
  
    [image: Hearts in Hiding Box Set 2]
  


  
    
      HEARTS IN HIDING BOX SET 2

      HEARTS IN HIDING: THREE REGENCY CINDERELLA ROMANCE RETELLINGS — COMPLETE BOX SET

      
        HEARTS IN HIDING: REGENCY CINDERELLA RETELLINGS

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        BEVERLEY OAKLEY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Sani Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by Beverley Oakley

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          The Governess’s Forbidden Love

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

      
        
          Drawn to the Duke

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

      
        
          Hazard’s Mistress

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Also by Beverley Oakley

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Get A Free Book

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE GOVERNESS’S FORBIDDEN LOVE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Lightning split the dark sky, illuminating the froth of angry sea upon jagged rocks at the base of the cliff.

      Ned, the old cart horse, snorted in fear and Charlotte closed her eyes as she steeled herself for a plunge into oblivion, one hand gripping what she thought was the side of the pony trap until she realised with horror she was mauling the thigh of Mr Kernick now battling to control the rearing horse.

      “Whoa, there, Ned!” The handsome young tutor was too busy dragging on the reins to notice Charlotte snatch back her hand while the force of the vehicle’s abrupt halt caused her head to snap back.

      “Are you all right, Miss Stanbridge?”

      Charlotte, doing her best to keep her balance,  forced a smile, though she was shaking with fear. “Quite all right, thank you, Mr Kernick.”

      Except she wasn’t. Everything about this terrible journey, which should have taken only an hour, made her want to cry. And she’d gripped Mr Kernick’s thigh. All these years of just gazing at him, and now she’d actually touched him.

      It was unladylike, and it was mortifying…

      For he hadn’t even noticed.

      “Poor Old Ned isn’t used to weather like this, and you’re not either, I’d wager.” Rain dripped from Mr Kernick’s low crowned felt hat, his face silhouetted against the lowering sky. He smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll soon have you at Pencarrow Manor so you can get warm and dry.”

      As usual, Charlotte couldn’t find the words to answer him, though his kindness nearly emboldened her to tell him she didn’t want to get to her destination.

      Why should he care, though? Mrs Glendenning didn’t.

      A note from Lord Pencarrow’s housekeeper, Mrs Tregonning, was all it had taken for her to relinquish Charlotte for a week, as apparently his lordship’s nephews had come to stay unexpectedly and needed the supervision of a full-time governess.

      “Here, let me tuck that blanket around you a little closer, Miss Stanbridge.” The horse had stopped once more, and Mr Kernick leaned over. “You’re shivering like a near-drowned thing, and Mrs Glendenning won’t thank me for delivering you to Pencarrow Manor with a feverish chill.”

      Charlotte murmured a thank you and closed her eyes, shivering even more as Mr Kernick’s fingers grazed her cheek. He was touching her, just like in her dreams.

      She brought herself up short. Clearly, though, it meant nothing to him. Simple practicality motivated his actions.

      “I’ve secured you as best I can against the rain, but now I see you’re as trussed up as a babe and can’t move. Lean against me if it’ll help buttress you against the jolts,” he said as Old Ned got back into his painstakingly slow stride.

      “Thank you, Mr Kernick, but I’m quite all right,” Charlotte said for the second time, while her heart sped up dangerously.

      Why, oh, why had she said that? In all her years working for Mr and Mrs Glendenning, Charlotte could only have dreamed of the young tutor saying such words to her during his weekly visits to Honeyfield House.

      “As long as you’re sure, miss.”

      Did he look disappointed, or was she only imagining it? Charlotte was about to rectify any sense of frostiness she might have conveyed, only Mr Kernick now said cheerfully, “You must look forward to a change of air, or a different routine at any rate. You’ve been governess at Honeyfield House for longer than I’ve been tutor to Sir Pennyworth’s sons, and I’m ready to stretch my wings.”

      For five years, Charlotte’s routine had been unvaried. Reading, writing and arithmetic in the morning with the two younger Glendenning girls was followed by painting in the afternoon with their elder sister. Charlotte’s most important task was to instil a ladylike sense of decorum into the soon-to-be presented headstrong Miss Catherine.

      Charlotte, by contrast, had never been headstrong, a virtue Mrs Glendenning had been pronouncing all week was what she’d miss most—or rather, her headstrong daughter would—once Charlotte left the household to marry Mr George Ravensby.

      As if this was a given.

      When Charlotte looked reluctant when informed she’d spend a week at Pencarrow Manor, Mrs Glendening had suggested with a thoughtful frown that this was the appropriate length of time to keep Mr Ravensby waiting for his answer.

      Mr Ravensby. Charlotte glanced at Mr Kernick and realised he did not know about Charlotte’s marriage offer. She wondered if she should tell him, but decided that his inevitable congratulations would be too painful.

      Charlotte didn’t want to marry Mr Ravensby, but Mrs Glendenning had made it clear that Charlotte’s answer would naturally be in the affirmative. Since the Glendenning family would shortly decamp to London, and then France, where they’d hired a French governess, and since Charlotte had no other home to go to, she had to agree with Mrs Glendenning. She really didn’t have any option.

      Another slice of wind lanced Charlotte’s cheek, and she shivered even more, for the rain, which had breached the neck opening of the blanket, showed no sign of abating.

      Mr Kernick sent a worried look up at the sky, the reins slack in his lap. “It doesn’t look like Old Ned is going any further, though it’s hardly to be wondered at.” He jerked a thumb at the low-lying cloud and heavy fog that swirled about them. “Old Gryff, the shepherd warned me. His bad leg is a harbinger of bad weather.” He snapped the reins and added in a more cheerful tone, “Ah, but I’m sure this will pass and sunshine will bathe the cliffs in a golden glow. We’ve three hours before nightfall and plenty of time to get you safely to Pencarrow Manor.”

      Charlotte loved the poetic way Mr Kernick spoke. If she put her ear to the pane of glass that separated the schoolroom where she taught the little girls, she could hear Mr Kernick— and catch a glimpse of him from time to time—teach Master Edward Glendenning advanced mathematics during his weekly visit.

      Apparently, Mr Kernick was gifted in advanced mathematics. And Mr Glendenning had high hopes that this would rub off on his son who would one day assist him as manager of the local tin mine, though as far as Charlotte could tell, Master Edward wasn’t gifted at anything other than finding ways to avoid exerting himself.

      With a click of his tongue, Mr Kernick encouraged Old Ned on his plodding journey, though the fog was now hugging the cliff top, and Charlotte could only hear the crashing waves.

      She wondered if a girl like herself, reared in Hampshire’s gentle climes, might ever get used to Cornwall’s wild and unpredictable coast.

      Mr Kernick let out a sudden laugh and Charlotte’s heart cleaved to see the joyous way his eyes crinkled as he pointed to the rainbow curving over the sea as the clouds suddenly parted. “What did I tell you, Miss Stanbridge? Not just bathed in sunshine but crowned by a rainbow, and isn’t it the most beautiful you ever saw?”

      Water had now breached the front of her pelisse beneath the blanket, Charlotte realised, for her nipples hardened in the most disconcerting way, though her throat had never felt so dry.

      “It is beautiful.” She dropped her gaze from Mr Kernick’s face as longing clutched at her, and she mumbled the first thing she could think of. It had in fact been chasing itself round and round her head since she’d overheard the snippet a month ago. Perhaps it was one of the reasons she’d given Mr Ravensby a hearing, thus emboldening him to make her a marriage offer. For without Mr Kernick’s weekly visits, she could at least get on with her life. “I hear you’re leaving Swain Cove for a position at  Riverdale School, Mr Kernick.”

      He nodded as Ned negotiated the uneven track. “Sir Pennyworth has recommended me, and I shall be forever in his debt. A farmer’s son rarely rises so far.”

      “Is it because you’re good at mathematics? Mr Glendenning says you have the mind of an abacus?” Riverdale School was located an hour’s drive away. As the most hallowed learning institution between Swain Cove and Oxford and Cambridge, Charlotte had heard that a position there was often a precursor for a fellowship at one of those great universities.

      Mr Kernick nodded. “Aye, Sir Pennyworth says I have a gift that should be recognised. As our magistrate, he’s used his connections to secure me this great position. Oh, my!” He broke off, indicating the dissolving rainbow. “Our heavenly vision was short-lived. And now the rain has begun again. We are making heavy work of this, Miss Stanbridge, and I worry that you’ll catch a chill.”

      Charlotte wrapped her arms about her as another gust of freezing air, and the sharp cry of a seabird, was overlaid by Mr Kernick’s, “Steady on! Whoa!”

      The horse had stumbled and now it drew to a halt amidst a clattering of metal and harness, the moist and clammy air infiltrating Charlotte’s lungs, making her cough.

      Charlotte strained her eyes to see beyond the horse’s nose and as she turned her head, met Mr Kernick’s concerned look.

      “You’re shivering.” He put out his hand as if he might touch her, then withdrew it.

      Disappointed, Charlotte acknowledged that her demeanour hardly gave him encouragement. She’d never been one to show her feelings, but the presence of the one man who sent her senses into painful awareness seemed to make her even more closed-up.

      “Are you cold?” He paused, frowned, then said firmly, before she could answer, “You must have the other blanket.”

      “Please, Mr Kernick, there’s no need. You’ll want it more than I—” Charlotte’s objection was truncated by another cough while her companion ignored her protest, removing the blanket from his knees.

      She closed her eyes as his warm, capable fingers once again brushed her cheek and neck and stiffened against the familiar longing that crept like tendrils through her whole being.

      His decisive tones jolted her back to the present. “We can’t stay here and the horse refuses to go further.” He stood up and scanned the fog-shrouded cliffs, turning to look inland. “Nor are we within easy walking of any habitation.”

      Charlotte wondered how he could know this when she couldn’t see beyond Ned’s stubborn head. “But we’re surely near the town? I saw it in the distance before the weather closed in.” She cursed herself for allowing an edge of panic to her tone, then, drawing in a careful breath, managed more calmly. “If the horse refuses to take us, couldn’t we walk?”

      “Not when we can’t see a foot in front of us.” Mr Kernick shook his head. “One misstep and we’d be over the cliff, with the other blindly following. Trust me, Miss Stanbridge, I grew up in these parts.”

      Charlotte had always wanted to know more about Mr Kernick and his unusual elevation in society but he was now climbing down from the pony trap, telling her he’d check the horse’s hooves and the path in front to see if there was any obvious reason old Ned refused to take another step.

      She waited, shivering. The cold seemed to have seeped right into her bones and, despite the two blankets, she wondered if she’d ever be warm again.

      She only realised she was drifting off to sleep when she was shocked into opening her eyes by a gentle slap on the cheek.

      “Forgive me, but you cannot fall asleep!” He had her shoulders now and was gently shaking her. “In this weather, you might not wake up again. The lightning is dangerous, and we can’t remain so exposed to the elements.” His grip loosened, and he touched her cheek, his look concerned.

      And fond, she thought dreamily.

      Though wasn’t she always having dreams about Mr Kernick?

      That’s all they were. Dreams.

      And nothing ever came of dreams.

      But then consciousness returned as his grip tightened, his voice urgent as he shouted against a rumble of thunder, “We need to find shelter! Quickly!”
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      Charlotte was fully alert now.

      She nodded, still touching her cheek and remembering not the slap, but the gentleness that came after. Like her father. He had been a gentle man, and no match for the bitterness of her mother.

      But Mr Kernick had gentleness and backbone. Galvanised into action, his jaw clenched with concentration as he worked to secure Ned, putting stones against the wheels of the pony trap as he shouted, “We must leave the horse here while you come with me, Miss Stanbridge!” Straightening, he reached for her hand, steadying her as she rose to her feet, helping her to put aside the blankets. “There. I’ve got you.”

      Charlotte tried to hide her awareness of him as his hands went about her waist. As he swung her from the cart and set her down before him, she wanted to sink into him and breathe him in.

      But his focus was on getting them away from the exposed cliff top, and he did not take advantage of the moment. If his hands lingered around her waist, it was only because she’d stumbled on the rough shale. And his lips did not graze the top of her head in an echo of the longing in his gaze.

      Even amid a raging storm, Charlotte was a victim of her cursed romanticism, for he was as businesslike as ever when he raised his voice to be heard over the rising wind and intensifying rain. “Hold on to me while I lead us through the fog.” He hesitated, looking into her eyes for a second, as if to highlight the importance of his next words. “What I’m going to ask of you is even more dangerous. Do you trust me, Miss Stanbridge?”

      “Ask anything of me and I’ll do it, Mr Kernick.”

      “Good. I must go in front while you grip onto me as best you can as we make our descent.” He sounded commanding while Charlotte thought dreamily, I’d lay down my life for you, Mr Kernick, before gasping in sudden realisation, “You mean we’re going down the cliff face?”

      The last time she’d looked, it was a sheer drop to the rocks below. One misstep could be fatal. Mr Kernick had said as much.

      Mr Kernick was strong and agile, but with Charlotte clinging to him during their perilous descent, she might cause them both to plunge to their deaths.

      “Aye.” He nodded. “I recognise this bend in the track and know where we can climb down to find shelter in the caves. If we’re not to succumb to the elements, we can at least seek shelter until the storm passes and then hopefully walk out of this.”

      Charlotte bit her lip. Of course, they’d walk out of this.

      But then a tremendous keening sounded, the sky darkened to the colour of ink, a roar of thunder drowned out his next words, and a jagged lightning bolt split the sky.

      Charlotte screamed and the next moment found herself in Mr Kernick’s arms.

      He didn’t seem embarrassed when he released her. “You’re allowed to feel afraid, Charlotte.” He rested his hand briefly on her shoulder, as if to comfort her. “I should have known better than to have embarked upon this foolhardy journey. I’m a local and a farmer’s son. Reading this great sky is more important than numbers and book learning right now.”

      He took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Come, now. We’ll continue slowly along this track until we find the path I’m looking for.” Then, sounding more concerned, he muttered, “Though t’would be easier if we could see two feet in front of us. Are you sure you trust me, Miss Stanbridge? I wouldn’t ask this of you if I thought it would be more dangerous to wait it out in the pony trap. You’re as delicate as a rose petal, and you look like you’d bend at the first breath of wind.”

      Charlotte opened her mouth, but no sound came out as she struggled for a response. Was this a compliment? Or the opposite?

      He seemed to understand her confusion, for he added, “I mean that I’m duty-bound to ensure the safety of a delicate lass and don’t want to push you to do something against your will. You don’t say much, and I’d like to know what you want?”

      What could she say when for three years she’d struggled to hide what she really wanted?

      “Miss Stanbridge?”

      The sharpness of his tone brought her back to reality.

      “Miss Stanbridge, are you alright? You looked as if you were about to swoon. Would you prefer it if I leave you here and see if I can find help?”

      “No! No, I’ll come with you.” She thrust her hand back into his as she spoke and took such a rapid step forward, he stumbled. But she would not let him leave her behind. She was going to be with him every step of the way. “I am not a coward or a weakling, Mr Kernick!”

      “I’ve never thought it, Miss Stanbridge,” he said, his shoulders hunched as he pushed forward through the rain. “A veritable bulwark of proper ladylike containment hiding depths of resourcefulness I’ll never know. That’s what I’ve always thought.”

      “Have you?”

      “Aye, Miss Stanbridge. Now, we are here at the junction of the downward path, and I’m afraid I must let go of your hand. Hold on to me from behind while I keep us both steady.” Then he turned away from her and Charlotte did as he said, grasping his coattails as he led her downwards.

      After a few steps, he looked over his shoulder. The wind came in gusts, drowning out part of his words, though she understood him when he shouted, “Don’t be afraid and, perhaps, look upwards, which is a more sustaining sight.”

      On that, Charlotte was in complete agreement. But looking up meant she stumbled and after some painstakingly slow progress, slipping and sliding down the cliff side, she was relieved when Mr Kernick suggested they sit in the sheltering lee of a boulder for a few minutes to catch their breath.

      Not that Mr Kernick was suffering any shortness of breath. However, Charlotte was battling, and clearly he could see that, for he patted her hand, which lay fisted in her lap, and said, “Best we take our mind off the moment with a pleasant chat, don’t you think, Miss Stanbridge?”

      Charlotte nodded, a little bemused that this could happen to her. She was closer to Mr Kernick than she’d ever been. Wedged together in the shelter of a large rock, she could feel the outline of his strong, slender form. In three years, she’d not even shaken his hand.

      “You’re a resourceful miss. I’ve often thought it as I’ve watched you out in the garden teaching the little girls about the nature all about us. I’ve been envious, I will admit.”

      “Envious!” she gasped. “Of me?”

      “My duties require me to remain indoors teaching mathematics. You surely wouldn’t wish to swap places?”

      Charlotte shrugged. “You have more freedom.”

      “Do you think it?” He contemplated her for a moment. “There’s little freedom when one has to work so hard just to keep a roof over one’s head and to support an ailing, widowed mother. But then, you have your story of woe, too, I’d wager. Else you’d not have worked for Mr and Mrs Glendenning with not a visitor in all the years I’ve known you.” He smiled. “Perhaps we are both in a similar position, for I know you are not entirely alone and, like me, have a dear one to support.”

      The invitation in his eye was impossible to resist. And what did it matter that Mrs Glendenning had obviously been loose with her tongue? Despite the unsettled weather, Charlotte felt safe here in this unlikely haven, sharing an unexpected moment of unity with the man she’d admired from afar, but with whom she’d never exchanged more than a brief greeting.

      “I have a younger sister who needs a great deal of care since she was kicked in the head by a horse. My great-aunt looks after her, and since I have no parents, I pay what I can.”

      He held her gaze. “I’m sorry to hear it.”

      A crack of thunder and a lightning strike nearby had both on their feet and gasping.

      “We can’t stay here. It’s too dangerous!” Mr Kernick took her hand again. “We must hurry and find shelter in the caves below where no lightning strike can threaten us. Are you able to continue, Miss Stanbridge?”

      Charlotte nodded, afraid but trusting, though her heart lurched as they passed the scorched earth where the lightning had struck.

      “You’re doing well!” he encouraged her at one point, and Charlotte was about to respond when her right foot skidded beneath her. The force of her slide sent her to her knees, and as she scrambled to right herself, she screamed when her left foot failed to find purchase. She was half over the abyss.

      “Miss Stanbridge, don’t struggle!” Mr Kernick went onto his knees to grip her beneath her armpits. “Stay nice and still and I’ll see you right,” he reassured her as he hauled her out of danger and set her on the path.

      Charlotte blinked away the salt from the sea spray and her own tears as she put her head against his chest. “Can we stay a moment longer like this?” she whispered. She thought she’d never felt closer to what she’d been searching for her whole life. “I’m very afraid.”

      Her mind was awhirl. She was afraid, but the fear had sparked something else inside her: excitement. Mr Kernick was holding her like she’d always wanted him to hold her. Although they were both soaked to the skin and she was shivering, her body pulsed with heat.

      The wind had not abated, and the rain was relentless. It had breached Mr Kernick’s coat that he’d insisted she wore and which now made the going cumbersome. But she was in Mr Kernick’s embrace, and she’d never wanted anything more.

      “We’ll have to take it more slowly, for the ground is slick and dangerous.” He put his mouth against her ear, so close, that Charlotte trembled to feel the stubble of his face.

      She’d only need to twist her head round and then…

      Crazy thoughts, for they were halfway down a perilous cliffface and might not make it to the bottom.

      Which was all the more reason to⁠—

      “I beg your pardon!”

      Her ploy produced a response far from what she’d intended, for he drew back, apparently horrified when her lips brushed against his.

      Yet his eyes shone with something she was sure was not revulsion when he said, brushing away a strand of sodden hair that clung to her cheek, “Let us proceed, this time more slowly. I’ll take it inch by inch and I’ll bring you down after me. Don’t look down. This was my playground when I was a boy and I once knew this area as well as the sea birds did.”

      Charlotte managed a nod. If you’re my rescuer, Mr Kernick, I’d jump if you asked me to. But of course she didn’t say it.

      The path grew steeper, but stony outcrops provided some relief.

      And, as Mr Kernick promised, he was there, supporting her descent; scrabbling down a few feet, gripping a rock, then holding out his hand so that she could skid and stumble down into his arms.

      And all the while the storm raged about them, full of fury.

      “Not far to go, Miss Stanbridge!” he shouted after what seemed an eternity. “We’ll soon be safely on even ground.”

      The salty tang of the sea stung Charlotte’s eyes, and the damp fog seemed to invade her lungs.

      “Miss Stanbridge. We’re nearly there!”

      “Please. Just two minutes!” she ground out as she sank upon the oozing ground, resting her head against a rock while she wrapped her hands around her throbbing leg. “I’m so sorry. Are you… are you sure you don’t want to go ahead? I’m… holding you up. It’s dangerous for you--”

      “Good lord! You’ve taken leave of your senses if you think I’d abandon you. Not now, not ever!”

      Despite her exhaustion, Charlotte’s senses leapt into awareness once more. She wished he was saying those words under different circumstances.

      With an effort, she inched her way a few feet further down until she felt Mr Kernick’s hand on her ankle. Shocked, she opened her eyes. Mr Kernick appeared to be standing on solid ground below her, and now he was holding out his arms.

      “Sit up and just push yourself forward, Miss Stanbridge. I promise I’ll catch you! Hurry, though, for the tide is coming in!”

      She saw that she was on a small ledge while Mr Kernick was on a rock, the sea foaming about his ankles.

      They had reached the bottom at last. But if the tide was coming in, then were they not both about to embrace a watery grave?

      “Come, now, Miss Stanbridge. We haven’t much time, but if you jump into my arms, I’ll take you to higher ground within the cave structure. I remember it well, though I’ve not been in here for years. We’ll be safe there, but we need to hurry!”

      Rejection of the idea of throwing herself off the abyss warred with excitement at the prospect of his protection. Just the two of them.

      With enormous effort, Charlotte roused herself, leaned forward, took in the frothing sea upon unforgiving rocks, the cliff face above, too slippery to ascend; and Mr Kernick below, his expression urgent, his eyes kind but imploring.

      So, because she had no choice, and because she’d do anything to be with Mr Kernick, Charlotte launched herself through the air, felt his hands move from her ankles to her hips to her waist.

      And then another bolt of lightning lit up the sky.
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      She’d been brave. Even Hugh hadn’t been certain he’d properly break Miss Stanbridge’s fall, for he’d barely touched her ankle when extending his hand to its limit.

      But he must have sounded more confident than he felt, for Miss Stanbridge had launched herself from the ledge and into his arms, though they’d both stumbled into the foaming sea from the force.

      Once he’d helped drag her to her feet, he led her to higher ground and settled her on a rock near the narrow cave entrance.

      Strange that he’d known the young woman for so many years, yet this was the first time they’d been alone. Demanding employers and various duties kept him busy during his weekly visits to Honeyfield House. Besides which, he always took the greatest care to ensure he didn’t appear to have his eye on the pretty governess. No doubt there were plenty of far more eligible gentlemen in the wings who did.

      But of course he’d always been aware of her presence, even though her distant politeness signalled her disinterest.

      Their recent exchanges during the journey, however, had made him question this, and now, as she looked at him, she seemed more shy than distant. “I’ve been a burden, and you’ve been quite heroic, Mr Kernick.”

      He didn’t know if she expected him to take the hand she offered, or whether it was merely a fleeting gesture to indicate solidarity for their current difficulties.

      And, indeed, they were difficult.

      The wind outside keened like a banshee, and the waves crashed like a frothing demon at the mouth of the cave. Their temporary shelter on a rock above water level would soon be covered by the tide, whereas the dark entrance to the cave beckoned. 

      But when he tried to persuade her into the water so they could struggle against the tide to reach it, she was reluctant.

       “How can you know that we will be safe there from the tide?” she asked.

      “I’m familiar with these tunnels from my boyhood.” He glanced over his shoulder at the raging sea behind him, acknowledging that the inky blackness of the cave was not welcoming. It had been years since he’d explored these tunnels, but they had once been as familiar as the back of his hand.

       “Perhaps the storm will pass and we can climb back up and continue on our way before too long.” Her voice started more hopefully than it finished.

      Hugh shook his head and gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze, causing him an instant charge of connection. It had happened earlier in the day when he’d helped her into the pony trap.

      And when she’d thrown herself against him.

      And when he’d held her after she’d jumped.

      It had happened the first time they had met, and she, smiling shyly, had touched the back of his hand to show him something.

      He’d reared back as if stung, and she’d stared at him with a look suggesting hurt and confusion.

      Hugh had not known what to say, so had adopted politeness as his defence. After all, he’d heard it said often enough in those early days that the pretty governess at Honeyfield House would likely soon receive an offer from one of the village’s more well-connected residents.

      And he was hardly in a position to court anyone—for that was guaranteed to court heartbreak.

      The storm has a lot more energy to unleash,” he said. “And I’m afraid that your slender frame will not withstand the cold as well as I will. We must make our way to the cave, and I’ll go further in to see what we might find to warm us.”

      “Warm us? In the caves?” He wasn’t surprised she sounded disbelieving, but on this score Hugh could offer a little more hope, for even as a boy he knew it was common practice to leave a lantern near the entrance. Back then, smugglers had used the cave, which meant there would be storage capacity—and, thus, somewhere to remain protected—beyond reach of all but the highest tides.

      But mass hangings many years before had, Hugh believed, wiped out Swain Cove’s smuggling trade. A procession of excise men installed in the village since then were constantly on the lookout to ensure no luxury goods were smuggled across the channel that would deny the government their share of taxes and duty.

      And Hugh’s own employer, Sir Pennyworth, was the first to deal harshly with anyone suspected of involvement in the smuggling trade.

      Nevertheless, Hugh would be surprised if he didn’t find a lantern near the entrance. He just needed to coax Miss Stanbridge to come with him, for he certainly couldn’t leave her perched on a fast-disappearing rock, regardless of how reluctant she was to leave it.

      “Take my hand, Miss Stanbridge. We’re very exposed here, but inside we’ll find shelter and possibly even the means to make a fire.”

      “How can we make a fire there?” she asked, pointing to the darkness beyond.

      Hugh’s spirits lightened. “In the past, the smugglers of Swain Cover used these caves. As boys, we sometimes found the means to make a fire.”

      “But that was a long time ago. And there are no smugglers in Swain Cove now. I heard Sir Pennyworth had declared it publicly when he warned of the repercussions during a village meeting. Mrs Glendenning told me.”

      “That doesn’t mean the caves aren’t still used for other reasons. They provide shelter, after all. And not everyone has shelter when they need it.” He indicated their own predicament. “Come now, Miss Stanbridge, we really need to hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, Hugh had settled Miss Stanbridge on dry land, just within the mouth of the cave, while he made a brief search amongst the nooks and crannies above his head.

      It had been nearly two decades since he and the other boys had roamed these parts. When he found a flagon which, to his surprise, he discovered to be brandy, he pressed it upon Miss Stanbridge, saying that the medicinal effects outweighed the dangers of insobriety.

      He was even more surprised when she held out her hand for the flagon a second time, asking if more medicinal fortitude were to be had.

      Though Hugh also felt in considerably higher spirits than he had not so long before, he was duty bound to issue a warning.

      “Just a small sip for now, Miss Stanbridge, if you’re not used to spirits⁠—”

      “I think under circumstances like this, I could be forgiven for taking a little more. You’re a very handsome man, Mr Kernick, did you know?”

      She blinked, then frowned, just as he did, for he wasn’t sure if he had misheard her.

      Then, shaking her head as if to clear it, Miss Stanbridge held the damp coat Hugh had given her more closely about her shoulders, and looked contemplatively at her feet, her expression one of confusion.

      He noticed her trembling and said, “That wet coat is doing you no favours, Miss Stanbridge. I’m going to look deeper into the tunnel in case there’s dry clothing to be found.”

      “Then you think there are still smugglers in Swain Cove?”

      “I could not say. But I once knew these tunnels like the back of my hand. In those days goods were stored here, and if that is still the case, then I’d like to find something to ward off the cold more effectively than brandy. Will you not be too fearful if I’m gone a short while, Miss Stanbridge?”

      “I’m used to being on my own in storms.”

      Hugh took a step further into the tunnel. He wasn’t sure if he was only imagining it when he heard her finish on a faint hiccup. “But rest assured of a warm welcome when you come back.”
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      For a few minutes, the relief of salvation had loosened Charlotte’s tongue.

      Or had it been the brandy?

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d spoken with such ease to any man. Ease? No—she’d been acutely aware of Mr Kernick as a man, rather than the tutor she glimpsed from afar once a week.

      With him gone, she felt afraid and alone.

      The cave no longer felt merely like a refuge; it felt like a mouth—stone lips closing behind him, swallowing his footsteps until she could not tell where the tunnel ended and her imagination began. Salt hung in the air, sharp as tears. Each time the sea slammed against the rocks outside, the cavern shuddered, as if the earth itself were taking a breath and letting it go again in a long, angry sigh.

      The lantern had thrown a brief, friendly circle of light when Mr Kernick had been beside her; now, without him, even the grey daylight filtering in from the entrance seemed mean and grudging. Water ticked somewhere deeper in the rock—patient, persistent drops that mocked her impatience, her trembling, her need.

      Need.

      She pressed her hands to her arms, not certain whether she shook from cold or from the knowledge—terrible and exquisite—that they were, for the first time in three years, alone.

      Another violent shiver seemed to erupt from her very core, when she’d almost forgotten the intense discomfort of her sodden clothing.

      Suddenly the idea of interminable hours waiting for salvation, with heavy, wet wool against her skin, seemed intolerable. The weight alone was hard to bear.

      And yet bear it, she must. Petticoats and chemise, round gown and pelisse, with Mr Kernick’ sodden cloak simply one more heavy, sodden layer that might freeze her to the bone.

      But what alternative did she have?

      He’d taken the lantern and although the grey skies illuminated where she sat huddled, shivering on a rock, the light was fading and she felt very alone.

      And, inexplicably, like weeping.

      Perhaps it was not inexplicable at all. A governess lived her life on the edges of rooms, the edges of conversations, the edges of other people’s happiness—useful, respectable, invisible. Yet she had never been invisible to herself when Mr Kernick was near. He had always been there, at a distance: a glimpse across lawns, a voice carried on air, a moment of eye contact that had lingered in her mind long after he’d gone.

      She’d told herself it was foolish. That she was sensible. That she had learnt, very early, what became of women who let themselves want too much.

      But the storm did not care for sense. Nor, it seemed, did her heart.

      And then the tears came. A violent torrent of weeping. Something she’d not done since she’d been a girl. Not since she’d been sent off in the pony trap following the fever that had taken both her parents to earn her living at the tender age of eighteen.

      “Miss Stanbridge, are you all right? I’ve found something!”

      She leapt to her feet as she heard his voice, then tried to peer deeper into the tunnel, where the faintest glow could be seen.

      And in that same moment, a little to the left, she saw another flagon, wedged between two rocks. Beckoning.

      The smell of spirits—stale, smoky, unmistakable—had seeped into the stones long before they arrived, as if smugglers had bottled more than brandy in here: as if they’d stored danger itself.

      Danger… And Temptation.

      She’d taken a few sips from the flagon Mr Kernick had offered her earlier. But he’d seemed reluctant to give her more when she’d hiccupped and then hastily muffled the resulting giggle. And then he’d taken the flagon with him.

      Seizing this newly discovered bounty, Charlotte uncorked it and took half a dozen lusty swigs.

      For the cold, she told herself.

      Then she took another few swigs.

      For Dutch courage.

      If she couldn’t give Mr Kernick sufficient encouragement when they were alone together, she never would.

      Encouragement? When their lives were in danger?

      Though wasn’t that as good a time as any?

      She extended one leg and stared at her ankle, moving her gaze upwards as she tried to make sense of the thoughts, hopes, and fears jumbling about in her head.

      No, she still couldn’t make sense of them as she heard him return, although she knew one thing: Mr Kernick made her body feel things that she couldn’t put into words.

      She knew a second thing, too.

      A kiss might very well be all that was needed.

      A kiss, and the feel of his body pressed against hers.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re very brave,” he told her as he lowered himself onto a rock opposite and held up something extraordinarily desirable to Charlotte.

      A three-tiered man’s cape. And it was dry.

      “I found several,” he said. “I think they’re stored her for situations like this. Now we can both get out of our wet clothes.”

      The sentence resonated in the silence that followed before he added, clearing his throat, “Or we’ll catch our death from cold.”

      His eyes flicked to hers, then away—as if the very idea of her unlacing so much as a ribbon beneath the same roof of stone was a temptation he refused to indulge. But Charlotte had seen him, over the years, watching her in precisely the same way: quickly, as if ashamed, and then not at all—as if denial were a form of virtue.

      He lay the garment over the rock by Charlotte. “I’ll leave the lantern here so you can see⁠—”

      “Where are you going, Mr Kernick?”

      “You need your privacy, Miss Stanbridge.”

      He said it like a man reciting scripture against sin. The devotion in his voice—his care—was its own kind of intimacy, and it made her ache in places she could not name in polite company.

      “I need your help,” she said, presenting him with her back. “Ladies often need help when—” She took a breath — “they are undressing.” Glancing over her shoulder, she ignored the incongruous sight of the raging sea beyond and smiled to see the visible response to her words. Her head was swimming, but she felt the most extraordinary power growing within her.

      So, she hadn’t imagined it. He was susceptible to her. Could it possibly be that he was simply as shy as she was?

      “And,” she went on, “I have tiny buttons all the way from the back of my neck and with the fabric so wet and my fingers so cold, I can’t possibly undo them myself.” She sent him a look of entreaty. “You don’t mind?”

      If the brandy lent her courage, it did not lend her confusion. She knew exactly what she was doing. She knew exactly whom she was inviting into her space, and why. The fact that his hands hovered a heartbeat before obeying told her he understood it too.

      Yes, the brandy really was making her bold. Charlotte could no more have fluttered her eyelashes and injected a tone of suggestiveness into her voice as she had just now, than grow wings and fly, prior to this.

      She glanced longingly at the concealed brandy flagon and wished she could have another swig before the effects wore off.

      “I’ll take off my pelisse.” She tried to sound matter-of-fact, but nervousness more than cold made her voice tremble. “And then you can help me. It won’t take a minute, I promise.”

      “We are not exactly in a hurry for anything other than the storm to pass.” His tone was dry. “And I don’t think that will happen for some time. Which is all the more reason for you to be rid of your–” He cleared his throat again, another note of embarrassment creeping into his tone as he changed tack, saying, “For you to put on something warm and dry.”

      So, he thought it best to talk of her putting on clothes rather than taking them off.

      The warmth from the back of Charlotte’s throat radiated throughout her body. She was barely aware of the heavy, damp petticoats dragging against her thighs as she shifted a little to allow him better access to the back of her neck.

      When his fingers finally touched the first button at the nape of her neck, the contact was so light it might have been accidental—except that it wasn’t. It was reverent. It was deliberate. It was the kind of touch a man gave only when he’d imagined it before… and had fought that imagining like a sin.

      Holding up her hair, which had fallen loose from its confines, Charlotte worked to remove the last of the pins, having discarded her sodden bonnet halfway down the cliff.

      The warmth that had been so evident in the back of her throat from the brandy had taken up position somewhere lower.

      It wasn’t a feeling to which she was entirely unaccustomed—though she was only conscious of it when Mr Kernick was in her vicinity.

      It was one of the main reasons she’d told Mr Ravensby he’d have to wait for his answer. She just had to see the effect Mr Kernick had on her when next they met.

      Granted, Mr Ravensby, as a wealthy widower, had reached a stage of life where he could indulge his fancies. He wanted a young wife to grace his lovely home, and to tend to his wants and needs, she had heard it whispered. With his children grown—a daughter recently married and a son at university — he would be an indulgent husband. Charlotte knew this.

      She’d been keenly aware of his interest in the weeks leading up to his proposal and had had to pretend she didn’t know what Mrs Glendenning was referring to when her employer made not-so-subtle attempts to glean from Charlotte the state of her heart.

      When this had fallen on deaf ears, Mrs Glendenning had been more forceful in reminding Charlotte how fortunate a lowly governess was to receive such an offer. At first, she’d pressed Charlotte to accept the following day.

      Finally, she’d relented and agreed that, following Charlotte’s stay at Pencarrow Manor, the dinner which Mr and Mrs Glendenning were hosting ten days hence, would be an appropriate time to signal her acceptance.

      “I beg your pardon!”

      Charlotte, who’d closed her eyes in rapturous contentment as Mr Kernick’s fingers worked their way down her tiny buttons, opened her eyes in surprise at his apology, and turned.

      His expression was one of mortification. “I thought I hurt you. Tugged your hair, Miss Stanbridge.” Then, in response to her puzzled look, added, “You gasped.”

      “Oh, that was because I liked it so much. The feeling of you touching me,” she elaborated, deciding that she would definitely not like Mr Ravensby to touch her like this.

      But Mr Kernick, with his hair wet and his shirt clinging to his skin, was the most delicious specimen of manhood she’d ever come across.

      “You gasped because you… liked it?”

      “Mmmhmm. Very much.”

      When he didn’t reply, she frowned. Why was he still standing in front of her, as if he didn’t know what to do?

      She was about to ask him when he said, “The buttons are undone, Miss Stanbridge. I’ll turn my back while you… er… remove your dress and then I can assist you⁠—”

      “With keeping me warm, Mr Kernick? Thank you for your kind offer. You can do that by holding me again.” She closed her eyes, her head swam with wonderful, wicked thoughts, and she swayed a little. “That warmed me.” Her vision was just a little blurred, but she really liked it when he put his hands on her shoulders.

      To go on with the stroking, she thought.

      To steady her, he said.

      “Miss Stanbridge…” His voice went rough, as if he’d swallowed the storm. “You have had brandy—more than is wise. And I—” His jaw tightened, the tendons standing out as though he were holding back something fierce. “I will not have you wake tomorrow and think I took anything from you.”

      Charlotte blinked, as if the words themselves steadied her. “Then don’t take,” she said softly. “Only—” She breathed, feeling oddly unguarded. “Only meet me, just once, where I have been living all these years. In this wanting.”

      He didn’t move. He simply looked at her, as though trying to read her soul by lanternlight. “Do you know where you are?” he asked quietly.

      “In a cave,” she said, almost affronted.

      “And do you know who I am?”

      “Mr Kernick,” she whispered, frowning, wondering why he stated the obvious.

      “And do you truly wish me to kiss you?”

      “Yes,” she said. “With my eyes open. With my mind here. If the brandy helped me speak, it did not invent what I feel.”

      Charlotte blinked to reorient herself, yet quite aware of what she’d said, and a little surprised to see that she’d turned and her hands were cupping Mr Kernick’ lovely, chiselled jaw. She didn’t drop them to her sides, though. She’d always wanted to cup Mr Kernick’ lovely, chiselled jaw and if this were her only opportunity, she’d not stint on it. She was still angling for that kiss, after all.

      “Help me, please, Mr Kernick…” She wriggled a little as she gently stroked his cheeks with both thumbs. “To take off my dress.” She sighed. “I really, truly, can’t do it myself.” She shivered. “And I’ll catch my death if it stays on me a moment longer.”

      She heard him swallow, then added quickly, “Forgive me if I’m imposing on your good nature, Mr Kernick.” She put out a hand, resting it against the wet linen of his shirt, fascinated by the feel of his nipples pressing through the saturated fabric. “I know you must be anxious to take off your own clothes.”

      “Miss Stanbridge, really, I don’t know what is best under the circumstances⁠—”

      “Nor I, Mr Kernick,” Charlotte said, dreamily. She’d imagined them together many times. Not quite like this, but standing in the gardens of Honeyfield House, with Mr Kernick smiling down at her in the sunshine, stroking her hair as he lowered his lips to gently kiss hers.

      Every week she’d dreamed of finding the courage to suggest he walk with her—in the name of exercising the children, of course.

      It had never happened.

      But the desire hadn’t only been on Charlotte’s part, she was sure of it. The last time she’d seen Mr Kernick before this journey was when he’d brought the magistrate’s son Master Christopher to Honeyfield House to visit young Master Edward Glendenning, and she’d noticed something different about the way he’d looked at her. And spoken to her.

      There’d been awareness.

      Yes, the same kind of tense awareness that she’d felt in his presence all these years.

      So, no, she would not squander this moment, even if he was right in thinking that the spirits had gone to her head and were making her act in an unbecoming manner.

      The only thing about which she was certain—with whatever shred of cognitive power she had left — was that she’d have more regrets about what she hadn’t done, than what she had, if she didn’t push for some kind of response.

      Even if it was a rejection, at least she’d know.

      “I think you should remove my dress… yes, like you’re doing now,” she began, holding up her arms so he could pull it over her head. “And then my petticoats. That’s right.”

      She felt a little kernel of satisfaction as, obediently, he did as she asked.

      “And now my stays.” She thrust out her breasts. The stays were front fastening and very simple. She could have whisked the garment off in a second. But she wanted him to do it. “I’m all thumbs right now in this cold.”

      Exhaling slowly, she angled herself so that even though he undid the lacing in the most delicate, gentlemanly way, he still felt the soft flesh of her bosom.

      Well, through her chemise. That would certainly have to go.

      “And now… I must be warm. Truly warm.” Her voice caught. “Help me to change properly, Mr Kernick—before the cold settles into my bones.”

      “Miss Stanbridge, I can’t possibly⁠—”

      Charlotte turned and looked at him. Did he mean he couldn’t? Or he didn’t want to? Did he really have no feelings for her?

      “How can you ask me that, Miss Stanbridge?”

      Oh! Charlotte realised she’d actually said the words that had been running around her head. She sighed as she fisted her hand in his wet shirt. The feeling of restlessness somewhere low in her belly was becoming increasingly difficult to manage. “Did I say it out loud? Sorry, Mr Kernick, I had no wish to embarrass you. I just… I suppose that after all these years, when I’ve looked at no one else because meeting you spoiled any chance I was to have at forming a tendre for another man, I just wanted to hear an honest answer from your lips.”
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      Her words sent a charge through Hugh like nothing he’d experienced.

      Miss Stanbridge had feelings for him? Feelings of desire? Feelings like he’d had from the moment he’d met her?

      Her lovely face, upturned, wearing a look of such hope and expectation, brandished him with shame.

      How could he respond? If he did what she wanted, he’d be pleasing himself at the expense of her honour, at the risk of denying her a secure future that might be offered to her by a man in a position…

      A position so much more secure and better re-numerated than Hugh’s.

      He shuddered as he recalled Mr Ravensby. He’d heard rumours that this gentleman was on the verge of making her an offer of marriage.

      In fact, there was no better way to dampen the rush of feeling Hugh felt for this lovely young woman than to think of how much better she could do. Starting with the somewhat staid and unexciting Mr Ravensby who lived a comfortable existence according to his station as minor gentry.

      Hugh could not even offer her a modest existence in a humble cottage since the purpose of his own journey this afternoon would see him installed in a position that, while it might be prestigious and lead to great things in the future, precluded a wife.

      Schoolmasters at Riverdale were not allowed to marry.

      Even in the unlikely event that they could afford a wife.

      Some day, the hallowed halls of
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