds, as if nature itself whispered a warning.

A governess position—one of the few respectable roles for a woman of her standing. And yet, standing before the iron gates of one of England’s most formidable estates, she felt like a trespasser in a world that would never truly welcome her.

As the coach rumbled to a halt, Eleanor smoothed the folds of her plain, brown traveling gown, inhaling deeply. She would not falter. This position meant survival—a chance to build a life of quiet dignity after the financial ruin of her family.

The door swung open, and a stout woman in a crisp black dress and lace cap stood waiting. Her expression was unreadable, though her assessing gaze lingered a fraction too long.

"Miss Hartwood?" The woman’s voice was clipped, efficient.

Eleanor stepped down from the carriage, gripping the strap of her worn leather satchel. "Yes. You must be Mrs. Harcourt?"

The housekeeper nodded curtly. "His Lordship expects his staff to be punctual and discreet. You will do well to remember that."

Eleanor lifted her chin. "I assure you, madam, I have no intention of being anything but."

Mrs. Harcourt studied her for a moment longer before motioning toward the vast double doors of the manor.

"Come, I shall take you to Lady Clara."

The halls of Ravenshire Manor were as imposing as its exterior. Tall ceilings, portraits of Blackwood ancestors staring down with a haughty air, and thick rugs muffling their footsteps—it was a house steeped in history, wealth, and, if the chill in the air was any indication, secrets.

Eleanor took in her surroundings as they ascended a sweeping staircase. It was clear that Ravenshire had seen better days—some of the tapestries were fading, and the heavy mahogany banisters bore the faintest marks of neglect.

Finally, Mrs. Harcourt stopped outside a lavishly decorated nursery and knocked.

A small voice answered. "Come in."

As the door opened, Eleanor’s heart softened. Lady Clara Blackwood, no more than seven years old, sat curled in a window seat, her golden curls illuminated by the dim afternoon light.

Clara barely looked up, her fingers toying with the hem of her silk gown.

Mrs. Harcourt cleared her throat. "Lady Clara, this is Miss Hartwood, your new governess."

Eleanor stepped forward with a warm smile. "It is a pleasure to meet you, my lady."

Clara’s blue eyes flicked toward her, hesitant, uncertain. "Will you leave too?" she asked, voice barely above a whisper.

The words struck Eleanor like a blade. How many governesses had come before her? How many had left?

She knelt before the girl, keeping her voice gentle. "I will stay as long as you need me."

For a brief moment, something like hope flickered in Clara’s expression.

Then, the door behind them creaked open, and the air in the room shifted.

A tall, imposing figure filled the doorway. Edward Blackwood, the Earl of Ravenshire.

Eleanor had seen portraits of him in newspapers, but the paintings failed to capture the raw, almost cruel handsomeness of the man before her. He was dressed in a dark waistcoat and crisp white shirt, his broad shoulders tense beneath the weight of something unspoken.

His gaze flicked to her, piercing and unreadable. "Miss Hartwood."

She rose slowly, pulse unsteady. "My lord."

Edward stepped forward, his presence commanding, though there was no warmth in his expression. "Clara, have you behaved?"

Clara nodded but did not meet his eyes.

Edward exhaled through his nose, then turned to Eleanor. "You are expected to instruct her in reading, arithmetic, and French. There will be no nonsense, no unnecessary sentimentality." His tone was devoid of affection, his words like a blade cutting through the air.

Eleanor squared her shoulders. "Children require more than discipline, my lord. They require kindness."

A flicker of something—surprise? Amusement?—crossed his sharp features, but it vanished just as quickly.

"Do not overstep your place, Miss Hartwood," he warned, his voice as cool as the storm brewing outside.

She held his gaze, refusing to be intimidated. "I am here to ensure Lady Clara receives the best care and education. I will not overstep, my lord, but I will not neglect my duty either."

A tense silence filled the room.

Finally, Edward inclined his head. "See that you do not disappoint."

With that, he turned sharply on his heel and strode from the room, leaving behind the lingering scent of cedar and something darker—something untamed.

Eleanor released the breath she had been holding.

So this was the Earl of Ravenshire. A man cold as winter frost... and yet, for some reason, she could not shake the feeling that beneath his hardened exterior lay a storm waiting to be unleashed.

And she was about to step straight into its path.
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Chapter 2: A Forbidden Attraction

[image: ]


The days at Ravenshire Manor settled into a quiet rhythm, though Eleanor Hartwood could not shake the tension that lingered in the air.

Lady Clara took to her lessons with bright-eyed curiosity, though shadows still clung to her—shadows of loss, of loneliness, the kind that only a child abandoned by fate could carry.

But it was not Clara who made Eleanor’s heart race at unexpected moments. It was him.

Edward Blackwood, the Earl of Ravenshire, rarely spoke to her, though she often felt the weight of his gaze lingering in the silence of dimly lit corridors, or across the breakfast table where he barely acknowledged her presence.

She had never met a man so infuriatingly restrained, so perfectly unreadable. And yet, despite his coldness, something about him unsettled her—something buried deep, behind the sharp lines of his jaw, behind the storm-cloud blue of his eyes.

It was on one such evening that everything changed.

A Late-Night Encounter

The house was unusually quiet, save for the rhythmic ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway. Clara had fallen asleep after a bedtime story, and Eleanor had allowed herself a rare indulgence—a stolen moment in the library.

The manor’s library was vast, lined with towering oak shelves that smelled of parchment and ink. Eleanor trailed her fingers along the spines of books, eyes alighting on a leather-bound edition of Sir Walter Scott’s poems.

She sighed wistfully. How long had it been since she had read for pleasure? Since she had done something simply for herself?

Lifting the book from its place, she carefully turned the delicate pages, engrossed in a verse about forbidden love and tragic fates.

“You have a habit of wandering where you do not belong, Miss Hartwood.”

The deep, rich timbre of Edward’s voice sent a shiver down her spine.

She turned sharply, heart pounding, and found him leaning against the doorway, arms crossed over his broad chest. He was dressed in a dark waistcoat, his cravat slightly loosened—a rare moment of unguarded ease.

“I was not aware the library was forbidden to me, my lord,” Eleanor replied, keeping her voice even.

Edward’s gaze drifted lazily over the book in her hands, his expression unreadable. “Scott.”

Eleanor hesitated. “Yes. Do you read poetry, my lord?”

There was a flicker of something—a shadow of memory, a ghost of a past self, perhaps—before he exhaled and took a slow step forward.

“I did,” he admitted. “Once.”

His voice was softer now, as if revealing something unintentional. He reached for the book, his fingers brushing against hers for the briefest moment. The touch was fleeting, but it sent a startling heat through Eleanor’s veins.

She pulled back quickly. “And now?”

Edward smirked, though it lacked its usual arrogance. “I find poetry... sentimental.”

Eleanor arched a brow. “Then you must not have read it properly, my lord.”

His gaze snapped to hers, sharp and piercing, but instead of rebuking her, he
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