


Praise for
The Nanny’s Handbook to Magic and Managing Difficult Dukes

‘The Nanny’s Handbook to Magic and Managing Difficult Dukes is a whimsical,
wonderfully romantic treasure trove of laugh-out-loud delights. Its spirited
heroine, Emmeline Chase, proves a worthy successor indeed to Mary Poppins. I
had such a fabulous time reading this book and can’t wait for the next in the
series!’ India Holton, author of The Wisteria Society of Lady Scoundrels

‘This book is just pure magic from beginning to end. As a Technicolor romance
girlie I’m here for the Mary Poppins meets Bridgerton vibes. The Nanny’s
Handbook is the spoonful of sugar we all need right now.’ Amy Barry, author
of Marrying Off Morgan McBride

‘Filled with wit, whimsy and wonder, Amy Rose Bennett’s magical romance
kept me entranced from the first page to the last.’ Lisa Ireland, author of The
Studio Girls

‘Stop everything and read this. A gorgeous, resplendent, truly magical adventure
that I couldn’t put down. No one writes magical romance like Amy Rose
Bennett.’ Emily E. K. Murdoch, author of Never the Bride

‘What an utterly charming read that delights and excites in equal measure.’ Amy
Andrews, author of Breaking All the Rules
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To my darling husband and children, I love you all so very much.

I would slay dragons for you.

And to Taylor Swift… thank you for the gift of secret gardens.
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The Parasol Nanny’s Essential Tool Kit for the Healthf ul
Raising and Protection of  Children

Pockets

In times of need, the Parasol Nanny’s pocket may supply a suitable object
(magical or perfectly ordinary, but always practical) for a Nanny to use in the

service of one’s charges.

Parasols

A Nanny’s parasol—or umbrella if the weather proves to be inclement—may be
employed defensively during occasions of particular crisis. For example, when

necessity compels one to disappear, or to discombobulate an assailant or
kidnapper. (During a physical attack, a well-placed thwack, as per the

Handbook’s self-defense guidelines, may not go astray either.)

Spells

With the utmost discretion, certain pronouncements of a magical nature—Fae
incantations—may be cast in the line of duty, especially when a charge’s safety is
at risk. Or, if one’s Parasol Academy uniform is besmirched. A prim and proper

appearance is paramount at all times.
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CHAPTER 1

Concerning the Nanny’s Plight; Spilled Tea, Dickens on Toast, Cucumber
Sandwiches, and Jelly; A Teleportation Cock-Up of Magnificent Proportions;

And an Unexpected Encounter with a Raven…

The Parasol Academy, Sloane Square, London
Spring 1851

At the age of five-and-twenty, Mrs. Emmeline Chase had come to the
realization that, much like her unruly red hair—which seemed to do whatever it
liked unless ruthlessly pinned into submission—she would never be quite the
right amount of prim and proper to satisfy Polite Society. Indeed, even though
Emmeline had just graduated from the Parasol Academy for Exceptional
Nannies and Governesses, it was common knowledge within its ranks that she
sometimes struggled to comply with the Academy’s exacting standards of
etiquette, despite her best efforts.

So when Emmeline spilled her half-finished cup of tea down her snow-white
nanny’s pinafore and, without thinking, exclaimed, “Blast and drat and dickens
on toast,” in the middle of the Academy’s refectory, it really shouldn’t have been
a surprise to anyone. Nevertheless, there were more than a few censorious glares
from teaching staff sent her way, along with a flurry of horrified gasps from
fellow Academy graduates and the latest cohort of up-and-coming students.
There was definitely a titter or two.

Her cheeks flaming, Emmeline blew out a frustrated sigh and blotted
ineffectually at the unsightly brown splotch with a linen napkin.

“It’s just because you’re nervous,” murmured her bookish, fiercely intelligent
friend, Hermina “Mina” Davenport, who was seated beside her. “Everyone



knows you’re not your usual bright self. No one would blame you for spilling a
bit of tea given the circumstances.”

Of course, Mina’s thick chestnut hair never misbehaved regardless of the
circumstances, thought Emmeline. It was always as smooth and glossy as the
polished surface of the elegant oak dining table at which they sat. A hurricane
could hurtle through the Parasol Academy and Mina would still look completely
unruffled. But Mina was so sweet and supportive, Emmeline couldn’t begrudge
how perfectly poised she was. Or how clever. She would always be grateful she
had such a steadfast friend.

Emmeline drew a breath and offered Mina a smile. “I suppose you’re right.
Although, when it’s time for me to leave, I fear my knees won’t support me.
They’re already quivering like a barely set jelly.”

In less than an hour she would be attending an interview for a nannying
position—her first ever since she graduated from the Academy a fortnight ago.
And Emmeline needed the job more than she needed a spotless pinafore, or hair
that behaved, or knees that didn’t knock together. Because if she didn’t secure a
permanent position with decent wages, she had no idea how she would be able
to continue to pay off the turnkey at Newgate Prison where her father was
currently incarcerated. This week’s payment was already late…

Emmeline’s situation might not have been so dire if her ne’er-do-well late
husband, Jeremy, hadn’t frittered away everything they had, leaving her nothing.
She also couldn’t rely on her brother, Freddy, to come up with the money. After
all, it was his fault that their father’s antique clock store had fallen into
bankruptcy in the first place.

The fact that Emmeline’s father was in prison for unpaid debts was the only
thing that Mina didn’t know about Emmeline. No one at the Academy knew
either. And Emmeline’s secret had to remain exactly that. Secret. Because who
would employ a nanny whose father was locked away in one of England’s most
notorious prisons?

“You didn’t even touch your luncheon,” said Mina, her clear hazel eyes soft
with understanding.

Emmeline grimaced at the neat row of cucumber sandwiches on her
porcelain plate. The Academy’s cook obviously used a set square to cut each one



into a perfect equilateral triangle. “I hate being so wasteful, but my stomach’s
full of rampaging butterflies at present.”

Mina touched Emmeline’s forearm. “You’ll be fine. You’re one of the bravest,
smartest people I know, and I’m certain you will get this job.”

Emmeline smiled back at her friend. “Thank you. I wish I had your
confidence—”

“Mrs. Chase?”
Emmeline looked up to find the relatively new headmistress of the Parasol

Academy, Mrs. Felicity Temple, standing right in front of their table.
Oh, double blast and drat and a bucketload of botheration as well. At least

Emmeline remembered to swear in her head this time. Although, according to
the Parasol Academy Handbook’s guidelines in Chapter 2, which pertained to
nanny and governess etiquette, “botheration” and any of its variations were
permitted, along with: oh my; oh dear; my goodness; good gracious; good
heavens; heavens above; for mercy’s sake; and on the odd occasion, by Jove, or by
Jupiter. Unfortunately, “drat” was too close to “damn” so its use was
discouraged.

Even though Mrs. Temple was only thirty years old (and styled herself
“missus” because she was a headmistress, not because she was or had ever been
married), there was an unmistakable air of authority about her. A marked
steeliness in her bearing. In fact, up until six months ago, Mrs. Temple had been
employed by none other than Her Majesty, Queen Victoria, in the Royal
nursery, and everyone at the Academy was in complete awe of her.

Yet there was a soft gracefulness about Felicity Temple too. Her pale blond
ringlets perfectly framed her heart-shaped face, and her petite frame was always
immaculately attired in a haute couture gown. Indeed, there were occasional
whispers in quiet corners of the Academy that Mrs. Temple might just be the
teeniest bit vain given she always kept a rather ornate silver and crystal-encrusted
hand mirror upon her office desk. Emmeline didn’t believe such talk though. In
her mind, the headmistress was the epitome of everything the Academy stood
for: prim and proper and prepared for anything.

Right now, Emmeline feared she might have to prepare herself for a public
drubbing of the verbal kind. She swallowed to moisten her dry mouth. “Yes,



Mrs. Temple?” she ventured in a suitably polite tone. The refectory had grown
as hushed as a church hall as there was a collective holding of breath.

“May I see you outside?” the headmistress asked quietly. But, to Emmeline’s
relief, there was no hard edge of disapproval in her voice, and the expression in
her gray eyes was thoughtful, perhaps even compassionate. Perhaps she would
simply express her disappointment and issue Emmeline with a stern reminder
about the “rules.”

Emmeline could but hope. She inclined her head in acquiescence. “Yes of
course, Mrs. Temple.”

As she put down her napkin, Mina gave her hand a reassuring squeeze and
murmured, “Good luck.”

Emmeline nodded her thanks as she pushed unsteadily to her feet. Truth to
tell, she was grateful her knees didn’t give out as she followed the headmistress
into the deserted corridor outside the refectory.

When Mrs. Temple came to a halt by the door of the study hall, she gave
Emmeline a smile. “I’m not going to reprimand you for using impolite language,
if that’s what you’re concerned about, Mrs. Chase.”

“Oh…” Emmeline pressed a hand to her stomach to help still the rioting
butterflies within. “Thank you, Mrs. Temple. I assure you that I do know which
particular exclamations are permitted as per the Parasol Academy Handbook.”

“I know you do.” Mrs. Temple gave her another reassuring smile. “Just like I
know that you’re nervous about your upcoming interview with Mr. Culpepper
Esquire. I can practically see that you’re quivering in your half boots. But you
really shouldn’t be so anxious. I’m confident that you’ll do very well.” Her smile
widened. “As long as you remember not to say things like ‘blast’ and ‘drat’ and
‘dickens on toast.’ Especially in front of the Culpeppers’ two young children.”

“I promise I won’t,” said Emmeline. “And thank you for your
understanding.” She might not be perfect, but it seemed the Parasol Academy’s
headmistress didn’t think she needed to be absolutely perfect all the time either.

“Now,” said Mrs. Temple as she examined Emmeline’s uniform, “let’s see
what we can do to remedy your attire so that you won’t be late for your
appointment.” She withdrew a small feather duster from the pocket of her dove-



gray silk skirts, then murmured, “Unsmirchify,” as she made a grand sweeping
gesture down the front of Emmeline’s pinafore.

A soft incandescent glow enveloped Emmeline’s person for a brief moment,
and a warm breeze, almost like a sigh, gently swirled around her, ruffling her
clothes. When she looked down at herself, she could see that the tea stain had
magically vanished; the white linen of her pinafore was spotless once more.

She smiled at the headmistress. “You’re too kind, Mrs. Temple. Although”—
she glanced toward the arched window at the end of the hall that revealed a bleak
leaden sky—“I do hope my uniform can survive the trip to Bedford Square.” She
didn’t have any spare coin to afford a hansom cab or even an omnibus fare at
present, but she couldn’t very well tell Mrs. Temple that.

“Of course, you have my permission to teleport to your interview,” said Mrs.
Temple. “It’s official Academy business after all. There’s a Metropolitan Police
box at the northern end of Bedford Square you can make use of to conceal your
arrival. Then it will be but a short walk to the Culpeppers’ residence.”

Emmeline nodded. Te-ley-porting, which harnessed the secret leyline magic
of the Fae, was just one of the many magical tools a Parasol nanny or governess
had at her disposal to discharge her professional duties. But one had to be
discreet about it. Teleporting out in the open where members of the general
public might see one mysteriously disappear or materialize as if from nowhere
was frowned upon and one of the worst breaches of the Academy’s rules. As per
the guidelines in Chapter 1 of the Parasol Academy Handbook, strictly guarding
the Academy’s unconventional practices was of paramount importance, so
cupboards and wardrobes and pantries and, on occasion, Metropolitan Police
sentry boxes, were the preferred “vehicles.”

Although, as Emmeline understood it, access to police boxes for the purpose
of teleportation was a relatively new practice. The Academy had recently been
granted a Royal Charter by Queen Victoria, so an “arrangement” with Scotland
Yard had been established. Needless to say, Parasol nannies and governesses still
had to be judicious with exercising such a privilege. Anyone who was careless
with the Academy’s secrets risked having their training cut short or even their
Parasol nanny or governess accreditation revoked. Such an eventuality was
something that Emmeline could ill afford.



Emmeline farewelled Mrs. Temple then hastened to the Academy’s
dormitory on the floor above. Once she’d donned her navy-blue cloak, her coal-
scuttle bonnet, and had retrieved her Academy umbrella from the stand near the
door, she was ready.

Well, as ready as I’ll ever be, she thought. She checked her Academy-issued
silver pocket watch, which kept perfect time, and noted she still had half an hour
to make it to her interview. If she successfully teleported to Bedford Square
without making a hash of it…

Tel-ley-porting was always a discombobulating experience. And when
Emmeline lost her focus, that’s when things tended to go spectacularly awry.
That’s when she ended up in places she wasn’t supposed to be. That didn’t
happen often, thank goodness, but when it did (like that one time she’d ended
up in the middle of the Thames and had to be rescued by the River Police), it
proved to be all kinds of mortifying and inconvenient, to say the least.

But not today. She couldn’t afford to lose her focus, today of all days.
Emmeline dug out her pewter leyport key from her pocket, then crossed the

room with sure strides to the wardrobe she shared with Mina. Even though the
door wasn’t locked, she needed to use her key to open up the leyline portal.
Without it, the wardrobe would be an ordinary closet, not a conduit for
teleportation.

The wardrobe’s interior was cloaked in deep shadow, but when Emmeline
pushed all the clothing aside, a small but bright light glimmered at the very back
like a beckoning candle flame at the end of a long dark tunnel. The key had
sparked the leyline magic to life.

Emmeline inhaled a deep breath, bracing herself for the journey. The process
was simple enough in theory. All she had to do was step inside the wardrobe and
focus on the leylight while simultaneously picturing herself where she needed to
be. She’d whisper the required Fae incantation to set the magic completely
aflame and then she’d be on her way.

“Keep calm and nanny on,” Emmeline murmured as she hopped into the
wardrobe, her eyes fastened on the flickering leylight flame. No sooner had she
conjured up a mental image of Bedford Square and murmured, “Vortexio,”
when there was a sudden flare of blinding light. A familiar but also unsettling



whoosh filled her head, and then a strange sensation of whirling weightlessness—
like one was spinning around inside a Catherine wheel—engulfed her.

And then the movement and the rushing sound stopped, leaving Emmeline
panting and slightly dizzy. Even though she’d closed her eyes at some point, she
could sense that the intense white leylight had faded away.

Inhaling a bracing breath, she dared to crack open an eyelid… and when she
discerned exactly where her derriere had landed, her stomach pitched and she
uttered a string of curses a lot worse than blast and drat and dickens on toast.

She was not in a stone police box. She was not even in a wardrobe or
cupboard.

She was on a roof. A roof!
Another wave of dizziness assailed Emmeline and she clutched at the rain-

slick tiles beneath her gloved palms to stop herself accidentally plunging to a
quick and untimely death.

Was she at least in Bedford Square?
There was only one way to find out. Emmeline forced herself to open her

eyes and then she very carefully adjusted her seat so that she could peer down at
the cherry-tree-lined square below. Belgrave Square according to the sign. Not
Bedford Square.

Blooming hell with bells on. Had she said the wrong word in her head?
Belgrave and Bedford both started with B. Had she conjured up the wrong
mental image because Belgrave Square was close to the Parasol Academy in
nearby Sloane Square? She must have.

What a monumental cock-up. What a complete henwit she’d been.
The mildly startled pigeon perched upon the row of chimney pots to

Emmeline’s right stared at her as if in complete agreement with everything she’d
thought. A soft empathic coo was followed by a ruffling of its gray feathers, but
then the bird took off, winging its way over the London rooftops to whatever its
destination might be… unlike Emmeline, who was well and truly stuck on a
most precarious perch for a human—four stories up with no foreseeable way
down.

Emmeline couldn’t help but mutter, “Lucky blighter,” as the pigeon became
a mere speck against the cloud-shrouded sky. And then she fell to contemplating



her options and her future, which hopefully wouldn’t be short-lived.
One: Stay stuck on this roof forevermore. While Emmeline hadn’t envisioned

a future as a nanny weathervane, she reasoned that it was a slightly better fate
than her next logical option…

Two: Fall and become a rather unfortunate splat on the cobblestone square
far below. Emmeline shuddered. Although that particular outcome would be far
from ideal, at least it would be over with quickly. But the drawback was that
she’d never see her dear father, who rather depended on her, again. Or her
brother for that matter. Or darling Mina. Becoming a “splat” wasn’t a good
choice in the big scheme of things.

Three: Call out and hope someone would be moved to rescue her. There did
appear to be a Metropolitan Police box at the other end of the square, but
Emmeline doubted her voice would carry that far. And the bobby might be
anywhere.

What she needed was an impossibly long ladder. Even a long rope would do
at a pinch. While Emmeline’s training had equipped her with the ability to scale
a tree or a wall should she need to rescue a trapped charge, or even a charge’s far-
too-curious cat, she’d still need a rope and possibly a grappling hook to lower
herself to safety.

In certain circumstances, Emmeline could simply reach into her uniform’s
magical “nanny pocket” to procure whatever she needed to manage a difficult
situation. But as per Chapter 4, Section 2 of the Parasol Academy Handbook, she
could only produce “necessary items” from said pocket, “while in service to a
child in her care, or in certain situations, a child in need.” Getting oneself stuck
on a rooftop because you were distracted and failed to discreetly teleport from
one location to another did not signify.

Emmeline blew out a heavy sigh and frowned at the toes of her kid half
boots. Her fourth consideration was probably the most important of all. If she
did survive this massive teleportation blunder, she hoped to God that Mrs.
Temple didn’t hear about it. She’d already been in enough trouble for one day.

“Remember, you’re a Parasol Academy nanny, Emmeline Chase. You’re
prim, proper, and prepared for anything. Exactly like Mrs. Temple,” she sternly
reminded herself as she somehow shoved down her nerves, much like one would



shove down a mouthful of castor oil. Her nerves had gotten her into this mess to
begin with, so she had no time for them at the moment. “You will work out how
to get down from here without breaking your neck. You will not sully your
reputation or the Academy’s by drawing undue attention to yourself. And you
will secure that nannying job. Failure is not an option.”

Emmeline examined the impressive townhouse she was presently seated
upon. It was entirely on its own at one corner of the square. Craning her neck to
look behind her, she spied two whitewashed wings that jutted off the main
edifice. Each wing had numerous casement windows. Perhaps she could attract
the attention of one of the townhouse’s occupants. Well, if they looked outside.

Taking a deep breath and tightening her grip on the slate tiles, Emmeline
carefully swung one of her legs over to the other side of the steeply sloped roof,
then proceeded to inch herself along the ridgeline toward the row of chimney
pots and the nearest wing. She supposed she could always lob her umbrella at
one of the windows. She was a good shot, and surely that would arouse
someone’s notice.

There! A movement—a dark sort of fluttering—in one of the windows on
the second floor caught Emmeline’s attention. Someone was watching her, she
was sure of it.

Emmeline made herself let go with one hand then waved madly. “Hulloooo,”
she called. “I say, hullooo!”

What the deuce? What on earth are you doing up there? sounded a voice in her
head. An avian voice with a distinct rasp that reminded Emmeline of a
distinguished gentleman who was fond of pipe-smoking. The sort of man who’d
don a velvet banyan and prop his leather-slipper-clad feet upon a footstool with a
brandy at his elbow and the latest copy of the Times spread out before him.

Emmeline dared to lean forward a little more as she squinted at the
windowpane in question. It’s all rather complicated, she replied to her all-but-
invisible conversational partner. She suspected that he was a bird of some kind.
Aside from dogs and horses, birds were the easiest animals for Parasol Academy
graduates to communicate with by thought alone. Cats, on the other hand, were
altogether too aloof and not likely to respond at all.



As you can see, I’m in a bit of a pickle, Emmeline continued in what she hoped
was a friendly manner, not a panicky, Oh-Lord-I’m-going-to-die fashion. Is there
anyone inside the house that might be able to help me? If someone could summon a
chimney sweep, I could climb down his ladder…

I see… I suppose I could do that… As long as you’re not up to anything
nefarious… Suddenly the casement window swung open, and a rather
magnificent raven appeared on the window ledge. Cocking his head, his dark
inquisitive gaze met Emmeline’s. I hope you’ll excuse my impertinence, but what is
your name? It’s not often that I come across someone like you. An animalis
sussurator or animal whisperer, so to speak. You are a rarity, indeed.

Animal whisperer… Emmeline liked the sound of that. Not all Parasol
Academy graduates could telepathically communicate with animals. The ability
seemed to be a side effect of using Fae magic and you either developed it as a skill
—like learning to play the pianoforte or speak another language—or you didn’t.
And like any other skill, once you had attained it, you possessed the ability for
life. At least that’s what Emmeline had learned during her Parasol Academy
training.

Casting a smile at the raven—it wouldn’t do to appear rude—she responded
to his question. My name is Mrs. Emmeline Chase and I’m… She drew a
fortifying breath. I’m a nanny with certain singular talents. She didn’t think it
would be wise to elaborate further on that score—disclosing she had magical
abilities would certainly ruffle feathers in more ways than one—so instead she
asked, And to whom am I speaking?

The raven puffed out his chest and his glossy black feathers gleamed like
polished ebony. Horatio Ravenscar, Esquire. At your service, madam. I shall
summon my master. I shan’t be long. And then, with an elegant flap of his
enormous wings, he disappeared.

Emmeline released a shaky sigh of relief. Things were looking up after all.
Well, as long as Horatio Ravenscar’s master wasn’t an arrogant, snobbish pain-
in-the-derriere who refused to help her. She didn’t like playing the role of
damsel-in-distress. And she really should curb her unruly tongue, even in her
head. She was in Belgravia. Not Cheapside, where her father’s store had been. Or
Shoreditch, where Freddy’s struggling music hall, the Oberon, was located.



But then, Horatio’s master wasn’t going to employ her. Mr. Culpepper of
Barclays Bank would. All going well. If only she could get down from this
infernal roof.
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CHAPTER 2

In Which a Raven Turns into a Pirate; A Horological Design Is Ruined; A
Sooty Smudge Ruffles Feathers; A Tin Solider Is Recovered; And the Duke

Meets Archimedes…

“Nanny ahoy! Nanny ahoy!”
Xavier Mason, the seventh Duke of St Lawrence, jumped so violently in his

seat that his fountain pen skittered over the intricate horological design he was
working on, leaving an unsightly zigzagging line that bisected the middle of the
page.

Damn.
Looking up from his ruined work, he frowned at his pet raven, who’d soared

into his private study in a great flurry of midnight-black feathers. As Horatio
landed on a pile of books at the end of Xavier’s desk, the resultant breeze set a
number of other pages flying, and Xavier emitted a disgruntled sigh.

Would he never get any peace and quiet? At this rate, his design for a veritable
“King of Clocks”—a spectacular and incredibly accurate clock mechanism that
would grace the top of St Stephen’s Tower in the newly rebuilt Palace of
Westminster—wouldn’t be finished until the end of the century. Which meant
he’d miss the deadline for submissions to the Astronomer Royal on the first of
June, an eventuality altogether too frustrating for words. The horological
competition to win the commission was fierce and as the clock was ticking—
both literally and figuratively—he couldn’t afford any more delays.

Xavier released a heavy sigh as he placed his fountain pen in its silver stand.
“Nanny ahoy?” he repeated. “What on earth do you mean, Horatio? Is
something amiss with Nanny Snodgrass?” Again.



The woman had only been working for Xavier for a fortnight—employed to
care for his three young wards, Harry, Barry, and Gary, after the last nanny up
and left in the middle of the night—and chaos still continued to reign in the
nursery.

And elsewhere in St Lawrence House, if truth be told.
A headache began to beat at the back of Xavier’s skull as he contemplated

what might have gone wrong this time.
The raven bobbed up and down. “Nanny ahoy,” he croaked again, then

fluttered over to the window ledge behind Xavier. “At two o’clock. In the crow’s
nest.” Horatio pecked at the glass pane with his glossy black beak. “All hands on
deck. Fetch Jacob’s ladder. Raise the mizzenmast. Sound the ship’s bell.”

“Nanny ahoy at two o’clock? In the crow’s nest? Have you gone mad?”
Xavier pushed out of his seat and then crossed to the window. “And why are you
talking like a dashed pirate?”

Xavier peered out of the casement window in the direction Horatio had
indicated. And then his mouth fell open. “Good God,” he muttered as a great
tide of incredulity flooded his brain. “There’s a woman on my roof.”

A petite copper-haired woman in a smart, dark blue gown and matching
cloak and bonnet with an umbrella tucked beneath her arm, to be precise.
Xavier pushed open the window. “I say, what in God’s name are you doing up
there?” he called out. “Are you all right?”

The woman lifted a gloved hand and waved. “I’m er… Well, good sir, to be
perfectly frank, I’m more than a little embarrassed as well as more than a little
stuck,” she called back. “And while I’m dreadfully sorry to be creating such a
fuss and most likely putting you out… if you wouldn’t mind… if you would be
so kind, would you be able to fetch a chimney sweep? I’m going to need a ladder
to climb down from here. Perhaps onto one of your balconies? Because I’d
rather not fall and become an ignominious blob of strawberry jam on the
pavement. Between you and me, that would be far too awkward for words.”

Xavier scrubbed his own gloved hand through his hair. An ignominious blob
of strawberry jam? Who said things like that? If he weren’t so flabbergasted, he
would have laughed. But then, what sort of person got themselves stuck on top



of a four-story townhouse? Unless he’d fallen asleep at his desk and this was all a
bizarre sort of dream? He had been having trouble sleeping lately.

Horatio gave Xavier a sharp little peck to the arm as though to remind him
that he wasn’t, in fact, asleep, and that he needed to do more than gape like a
complete and utter berk. “All right,” Xavier muttered at the raven. “There’s no
need to get tetchy with me. I’ll help her.”

He placed his gloved hands on the window ledge and leaned farther out.
Damn it, it looked like rain, too. Xavier hated the rain. On a scale of duck to cat,
he was firmly at the feline end. Nevertheless, he said, “We won’t need to
summon a chimney sweep. Behind that row of chimney pots at your back is a
small rooftop terrace and a trapdoor leading down into the attic. If I help, do
you think you’d be able to climb over to the other side, miss?”

She glanced over her shoulder then gave Xavier a decided nod. “Most
definitely. And it’s missus, by the way. Not miss. Mrs. Emmeline Chase.”

Xavier inclined his head. “Mrs. Chase. How do you do? I’m the Duke of St
Lawrence. I shall meet you up on the roof in a tick. Don’t move until I get
there.”

“I promise I won’t!” she called back.
If the woman fell… Xavier pushed down a rising tide of panic on Mrs.

Chase’s behalf. While he wasn’t afraid of heights himself, not everyone was like
him. Although, he suspected that Mrs. Chase wasn’t quite like anyone else,
either. He still had no idea how she’d come to arrive on his roof, but he supposed
he would find out in due course.

In a handful of strides, he was across the room and scaling the stairs to the
upper floors and the attic of St Lawrence House.

The door to the attic creaked open, revealing a crowded space that was dimly
lit. It had been years since Xavier had been up here, and he hovered on the
threshold for a moment. A cold gray light filtered through a small, high-set gable
window illuminating trunks and crates and discarded furniture shrouded in
holland cloths. In one dark corner stood a silently brooding walnut longcase
clock with a cracked face. A clock that had once belonged to Xavier’s father.

Unpleasant memories Xavier would rather not contemplate gathered like
cobwebs at the corners of his mind, but he steadfastly pushed them away as he



crossed the dusty wooden floor to the ladder that led up to the small trapdoor
and thence, the roof. He was on a rescue mission and time was of the essence.
He didn’t have time to dwell on the past.

To his relief, when Xavier peered around the low brick wall crowned by a row
of chimney pots, Mrs. Chase was still upon the roof, sitting astride the tiled
ridge like she was riding a damned horse. Indeed, the woman’s skirts were
slightly rucked up and her neat black leather half boots, a sliver of fine white
stocking, and the lacy hem of a pair of drawers were clearly visible.

Egad. Xavier swallowed and his cheeks heated as he momentarily averted his
gaze. The poor woman was in a most precarious position. He should not be
gawking at her like a green schoolboy who’d never glimpsed a woman’s ankle
before. Or even worse, a leering, lecherous old roué.

He certainly didn’t want to be living up to the horrid moniker he’d been
dubbed at Eton: Lord Weirdbrook instead of Lord Westbrook, the courtesy title
bestowed upon him at birth.

Xavier could almost hear those long-ago taunts. Look, Weirdbrook is staring
again. Or maybe we should call him Mad Mason… Xavier closed his eyes and
reminded himself he was a thirty-year-old man now. And a duke. While he still
had trouble gauging if he was looking too much or too little at someone, ogling
women was not the sort of thing he did.

Especially a woman stranded on his roof. That was entirely inappropriate.
“I’m here, Mrs. Chase,” he called out. “If you can carefully inch yourself

toward me, I’ll be able to reach out and hold you steady when you stand. Then
I’ll help you to climb around this wall of chimney pots to my side of the roof.”

“I can manage that,” she called back. She shuttled herself along and when she
was close enough that Xavier could grasp her arm, she deftly climbed to her feet,
using one of the chimney pots as a support. A moment later, she was beside him
on the rooftop terrace, safe and sound. She’d been so swift and sure in her
movements, so completely fearless, Xavier hadn’t even had time to be afraid for
her. Her physical dexterity was, in a word, remarkable.

Who was she? What was she?
Horatio had mentioned something about her being a nanny, but perhaps

he’d simply adopted “nanny” as a new word to denote anyone of the opposite



sex.
“Thank you, Your Grace,” Mrs.-Chase-who-might-be-a-nanny said, drawing

Xavier’s attention away from his musings.
“That’s quite all right…” As their gazes connected, Xavier’s voice trailed off

and a wash of bright color flooded Mrs. Chase’s face.
Xavier was suddenly transfixed. Time almost seemed to stop, at least for him.

Was that soot on the young woman’s cheek? His fingers twitched inside his silk-
lined gloves. He had the odd urge to wipe the dark smudge away, but he
clenched his fists and stopped himself. He might hate mess and disorder, he
might loathe it when his clothes got wet or grubby or his fingers sticky, but
others didn’t mind sensations of that nature so much. It certainly wasn’t his
place to touch the woman’s face in so intimate a fashion.

Then Xavier wondered why Mrs. Chase had blushed. Was she experiencing a
degree of discomfiture because he was staring at her? Discerning what someone
else was thinking was often a challenge for him. Perhaps she was ill at ease
beneath his focused scrutiny. But for the life of him, he couldn’t seem to look
away.

Up this close, he realized Mrs. Chase had eyes the color of a midsummer sky
and her copper-red curls were as bright as the glowing center of a candle flame.
Aside from the sooty smudge, there was a fascinating dusting of freckles across
her nose and cheeks. Xavier had to force himself not to count each tiny spot but
instead, pay attention to what she’d begun to say.

“I’ve never met a duke before,” she said, her voice as soft and melodious as a
nightingale’s. “But I do hope you can forgive me for not curtsying. I find that
my legs are a trifle shaky, Your Grace.”

“I…” Xavier met her gaze directly again. “Given the circumstances, of course I
don’t mind. Besides, I’m not the usual sort of duke.”

“So you’re an unusual duke?” Beneath the brim of her dark blue bonnet,
Mrs. Chase arched a fine brow, and Xavier wondered if the glint in her eyes was
one of mischief.

His mouth twitched with amusement. “Some certainly think so. I hope you
won’t consider me rude, but I suspect that you’re rather unusual, too, Mrs.



Chase. You never answered my earlier question about how you got stuck up
here.”

Mrs. Chase winced. The expression crossing her features might have been one
of embarrassment. “It’s rather difficult to explain, I’m afraid. Let’s just say…”
She drew a quick breath. “Let’s pretend a force of nature like the wind blew me
up here. Or something like that. Would that suffice?”

“I see.” Xavier crossed his arms over his chest. That was likely a tall tale, but
now didn’t seem like quite the right time to challenge the young woman.

If truth be told, he suddenly found himself tongue-tied, exactly like the
awkward youth he used to be. Before he could think of something else to say—
unless the topic was horology or politics or mathematics, he often struggled for
the right words—a blustery gust of wind tore at Mrs. Chase’s bonnet and skirts
and at Xavier’s shirtsleeves.

His shirtsleeves. Good Lord, he was only in his shirtsleeves, a black silk
waistcoat, charcoal-gray trousers, and patentleather shoes. He wasn’t wearing a
coat at all. Nor his usual black cravat. He’d forgotten entirely that he was
underdressed when he’d charged out of his private study up to the roof like a
knight-errant of old.

He opened his mouth to apologize, but then a squall of cold stinging rain hit,
stealing his breath. But it also had the effect of stirring him to action.

“This way, Mrs. Chase!” Xavier caught the woman’s gloved hand and they
dashed toward the trapdoor leading down to the attic. Even though it probably
went against the usual dictates of gentlemanly etiquette, he descended first just
in case he needed to assist the young woman. He’d already witnessed that she was
quite nimble on her feet, but nevertheless, if she tripped, he reasoned he could
catch her.

He’d reached the floor, and Mrs. Chase was two-thirds of the way down the
ladder when she did indeed miss her footing. He wasn’t quite sure how it
happened—whether the heel of her boot caught in her voluminous skirts, or her
foot slipped on the rung because her legs were still “a trifle shaky,” he couldn’t
have said—but all of a sudden she emitted a small cry, her umbrella that had
been tucked beneath her arm went flying, and she tumbled backward, straight
into Xavier’s arms. Even though she was slight, the force of her fall caused Xavier



to lose his balance, too, and they both went down, rolling sideways, tumbling
over and over each other until they landed in an awkward jumble of limbs and
navy-blue skirts upon the dusty floorboards. Xavier cracked his elbow on
something—a nearby trunk perhaps—and only just bit back an ungentlemanly
curse.

“Oh my God. I’m so sorry.” Mrs. Chase was astride him, staring straight into
his eyes, her pretty face only inches from his own. Like him, she was slightly
breathless, her chest rising and falling in time with his.

“I… No harm done,” Xavier lied. His elbow throbbed like the very dickens.
“Are you all right?”

“I-I think so. Thank you for saving me. Again.” She scrambled off him, then
to Xavier’s surprise, offered him a helping hand. “I’m most grateful.”

Xavier placed his gloved hand in hers and then he climbed to his feet. “Think
nothing of it, Mrs. Chase,” he said, as he slammed the trapdoor shut to stop the
rain pouring in. But he hadn’t been quick enough to escape a decent dousing. As
he ran a hand through his dripping disheveled hair, an involuntary shiver ran
through his body. His clothes were uncomfortably damp—his shirtsleeves
annoyingly so—and he had to tamp down the urge to peel everything off.

Instead, he satisfied himself with tugging down his waistcoat and adjusting
his cuffs. He knew he often came across as quite exacting and distant, but for
some reason he couldn’t fathom, he didn’t want to seem that way in front of
Mrs. Chase. Was it customary to invite a woman who’d been stuck on your roof
to take tea with you? He hardly knew.

While he’d been fussing with his attire and ruminating on the rules of
etiquette, Mrs. Chase had retrieved her umbrella. When she spoke, she put him
out of his misery. “Righto, I’ve probably taken up too much of your time
already, Your Grace. I’d best be on my way. I have an interview to get to.” She
pulled a small silver watch from a pocket in her skirt then winced. “Goodness, I
fear I shall be very late.”

Xavier escorted Mrs. Chase through the attic to the door. “An interview?”
“Yes, for a nannying position,” she said as she carefully descended the stairs to

the third floor. “I’m a nanny.”



Ah, Horatio had been right, thought Xavier as they followed the gaslit hall,
heading for the main staircase. But how had his raven known? More to the
point, if Mrs. Chase was on her way to an interview, the fact that she’d been on
his roof made even less sense. Her far-fetched explanation—that the wind had
somehow magically deposited her there—was woefully inadequate, and Xavier
liked to know how things worked. All the minutiae, all the tiny intricacies of
what made something “tick” fascinated him. It’s why he loved the science of
horology so much. Mysteries—anything unexplained or loose threads of any
kind—bothered him more than he could say.

Just like the mystery of why things kept going wrong in his household of late.
Xavier’s wards created a great deal of the daily hullabaloo in St Lawrence

House. They’d only arrived a month ago, but they had certainly made their
presence felt. Like the time a firecracker had “mysteriously” ended up in the
nursery stove. That was the incident that had sent the first nanny—a Miss
Butterworth—packing. While no one had been hurt so far, the same couldn’t be
said for Xavier’s own peace of mind. That had been blown to smithereens, just
like his ability to sleep well and to concentrate.

Although, if he were perfectly honest with himself, Xavier would also own
that he’d been struggling with maintaining a stable, uninterrupted routine even
before his wards arrived on his doorstep. In actual fact, countless things had
been going wrong at St Lawrence House for some months, and he was
beginning to believe there might be an element of sabotage involved.

Boilers kept blowing valves. Rats and mice had invaded the walls. Pipes had
mysteriously leaked, flooding the scullery and basement. The clocks in St
Lawrence House were constantly slowing down or speeding up; in Xavier’s
opinion, there was nothing worse than the unsynchronized ticking and chiming
of clocks. And then many of the staff at St Lawrence House—maids and
footmen especially—kept leaving without notice for no discernible reason.
None that Woodley, his butler, or the housekeeper, Mrs. Lambton, could
fathom anyway. If bats were suddenly found roosting in the attic, or all the
chimneys started belching giant clouds of smoke, Xavier wouldn’t have been the
least bit surprised.



As the closing date for the Westminster Palace clock submission drew closer,
the pressure was mounting and the nagging, decidedly unpleasant thought that
someone might be deliberately trying to upset the smooth running of his
household wouldn’t leave Xavier alone. Was someone like a rival horologist
attempting to unsettle him so much that he wouldn’t be able to work at all? Or
worse, was there a concerted effort to discredit him? To paint him as
disorganized or perhaps even mad? A man not to be taken seriously because he
was so obsessed with clocks that his daily life and affairs in general were in
complete disarray?

Could it be that someone might actually mean him harm? There had been
that odd incident a few nights ago when he’d been followed…

Although, if there was some sort of elaborate conspiracy afoot, Xavier didn’t
think Mrs. Chase could be any part of that. He might not be experienced when
it came to women, but she seemed quite lovely. He rather liked the spark of
mischief in her eyes.

It was a pity Nanny Snodgrass wasn’t more like her.
Xavier frowned. Nanny Snodgrass was altogether too serious. Harry, Barry,

and Gary hadn’t taken to her, and he wondered if that was part of the reason for
the ongoing havoc in the nursery. He suspected that they—in particular, Harry
—were testing her mettle. And perhaps they were simply bored. It had been
raining for days and his wards were undoubtedly sick of being cooped up inside
for so long. Xavier suspected that Nanny Snodgrass was the equivalent of a wet
blanket soaked in the Thames during a rainstorm.

As Xavier led the nanny past the third-floor nursery, there was an almighty
crash followed by a woman’s ear-piercing scream.

Good Lord. What now?
The door flew open and one of Xavier’s wards—the youngest and smallest—

appeared in the hallway. Gary or Barry? To his own mortification, having spent
only a minimal amount of time with his wards since they’d arrived (entering the
nursery rather felt like visiting a topsy-turvy land where everyone spoke a foreign
language and nothing made sense), Xavier was never quite sure which child was
which. He really should try harder to learn their names. It was common courtesy
after all.



When Gary—yes, it was Gary (really Gareth)—saw Xavier and Mrs. Chase,
his eyes grew as round as saucers. “Oh, Cousin Xavier—” he began, but then he
broke off as another scream burst forth.

Xavier frowned. “Gary, what in heaven’s name is wrong?”
Before his ward could respond, the door swung open wider and a pale-faced

Nanny Snodgrass rushed into the hall.
“Your Grace,” she cried. “Your Grace! Miss Harriet is deliberately tormenting

me.”
“A nine-year-old girl is tormenting you?” Xavier repeated. “That sounds a tad

dramatic.”
“Well, she is! With a frog! She hid it in one of the toy boxes with malice

aforethought, so I’d find it.” The nanny pressed her trembling fingers against her
throat. “I swear my heart almost stopped when it jumped on my hand. I thought
the devil himself was coming for me.” Her expression grew fierce with anger.
“Something must be done to curb Miss Harriet’s wicked ways.”

“Wicked ways?” Mrs. Chase stepped forward. Her fine brows had plunged
into a deep frown. “Children are not wicked. They can present with challenging
behaviors at times, but I’m firmly of the opinion that one should never proclaim
a child to be ‘wicked.’ ” The younger woman shook her head as if she were quite
disgusted with the nanny’s declaration. Xavier was nothing but impressed by her
self-assured manner and her willingness to be Harry’s champion, even though
she’d never met the child.

Nanny Snodgrass clearly thought otherwise. Her voice was laden with
hoarfrost as she said, “I don’t think anyone asked for your opinion, Miss…”

The young woman lifted her chin. “I’m Mrs. Emmeline Chase, a graduate of
the Parasol Academy for Exceptional Nannies and Governesses. And no, you
didn’t ask for my opinion, but if you’re going to make damaging assertions
about a child’s character, I’m going to feel compelled to intervene.”

If Nanny Snodgrass were a porcupine, no doubt her spikes would be
bristling. “Now see here, Mrs. Chase—”

“Mrs. Chase is right. Harry isn’t wicked,” piped up another small voice.
Xavier’s “middle” ward, Barry, thrust his head around the door. “It’s not her
fault if Archimedes—”



“Archimedes?” repeated Xavier. “Who or what is Archimedes?”
“My frog. A Rana temporaria, or common frog.” Harriet emerged from the

nursery, and in her hands she carried a rather handsome olive-green frog with a
peppering of black spots along its back. It emitted a deep croak, as though it
agreed with everything Harry had said.

Nanny Snodgrass squealed and jumped back. “Get that hideous thing away
from me.”

“Archimedes is not hideous,” declared Harry, scowling at the nanny over the
top of her spectacles. “And you can’t blame him for wanting to explore the
nursery. I can’t keep him locked up in a dark box all day and night. That would
be cruel.”

“Harry, how long have you had Archimedes?” asked Xavier.
The girl turned and regarded him steadily. She really was quite fearless. “I

found him in the garden three days ago. The last time we were allowed outside.”
She threw her nanny a baleful look.

“Three days?” shrieked Nanny Snodgrass. She clutched the doorjamb as
though her knees were going to give out. “Miss Harriet, are you telling me that
thing has been roaming the nursery for three whole days?”

“I don’t see what all the fuss is about,” replied Harry. “Archimedes is a
friendly frog. He wouldn’t harm a fly.” She frowned. “Well, that isn’t quite true,
because he does like to eat flies. What I mean to say is, he wouldn’t hurt anyone.
Even you, Nanny Snodgrass.”

Xavier bent down to Harriet’s level so he could meet her eyes. “Under the
circumstances, I think the best thing to do would be to get Archimedes an
aquarium. While Horatio is well-fed and generally well-behaved, ravens do eat
frogs and lizards on the odd occasion. It would be safer for everyone, don’t you
think?”

Harry considered him with large solemn eyes. “Very well, Cousin Xavier,” she
conceded after a moment. “I think your proposed solution is acceptable.”

Xavier straightened. “What say you, Nanny Snodgrass?”
The woman gave a haughty sniff. “It is your home, and these are your wards,

Your Grace. So I will abide by your decree. But I hope Miss Harriet will keep the
aquarium and its occupant in her own room. A nursery is not a place for a frog.”



The three children and Nanny Snodgrass disappeared back into the nursery,
and Xavier escorted Mrs. Chase downstairs to the grand entrance hall of St
Lawrence House.

“Again, I’m so sorry for disrupting your day,” said Mrs. Chase as they paused
by the front door. One of the footmen had opened it to reveal rain scudding
across Belgrave Square in a thick gray curtain. “It seems like you have a lot to
contend with.”

“Yes…” Xavier managed a tight smile. “My wards have only been with me a
month, and I employed Nanny Snodgrass only a fortnight ago. I expect the
children are still getting to know her, and vice versa.” Of course, he was still
getting to know them too. He really wished children came with some sort of
guidebook or instruction manual.

Mrs. Chase made a low humming noise, a soft “mhmmm,” which Xavier
seemed to feel all the way to his fingertips. He was suddenly possessed by the
absurd and completely inappropriate impulse to take off one of his gloves and
reach out and touch the woman’s coppery tresses to see if the strands had the
same texture as silk. How strange.

She’d been looking outside, contemplating the rainy aspect, but then her gaze
suddenly returned to his face. “Even though it’s not my place to say, I did
wonder if Nanny Snodgrass might not be quite right for your wards. They seem
high-spirited and Miss Harriet, especially, seems quite intelligent. You
mentioned she’s nine?”

Xavier clasped his hands behind his back. “Yes, nine. Almost ten.”
The nanny nodded. “She might even need a governess to keep her inquisitive

mind occupied.”
Xavier sighed. “I think you might be right.”
Something like a look of sympathy crossed Mrs. Chase’s features. “I do need

to be on my way, Your Grace, but before I go…” She reached into her pocket and
pulled out a tiny tin soldier. “This belongs to your ward, Gareth. I-I found it…
on the roof.”

Xavier frowned as he took the toy. Horatio must have flown off with it and
dropped it there. The soldier was slightly dented and a little of the red paint had
been scraped off its uniform, exposing the tin beneath. Nevertheless, it was



familiar; Xavier had seen Gary playing with a set of toy soldiers when he’d
ventured into the nursery on the odd occasion. Apparently, the set had once
belonged to the children’s late father, a distant cousin of Xavier’s. He shot the
nanny a quizzical look. “How did you know it belonged to Gareth?”

“He was holding one just like it when he came rushing out of the nursery.”
Mrs. Chase shrugged a slender shoulder. “It seemed like a logical assumption to
make.”

Xavier’s eyes met the nanny’s. “And how did you know my ward’s name is
Gareth?”

Her lightly freckled cheeks turned pink and her bright blue gaze skittered
away from his. “Oh, I thought you or someone else said his name. I apologize if
I’ve overstepped.”

“No, no. It’s quite all right.” Xavier studied the young woman’s flushed
countenance. When he quickly went over the conversation outside the nursery
in his head, he’d only referred to Gareth as Gary. But it wasn’t illogical to assume
that Gary might be short for Gareth… And what did Mrs. Chase have to gain
from lying about such a thing?

Of course, Xavier was staring again, so that might have set her to the blush
rather than anything else.

What was it about this woman that had him so intrigued? She was a
“missus,” for one thing, so there must be—or had been at some point—a Mister
Chase. Xavier estimated her age to be in the vicinity of twenty-something, so she
was quite young for a widow.

“Well, if you ever need another nanny”—Mrs. Chase withdrew a business
card from her pocket and passed it to Xavier—“ask for Mrs. Felicity Temple of
the Parasol Academy. She’ll be sure to recommend someone who’s perfect for
your wards.”

Xavier glanced down at the cream and gold-embossed card in his hand and
read:

The Parasol Academy
Bespoke Nanny and Governess Services

51 Sloane Square, Chelsea



Bespoke nanny and governess services? Xavier’s interest was instantly piqued.
He’d never heard of the Parasol Academy until today. And to think it was
virtually around the corner from St Lawrence House! He turned the card over to
read what was on the other side:

Come rain, hail, or shine, everything will be perfectly fine! Whether your
offspring are big or small, expert staff will be at your beck and call.

For all your child rearing and youth educational needs, in London or
farther afield, contact the Headmistress of the Parasol Academy for

Exceptional Nannies and Governesses, Mrs. F. Temple, for an obligation-
free consultation. (Confidentiality and the utmost discretion guaranteed.)

He looked up to thank Mrs. Chase, but like magic, she’d disappeared. “Good
luck with your interview,” he called into the rain, but the wind snatched his
voice away.

And then of course, he didn’t really mean it.
He shut the door. Curmudgeonly though it was, part of him hoped Mrs.

Chase didn’t get the job she was applying for. If Nanny Snodgrass didn’t work
out, Xavier rather thought he’d like to secure the young woman’s nannying
services himself.

Not only did she retrieve toy soldiers from roofs and stand up for others
when she didn’t need to, she’d made him smile, which was no mean feat. And
even though his elbow still ached, his headache had miraculously dissipated.

If he was an unusual duke, he could safely say that Mrs. Emmeline Chase was
a most unusual nanny.
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CHAPTER 3

Concerning Quizzing Glasses, Sooty Smudges, a Police Box, and an Umbrella;
And an Intriguing Offer from a Highly Ranked Individual…

“There’s a leygram for you,” said Mina as Emmeline entered their dormitory
room. “It appeared on the rug by the door while you were out. I put it on your
pillow.”

“Oh?” Emmeline deposited her wet umbrella in the stand and tugged at the
ribbons of her bonnet. She’d been out all morning running errands, if “running
errands” meant trying to earn a little money by attending auctions and picking
up bargains to sell to antique store owners for a small profit. It’s how she’d been
scraping by since her father had been incarcerated just before Christmas… with
varying results. “I suspect we both know who it’s from. The question is, will
Mrs. Temple have good news or bad for me?”

Mina, who was sitting in the window seat with a book in hand, cast
Emmeline a sympathetic smile. “I suppose there’s only one way to find out. It’s
time to rip off the plaster and see what’s there.”

Equal measures of curiosity and trepidation sparking, Emmeline crossed to
her narrow bed with its starched sheets and Academy-regulation counterpane of
pale blue wool. Her interview with the Culpeppers yesterday had not gone as
planned. Despite her best efforts—her second teleportation attempt between the
police boxes in Belgrave Square and Bedford Square had been successful—she’d
been terribly late. And her uniform hadn’t been up to snuff after she’d landed on
top of St Lawrence House and subsequently got caught in the rain. There’d even
been a smudge of soot on her cheek!

But a tiny part of her hoped that she’d impressed Mr. and Mrs. Culpepper
anyway.



The enigmatic Duke of St Lawrence certainly seemed to like her. Even
though he’d been a little hard to read. And despite the fact she’d caused him no
end of inconvenience. Good Lord, she’d even fallen on top of the poor man
when she’d lost her blasted footing on the attic ladder! Every time Emmeline
revisited that awkward moment, heat scorched her cheeks.

But he already had a nanny, so it wasn’t likely that she’d encounter the
nobleman again. Emmeline sighed. More’s the pity. She’d quite liked him, too.

As soon as Emmeline picked up the missive from her pillow, the familiar buzz
of magic—a faint electrical humming—made her fingertips tingle, even through
her kid leather gloves. A te-ley-gram or leygram was sent by magical means rather
than by the British Electric Telegraph Company. Unlike regular telegrams,
which relied upon the transmission of electrical signals over wires running along
railway tracks or undersea cables to send messages, leygrams utilized the power
generated by the Fae’s ancient and mystical leylines. Whenever leygrams were
sent, they would appear at one’s door as if from nowhere. Emmeline didn’t
know precisely how it all worked. It just was. A bit like all the other magical
methods employed by Parasol Academy members.

Apart from the magical thrum emanating from the paper, the sheet was
covered in script that looked like gibberish. A leygram could only be deciphered
by one who possessed an Academy-issued pair of ley-spectacles, or a quizzing
glass fitted with a ley-lens of deep azure blue.

Her pulse zipping through her veins like quicksilver, Emmeline dug out her
own quizzing glass (she always kept it in her reticule or pocket as per the Parasol
Academy Handbook’s Chapter 4: Guidelines for the Use and Handling of
Accoutrements, Equipment, and Other Indispensable Paraphernalia) and read
the contents of the message. And then she permitted herself a sigh.

“Mrs. Temple wants to see me in her office as soon as possible. But she hasn’t
said anything else.” She looked up at Mina. “I have an awful feeling about this. If
the Culpeppers haven’t offered me the job…”

“You still have two more chances,” said Mina firmly. “You have absolutely
nothing to worry about.”

All Academy graduates had three opportunities to secure a position. During
their two-year-long course, and while they were in the process of applying for a



post as a nanny or governess, they could board at the Sloane Square headquarters
for a small fee of four shillings and three pence per week. Unless, like Emmeline,
one was a “legacy” nanny or governess—because Emmeline’s late mother had
been a Parasol nanny before she’d wed, Emmeline’s tuition and board hadn’t
cost her a thing.

However, if a graduate failed to secure a job after three interviews, she had to
undertake three months of intensive remedial training, and that was not free,
regardless of whether one was a legacy nanny or not. The boarding fee was not
waived either. If Emmeline had to undertake remedial training, she didn’t know
how she’d manage. She wouldn’t have time to go to auctions or markets to pick
up bargains to obtain the funds needed to keep her father safe. Nor would she be
able to afford to have him transferred to a smaller, more hospitable debtors’
prison. That was an even more expensive enterprise.

She dropped the leygram on the bed and willed herself not to panic. Her
mind was racing frantically, conjuring up all manner of worst-case scenarios
when perhaps she had nothing to worry about at all. Mina’s advice was sound.
She’d best rip the plaster off and go and see Mrs. Temple.

Not knowing what would happen was always the worst bit.
Emmeline caught Mina’s eye. “Do I look all right?” she asked, smoothing her

uniform’s wool skirts.
Mina put down her book and crossed the room to Emmeline. “Absolutely

perfect. Except for this bit.” The young woman reached out and repinned one of
Emmeline’s stray curls. She then fluffed up the lace flounces of Emmeline’s
nanny’s cap. “There.” She smiled. “You’ll do. And chin up. The Culpeppers
might want you to start working for them straightaway.”

“I hope so,” said Emmeline as she headed for the door.
But it turned out the Culpeppers didn’t want her to work for them at all.
“Mrs. Chase,” said Mrs. Temple in a kind but solemn tone that did not augur

well, “There’s no easy way to say this, but I’m afraid you didn’t get the job.”
“Oh.” Emmeline’s heart plummeted to the Aubusson rug on the floor

beneath her booted feet, while her gaze fell to Mrs. Temple’s silver and crystal-
encrusted hand mirror which winked at her from a corner of the headmistress’s
desk. Clasping her gloved hands tightly together in front of her pinafore,



Emmeline tried very hard not to let her disappointment show on her face. To
keep the tears pricking at the back of her eyes at bay.

While she had been expecting a “no” from the Culpeppers, the news was still
a blow.

It was at moments like this that a little voice at the back of Emmeline’s mind
would whisper that she was on the verge of becoming quite desperate. And not
just any garden-variety sort of “desperate,” but “Desperate” with a capital D.

Yes—“Desperate”—like a tragic heroine in one of her brother’s pantomimes
at the Oberon. The theatrical poster would proclaim:

MRS. EMMELINE CHASE, CHEAPSIDE WIDOW, IS DESPERATE!
Mrs. Temple, who was seated behind her desk, was watching Emmeline,

waiting for her to say something more than “oh” in response to the bad news.
Drawing in a fortifying breath, Emmeline added in a voice that quivered only a
little, “I’m so sorry to have disappointed you, Mrs. Temple. I do hope I haven’t
sullied the Academy’s reputation. It was entirely my fault that I was running late
and arrived at the Culpeppers’ in a less than presentable state. The elements
conspired against me. I got caught in a particularly heavy rain shower and I was
in such a rush, I forgot to use the Unsmirchify incantation to repair my
appearance.” It wasn’t a complete lie.

“Pfft.” Mrs. Temple waved her hand with a vigor that sent her blond ringlets
bouncing. “To be perfectly frank, Mr. Culpepper and his wife struck me as far
too persnickety. In hindsight, I’m not sure you and the Culpeppers were the best
fit. And as you know, we endeavor to provide a bespoke service.”

“Yes… Yes, I do know,” said Emmeline. “And I’m nothing but grateful that
you’re not miffed with me.”

Mrs. Temple inclined her head and her lips curled in a gracious smile.
“Occasional indecorous cursing aside, you are one of our best graduates to date,
and I’m absolutely certain that I have something else for you. A situation that is
far better suited to your personality and the needs of your potential employer.”
She leaned forward, her fair countenance alight with excitement. “Earlier today, I
received a visit from a highly ranked individual—the Duke of St Lawrence, in
fact—who needs a nanny straightaway. Not only that, but he said that he would



like to interview you for the post, if you were not otherwise employed. He
actually asked for you by name, Mrs. Chase! What say you to that?”

Emmeline’s mouth dropped open and her heart did a little jig. It looked like
Nanny Snodgrass had not worked out after all. It might have seemed mean-
spirited, but she couldn’t say she was sorry. “I-I would say that I would be most
interested. Exceedingly so.”

The headmistress nodded her approval. “Having such an elevated client will
be excellent for the Academy’s reputation. The Queen will no doubt be pleased
too.”

The Academy’s Royal Charter had been granted less than a year ago after
there’d been an attempt on the Queen’s life—the fifth attempt in only a handful
of years. A man named Robert Pate had viciously struck Her Majesty with his
cane as she’d quit Cambridge House in Piccadilly in her carriage. Quite
shockingly, three of the Royal children had been present during the attack, along
with Mrs. Temple, who’d thrown herself in front of her charges to defend them.
The Queen had been so impressed with the young woman’s selflessness and
bravery, she’d issued the Parasol Academy’s Royal Charter the very next week
when she’d recovered from her ordeal.

What wasn’t known by the public—or even the Crown—was that the Parasol
Academy had another Royal Charter, which had been issued when the training
college had first been founded by Mrs. Temple’s great-grandmother, Verity
Truelove, ninety years ago. A secret charter, not from the earthly realm, but the
Fae Realm that had been granted by Good Queen Maeve to help combat her evil
sister Mab’s practice of abducting human children and leaving changelings in
their place. It was why Parasol Academy nannies and governesses were equipped
with magical abilities to aid in the protection of children.

The students didn’t know exactly how the Academy’s founder had managed
to secure such untold support from a Fae queen—and Mrs. Temple always
remained tight-lipped on the subject—but Emmeline did wonder if there might
be Fae blood in the headmistress’s family. It would certainly account for the
woman’s petite stature and ethereal air. And her almost preternatural insight.

Mrs. Temple was aiming one of her thoughtful, far too perceptive looks at
Emmeline right now. “You know, Mrs. Chase, I’m still trying to fathom how the



Duke of St Lawrence knew about you.”
Emmeline shrugged, barely resisting the urge to squirm like a naughty child

who’d been caught with a hand in the sweetmeat jar. “I could not say.” She
didn’t want to keep secrets. She didn’t want to lie, but admitting she’d
mistakenly teleported herself onto the duke’s roof wouldn’t do her any favors.

Although Emmeline would readily own that she did not regret meeting the
Duke of St Lawrence yesterday. Truth to tell, he was the most curious man she’d
ever met. After she’d quit St Lawrence House, she’d found that her thoughts
kept drifting toward the nobleman at odd moments. Like now, and it was all
kinds of bothersome. But she really couldn’t stop thinking about his starkly
handsome features. His fierce arctic-blue eyes and his storm of black hair. And
then there was his rich cultured voice. It was the most beautiful baritone
Emmeline had ever heard. Listening to the Duke of St Lawrence speak had been
the auditory equivalent of wallowing in melted chocolate. He was a peculiar
mixture of hot and cold, and Emmeline was nothing but intrigued.

While her face still flamed at the way they’d met, it hadn’t been quite so
awkward at the end. And even though the man’s manner had been quite
unusual—he had the most disconcertingly direct gaze Emmeline had ever come
across—she couldn’t help but think he might be a good employer. He’d gone
out of his way to personally help her yesterday when he hadn’t been obliged to.
And he’d been kind to his ward, Harriet, about the whole frog incident. He
might have come across as a little stuffy at times, but he certainly wasn’t an
arrogant pain-in-the-derriere. Oddly, it was the upper-middle-class banker, Mr.
Culpepper, who’d turned out to be the prig.

Mrs. Temple was speaking again, so Emmeline forced her thoughts away
from her encounter with the duke so she could pay attention.

“Just so you know,” said Mrs. Temple, “His Grace is a horologist of some
renown who is working on a very important project with a fast-approaching
deadline. But he also has three young wards who I gather are quite ‘spirited.’ The
poor mites are orphans, so I suspect they need a good deal of nurturing as well as
managing. But don’t let any of that put you off. I know you will be brilliant and
simply perfect for this position.”



“I certainly hope so,” said Emmeline. At least she had some idea of what she’d
be dealing with. A bright nine-year-old with a penchant for frogs, and two
exuberant boys, didn’t sound like too much of a challenge to her. While
Emmeline had told a little white lie about how she’d come by the lost toy soldier
that belonged to Gareth—she’d simply found it inside her magical nanny’s
pocket; it hadn’t been on the roof as she’d claimed—she was relieved the duke
had believed her explanation and seemed to have formed a favorable opinion of
her.

Mrs. Temple stood and rounded the desk, her pearl-gray silk skirts swaying in
time with her light footsteps. She took both of Emmeline’s gloved hands in hers
and looked her up and down. “I can see you’re perfectly attired in your Parasol
Academy uniform today. Which is wonderful, because the duke would like to
interview you this afternoon at three o’clock sharp. Because he’s a horologist, I
suspect he values punctuality above all else.”

Three o’clock? Emmeline’s gaze shot to the Boulle clock on Mrs. Temple’s
mantelpiece. It was already a quarter to three.

“Don’t look so alarmed,” said Mrs. Temple. “If you teleport, you’ll get there
in plenty of time. Which I’d strongly advise, considering it’s still raining.
London is a veritable quagmire at the moment.”

“I’ll fetch my cloak and umbrella and I’ll be on my way,” said Emmeline.
“Fingers crossed this job works out.”

Mrs. Temple smiled. “I have everything crossed for you, Mrs. Chase. Now go
and work your magic on the duke.”

Within five minutes, Emmeline was in Belgrave Square again. At least she
hoped she was. As the bright whirling leylight dissipated and her equilibrium
returned, she discerned that she was in a dark, cramped space—a stone police
box. Through an iron grille in the door and a veil of scudding rain beyond, she
could make out the pale pink blossoms of cherry trees and the facades of elegant,
whitewashed terrace houses. Yes, this was definitely Belgravia; the residences
didn’t need a good scrub with carbolic soap like they did in other parts of
London.

The door to the police box was locked, but it was but the work of a moment
for Emmeline to use her leyport key to let herself out. As she stepped into the



square, she opened her Parasol Academy umbrella… and then bumped straight
into a uniformed bobby.

Oh, blast! There’d been no sign of any policemen yesterday.
The mustachioed constable, who couldn’t have been more than one-and-

twenty if he was a day, gaped at Emmeline in open-mouthed astonishment.
“Miss, what on earth are you doin’ in my box? You can’t be loiterin’ about in
there! It’s against the law!”

“I… er… I apologize if I startled you,” replied Emmeline. She quickly
pocketed her dismay and adopted a polite but distinctly professional demeanor.
“I’m a Parasol Academy nanny. On official nanny business. So it’s quite all
right.”

The young man’s brows arrowed into a deep frown. “Parasol Academy
nanny? I ’ave no idea wha’ you’re talkin’ about, miss.” All of a sudden, the
bobby’s gloved hand shot out from the folds of his black greatcoat and he
gripped Emmeline’s arm. “ ’Ere, you better come wif me back to the Yard then.”

Emmeline gave an inward groan. It wasn’t three o’clock quite yet, but the
longer she stood out here in the rain, the worse for wear she would look when
she knocked on the door of St Lawrence House. She did not have time for this.

Not only that, but Parasol nannies and governesses were not to draw undue
public attention to themselves. Nor were they to bring the Academy’s excellent
reputation into disrepute. Unless, as per the Parasol Academy Handbook,
Chapter 1, Section 7, Paragraph 20, there were exceptional circumstances that
justified such an eventuality. She could not afford to make a scene.

“I take it you’re new to the job, Constable?” said Emmeline with a perfectly
pleasant smile, trying to keep her tone neutral rather than snippy. “Because if
you are, you might be unaware that your superiors at Scotland Yard have given
Parasol Academy nannies and governesses permission to use police boxes in the
course of carrying out their official duties. So in actual fact, I haven’t broken any
laws at all.”

The bobby’s cheeks turned an indignant shade of red. “Now see ’ere, miss. I
know what’s wha’ and what’s not. An’ I’m sure you’re tryin’ to sell me a great
porky pie. I’ve never ’eard of the Parasol Academy.”



“I assure you, I am not lying, Constable.” Emmeline emitted a small sigh of
frustration. Her skirts and boots were getting wetter by the minute and her
patience was wearing thinner than one of her lawn shifts. “Now, if you’d be so
kind as to let me go, I’ll be on my way and no harm done.”

But the bobby did not let go of Emmeline’s arm. In fact, he began to tug her
toward the end of Belgrave Square, away from St Lawrence House.

It just wouldn’t do. Emmeline hadn’t been able to talk herself out of the
situation, so as a last resort, she was going to have to use her Academy-issued
umbrella on the man.

“I’m sorry about this, Constable.” Emmeline lowered her umbrella and gave
the young man a quick nudge in the vicinity of his ribs with the silver tip—or, as
it was called in the Parasol Academy Handbook, the Point-of-Confusion. At the
same time she prodded the constable, she also muttered, “Perplexio,” beneath
her breath.

The effect of Emmeline’s umbrella poke combined with the confusion
incantation was immediate. All at once, the bobby stopped trying to frog-march
her across the square. He came to a grinding halt and he released her arm. “I’m
sorry, miss.” He wiped a hand down his rain-damp face, then frowned at
Emmeline from beneath the brim of his dripping helmet. “I seem to have…” He
shook his head, his expression slightly dazed. “I can’t quite recall…” He then
squinted at Emmeline. “Do I know you?”

Emmeline smiled at him. “No, I don’t believe so. I was asking you for
directions to St Lawrence House. I have an appointment there shortly.”

“Ah, the duke’s residence.” The constable pointed to the opposite corner of
the square. “It’s right over there, miss. You can’t miss it.”

“Thank you, Constable.” Emmeline canted her head. “I bid you good day. I
shall be sure to tell the duke how helpful you’ve been.”

The bobby bowed. “Thank you, miss. Thurstwhistle’s the name. Now you’d
best get out of this rain so you don’t catch cold. I bid you a good day too.”

Emmeline didn’t waste any more time. The constable’s confusion would
clear quickly if it hadn’t already. He’d be all right. She hurried across the square
and within a minute was standing outside the glossy black front door of St
Lawrence House. To think that only yesterday, she’d been standing right here



with a soot-smudged face, impulsively handing the duke a Parasol Academy
business card.

And he asked for me. Me! Mrs. Emmeline Chase of Cheapside.
But remember, you’re also a Parasol nanny.
Drawing a deep breath to quell a flurry of nerves and excitement, Emmeline

grasped the door’s smart brass knocker with her gloved hand and rapped three
times. She’d taken a chance and perhaps now, with a little bit of luck, her path in
life was about to change.
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CHAPTER 4

In Which Knees Turn to Blancmange; And Then a Dialogue About Black
Coffee, Rare Timepieces, Chronometers, and Other Matters of Great Import

Ensues…

The front door of St Lawrence House swung open to reveal a smartly dressed,
poker-faced gentleman with iron-gray hair and fiercely bristling muttonchops.
“Yes?” he asked coldly.

The man’s tone—Emmeline assumed he was the duke’s butler—was so
funereal and forbidding, a shiver slid down her spine. But she would not be
deterred. She lifted her chin. “My name is Mrs. Emmeline Chase, and your
master, the duke, has summoned me here for an interview,” she said. “For the
vacant nanny’s position. I’m from the Parasol Academy.”

The man’s imperious gaze slid over her. “Weren’t you here yesterday? I heard
you’d somehow managed to get stuck on the roof like some common sneak
thief.”

Emmeline arched a brow. Good grief. Would she never get through the front
door? “Yes, I was here,” she said. “But as I mentioned, I have an appointment.
His Grace is expecting me at three o’clock, and I’m sure you don’t want to keep
your master waiting. I’ve heard punctuality is important to the duke.”

The butler looked down his long nose at her, but nevertheless, he opened the
door wider to admit her. “Quite.”

“Thank you,” she said as she handed her wet umbrella to a liveried footman.
“Mister…”

“Woodley,” said the servant. “I am His Grace’s butler.” As soon as Emmeline
had divested herself of her cloak, bonnet, and gloves, he added curtly, “Follow
me.” His long strides carried him across the black and white checkerboard



marble floor, then up the grand sweeping staircase so swiftly that Emmeline had
a hard time keeping up.

Upon reaching a shadow-filled, hushed hallway on the second floor, the
supercilious Woodley bade Emmeline sit upon a chair beside a set of double oak
doors. As she complied, the butler knocked, and then he disappeared into the
room beyond when there was a murmured summons.

It was the duke. Emmeline immediately recognized the hotchocolate richness
of that lovely baritone. There was undeniable power and authority and musical
beauty in that resonating voice. Not only the deep, meltingly warm timbre.
There was also a certain exquisiteness in the perfectly refined vowels and the
precisely clipped consonants and the undulating cadence. And all the man had
said was, “Come in.” She was certain if the duke began to recite Pythagoras’s
theorem or Newton’s laws of motion, she’d be utterly enthralled.

Emmeline unnecessarily straightened the folds of her navy wool skirts and
then stared at the rain drumming against a nearby window. Her heart was
beating a fast tattoo as well.

She must compose herself. She didn’t think she’d ever been quite so nervous
in her entire life and she couldn’t account for it. Nerves and an inconvenient
physical attraction were her enemies right now. During her interview, she needed
to be as cool and calm and collected as a frozen cucumber in midwinter. Above
all, she needed to come across as professional. She must get this job.

Mrs. Chase, thank God you’re here, came a cultured, avian voice, and a
moment later, Horatio Ravenscar Esquire fluttered into the hall. He perched on
the back of a neighboring chair and studied her with an obsidian eye.

Oh, responded Emmeline, blinking in surprise. Why?
The raven tilted his head. After you left yesterday, all hell broke loose. While

my master was out procuring an aquarium for Archimedes, Miss Harriet decided
to conduct a trebuchet experiment.

Emmeline’s eyebrows shot up. A trebuchet experiment?
Horatio bobbed up and down and made a clicking sound in his throat that

reminded Emmeline of a short chuckle. Yes. Apparently Miss Harriet wanted to
“test the effect of different counterweights on linear velocity.” She selected the
nursery for the field of testing, and flour “bombs” were the projectile of choice. One



of Nanny Snodgrass’s linen caps was purloined for the trebuchet’s sling. And
Nanny Snodgrass was the principal target.

Emmeline winced. Oh dear. I’m almost afraid to ask what happened.
Horatio emitted another laugh. This time it was a fullthroated chortle that

sounded quite human. Oh dear, all right. Even though nothing was damaged,
everything and everyone in the nursery was coated in flour including Nanny
Snodgrass. It looked like a snowstorm had whirled through the room. The raven
ruffled his glossy plumage. While I rather enjoyed looking like a ghostly raven at
first, I’m still trying to get the flour out of my feathers.

I take it Nanny Snodgrass quit then? remarked Emmeline.
Horatio spread his wings and gave them a decided flap. Actually no. When

my master returned with the aquarium and found out that Nanny Snodgrass had
threatened to use a birch switch to discipline his wards, he sacked her on the spot.

Emmeline’s mouth dropped open. How shocking and awful that she would
threaten to do such a draconian thing. I know His Grace’s wards were
misbehaving, but that is not the way to go about dealing with such a situation.

The raven puffed out his chest. I know, Mrs. Chase. I know. The bird
suddenly cocked his head to one side. I believe my master is ready to receive you.
Good luck!

A moment later, the butler reappeared. He saw Emmeline into the room—a
study by the looks of it—and then the door shut behind her with a soft snick.

She was alone with the Duke of St Lawrence, and all at once, she felt
discombobulated all over again. Like she’d just teleported into the room and
everything was not quite right.

Today, the duke seemed all sorts of stiff and starchy, perhaps even disdainful.
He stood ramrod straight in front of an enormous oak desk, his hands buried in
the pockets of his perfectly tailored black frock coat, while upon his face, he
wore an expression of chill remoteness while he looked everywhere but at her.

He hadn’t been quite like this yesterday, had he?
Emmeline cleared her throat. “Good afternoon, Your Grace,” she offered as

brightly as she could, despite the fact she suddenly felt self-conscious beyond
measure. Her confidence was further eroded when the duke’s attention stayed



fixed on a far corner of the room, as though she were a source of displeasure, or
worse, someone not worthy of regard.

Emmeline wasn’t sure if she felt insulted or disappointed. The man had
summoned her here for an interview. She’d arrived on time. Her attire was spick-
and-span, her hair under control.

Had he changed his mind? Had he already found someone else in the time
between his meeting with Mrs. Temple and now?

Why on earth was he being so damned rude?
Emmeline’s palms grew damp and she licked her dry lips. She knew the

duke’s wards were a handful, but she wondered if the man himself might be
difficult to manage too. He was, in a word, mercurial.

Perhaps her initial, favorable impression of the Duke of St Lawrence had
been completely wrong. Perhaps he was just like any other member of his
elevated class—thoroughly snobbish and stuffier than the stuffed armchairs
gracing his hearthrug. Then again, she was so horribly nervous, she might be
misreading the duke and overthinking every little thing he said and did.

Scraping together the remnants of her rapidly disintegrating dignity,
Emmeline drew a bracing breath in preparation to speak, but then the duke’s
piercing gaze swung to her. And that’s when she realized that she was behaving
like a total peagoose; she hadn’t yet curtsied.

This man was a duke. A suitable display of obeisance was required.
Unlike yesterday, she had no excuse not to do so.
Even though her knees were quivering like a blancmange, Emmeline managed

to execute a passable curtsy.
As for the duke, he at last inclined his head in acknowledgment and intoned a

perfectly polite, “Good afternoon, Mrs. Chase. How do you do? Thank you for
coming here at such short notice.” Then his mouth quirked up at the corner in a
hint of a smile. “I’m pleased to hear you arrived by the front door today.”

“I… Yes I did, Your Grace. And you’re very welcome. About me attending for
an interview,” replied Emmeline, relieved that there was still a sense of humor
lurking beneath the duke’s aloof exterior. “Mrs. Temple informed me that you
visited the Parasol Academy and asked for me to apply. For the vacant nanny’s
position.”



“Yes.” The duke withdrew a gloved hand from his pocket and gestured
toward the other side of the room where, to Emmeline’s surprise, a sumptuous
afternoon tea had been laid out on a low table by the fire. “Shall we, Mrs.
Chase?” he asked. But then his brows descended into an uncertain frown. “Or
should I call you Nanny Chase? What would you prefer?”

What would I prefer? Emmeline blinked. The duke actually did appear to be
a trifle perplexed. Had she misjudged him? Was he, in fact, a little
uncomfortable, perhaps even nervous? Was that the reason for his standoffish
behavior?

Surely not.
She reexamined his expression, but she couldn’t tell one way or the other.

Nevertheless, she answered his question. “Mrs. Chase will do, Your Grace.” She
offered a small smile. “Nanny Chase if you offer me the position. I suppose it’s
up to you.”

“Of course,” he said.
Emmeline chose a velvet wingback chair, and the duke folded his long frame

into the opposite seat. As he sat poker straight, one lean but muscular thigh
draped over the other, Emmeline took a moment to study him a little more
closely (surreptitiously of course) while she removed her kid gloves.

She supposed the precise cut of the duke’s features only added to his general
air of icy indifference. His cheeks, bracketed by neatly trimmed muttonchops,
were so lean they were almost a little hollow. His thick, tousled locks tumbled
across a high noble forehead toward heavy, black-winged brows and those
remarkable arctic-blue eyes of his, framed by long sooty lashes (lashes Emmeline
would practically kill for). There was not a trace of softness about his wide
chiseled mouth, nor in the set of his rigid, sharply hewn jaw.

When the duke turned his head slightly, revealing his profile, Emmeline could
see that the long line of his nose had an aquiline cast to it. Despite his off-putting
manner, she couldn’t deny that the duke was handsome. Although it would be
far easier if she could ignore how attractive he was.

He was nothing at all like Jeremy, her late husband, who’d been all devil-may-
care smiles and charm personified. Emmeline almost snorted aloud. When
they’d been courting anyway.



Besides, what did it matter whether the duke was her “cup of tea” in terms of
looks and personality, or not? She wasn’t looking for a husband. The Duke of St
Lawrence could be as unpleasant as a spoonful of cod liver oil, or even a cup of
hemlock, and she’d still take the job. If this interview went well…

Emmeline also noted that the duke hadn’t removed his snug-fitting black kid
gloves even though they were about to take tea. Which seemed rather odd. But
everything about this particular encounter was peculiar, so Emmeline supposed
she shouldn’t be all that surprised. For instance, she didn’t believe it was
customary for a nobleman to share afternoon tea with a mere servant. Indeed,
part of her was surprised that someone like the duke’s housekeeper wasn’t
conducting her interview.

“Well then…” The duke’s gaze dropped to the tea things on the table.
Another frown. “I suppose we should get down to business. But would you like
something to eat or drink first? Tea or coffee? Or a sandwich? The egg and cress
ones are particularly good if you like that sort of thing. Or you might prefer a
scone with strawberry jam and clotted cream. Or I could ring for something else.
Lemonade or petit fours? Pastries?” The corner of his mouth twitched with the
semblance of a wry smile. “It’s probably a bit early in the day for a tipple of
sherry or brandy.”

Even though Emmeline wouldn’t have minded something to eat—she’d
missed lunch at the Academy—she didn’t wish to prolong this already
awkwarder-than-awkward interview. “I’m not one to tipple,” she said. “With
regard to the scones and sandwiches or anything else, no, thank you. But I
wouldn’t mind a cup of tea.” To moisten my dry throat and to give my stomach
something to do other than churn.

The duke tilted his head, and Emmeline took that as a sign that she was to
play hostess like a well-bred society lady (which she was not) and pour. “Tea or
coffee, Your Grace?”

“Coffee, thank you. I can’t abide tea. Horrid stuff.”
As Emmeline dispensed the beverage into a fine bone-china cup, the duke

added, “I won’t require milk or sugar. The coffee I enjoy is rather like me I
suppose…” Another one of those twisted, almost wry smiles. “Broodingly dark,
perhaps even inclining toward bitterness.”



Although Emmeline was more than a little startled by the duke’s frank
admission, she managed to hand his coffee to him without rattling the cup in its
saucer. Dark and brooding and bitter? At least he was aware of his own foibles…

“But don’t let that put you off the position,” the duke continued after he’d
taken a sip of his drink. “Despite my numerous character flaws, which I will
readily admit to, I believe I am a fair man.”

Emmeline poured her own cup of tea and added extra milk and two sugar
lumps. (Sugar could count as sustenance, couldn’t it?)

Goodness. She hadn’t expected any sort of forthright disclosures from a man
like the duke. Although, it seemed the nobleman possessed a dry sense of humor
which he wielded with great effectiveness now and again. And that wasn’t a bad
thing at all. In fact, the duke’s self-deprecating openness had the effect of
allaying Emmeline’s own qualms. So much so, she looked at the duke over the
rim of her cup and ventured, “While I appreciate your candor, Your Grace, I will
confess that I’m beginning to have reservations nonetheless.”

He cocked a brow in query. “You are?” His expression hovered somewhere
between sardonic, incredulous, and grave, but Emmeline couldn’t tell which
emotion dominated. He was very hard to read.

“Yes.” She took a sip from her cup then put it down. “I mean, how could I
possibly work for someone who doesn’t drink tea? I’m sure there are rules
against it in the Parasol Academy Handbook.”

Heavens, she shouldn’t be saying things like this, but the duke was so stern
and pompous this afternoon and some evil imp inside Emmeline wanted to
needle him, just a little bit, just for fun. Just to see what he would do.

He stared at her for a long moment as if trying to work out if she was serious.
But then his mouth twitched and something bright and burning flared in those
pale frost-blue eyes. Humor or a spark of appreciation perhaps? “You’re joking,
of course,” he asserted.

“Yes, I am.” Emmeline suddenly decided she was enjoying herself. “My
apologies if I’ve come across as too flippant. But sometimes certain things simply
need to be said. Ground rules that should never be broken and boundaries that
should never be crossed should be made clear from the outset.”

“Another Parasol Academy tenet?”



Was that a note of amusement in the duke’s voice? Emmeline hoped so. “Yes.
But it also might be found under an alternative title: The Principles of Sensible
Living According to Mrs. Emmeline Chase.”

“Well, your principles seem very sound to me,” replied the duke with an
approving nod. “And there’s no need to apologize for injecting a bit of light
teasing into the conversation. I’m inclined to be a little too…” His gaze darted
away from her as he appeared to search for the right word. “Somber,” he
concluded.

He didn’t mind Emmeline’s teasing? Now that was a relief. There was hope
she might secure this position after all. “Well, you did warn me about all the
darkness and bitterness.” She was unable to resist another tiny prod.

“I did.” He lifted his coffee in a mock salute and took another sip. “To be
perfectly frank, I think my wards could do with a little fun and flippancy in their
lives. I do believe that some of the less desirable behaviors they’ve displayed of
late are related to the fact their nannies to date have been rather too staid. And of
course, I’ve not been overly ‘present’ either, what with my work and encroaching
project deadline.” He sighed. “All in all, they’ve not had an easy time of it.”

Ah, at last they were down to business. Emmeline was on surer ground now.
“Mrs. Temple mentioned they are orphans?” she prompted gently.

“Yes.” The duke’s frown returned. “It’s all terribly tragic, I’m afraid. I’ve been
told their parents died in a freak yachting accident in the English Channel.
About a year ago. Their father—a distant cousin of mine whom I’d never met—
fancied himself as a bit of a sailor. But a storm hit and”—the duke released a sad
sigh—“it seems Mother Nature decided to take him down a fathom or two. The
children went to live with an ancient maiden aunt for a while, but then she, too,
passed away. Just last month in fact. So now they are with me.”

Emmeline’s heart clenched. “It’s never easy losing a parent at any stage. But I
think it’s especially hard when children are so young. Your wards are lucky to
have you.”

The duke’s brows lifted in surprise. “Why would you think that? You hardly
know me, Mrs. Chase.”

“While that’s true, what I do know is that you went to see Mrs. Temple at the
Parasol Academy. You obviously wish to hire a bespoke nanny who will provide



exceptional care for your wards. Not every guardian—or parent—would do that.
You clearly take your responsibility seriously and want only the best for these
children.”

The duke’s gaze fell to his lap. With a gloved finger, he flicked a speck of
nonexistent lint off his knee. “Indeed.” There was a slight pause and then he
added, “I take it that you are not daunted by the fact that my wards are rather…
rumbustious? You saw that the oldest—Harriet—had upset Nanny Snodgrass
with her pet frog yesterday.”

Emmeline put down her tea. “Yes. I’m not one to listen to gossip, but I also
heard about… the trebuchet incident a bit later on. And that Miss Harriet was
the instigator of the so-called experiment.”

The duke nodded as though he wasn’t at all surprised that she knew. “Did
your headmistress also tell you that before I employed Nanny Snodgrass, another
nanny worked here? And that she only lasted a week?”

Emmeline shook her head. “No. She didn’t mention that particular detail.
May I ask why?”

“In the interest of being open and honest with you, the first nanny—a Miss
Butterworth—resigned because Miss Harriet put a firecracker in the nursery
stove. I’m pleased to say that no one was injured, but it was a serious incident.”

Oh… Emmeline swallowed. “If I may venture an opinion, Your Grace, it
sounds like Miss Harriet might be more than just a little bored. Perhaps she’s
also seeking your attention?”

“I agree,” said the duke. “And while I have considered employing a governess
for her, part of me thinks she very much needs someone who is both caring and
capable of nurturing her interests. Someone with a keen intellect and a kind
heart. I fear that I’m not particularly good with children, so wouldn’t even know
where to begin in that regard. As for seeking my attention…” His wide shoulders
lifted and fell against the back of the wingback chair. “I’m afraid I have precious
little of that to give to anyone at present.”

Was that a note of regret threaded through the duke’s voice?
Before Emmeline could ask if he was referring to the demands of his

horological project, the duke asked her if she could replenish his coffee.



After she’d done so, he pinned his intense blue gaze on her and posed another
question. “Mrs. Chase. How do you feel about corporal punishment for
children?”

Even though Horatio had mentioned Nanny Snodgrass had been given her
marching orders because she’d threatened to use a birch switch on the duke’s
wards, Emmeline almost dropped her brimming teacup. She eyed the duke, but
as usual, his expression was largely indecipherable. “Of course, I’m vehemently
opposed to it,” she said firmly. This was definitely an in for a penny, in for a
pound moment. “It’s a barbaric practice that is proscribed by the Parasol
Academy. If a nanny or governess used such punishment on their charges, it
would be in clear violation of Rule 10 of Chapter 3 of the Academy’s handbook.
It would mean immediate revocation of a nanny’s or governess’s license to
practice in the Parasol Academy’s name.”

The duke nodded his approval. “Just so. This handbook of yours sounds very
comprehensive.”

“It is,” responded Emmeline proudly. “It covers all manner of things. From
the best practices in caring for young children to modern pedagogy, curriculum
considerations, and lesson planning for older charges. There are all sorts of
regulations and safe practice recommendations around essential ‘tools of the
trade,’ or our ‘kit’ too.”

Emmeline was not going to mention leygrams and leyport keys, or that her
uniform had magical pockets. And that her Academy-issued umbrella (and
parasol, if the weather was fine) could be used to temporarily befuddle an
assailant. Or that she could converse with certain animals, including the duke’s
very own pet raven. Doing so would contravene one of the Academy’s main
rules and break the oath a nanny or governess took when graduating: protect the
Parasol Academy’s secrets at all costs. The general public must never know that
they practiced Fae magic in discharging their duties. Indeed, every graduate
knew that Good Queen Maeve’s Fae Charter might be repealed—and thus all
their magical abilities would be removed—if that ever occurred.

Although Emmeline could mention that she always had a small, sheathed
knife strapped to her ankle, inside her half boot… but perhaps not right now.
“We take our duties as carers and educators very seriously,” she added after a



moment. “Some might even say it’s a calling. My dearly departed mother was
once a Parasol Academy–trained nanny until she—” Oh no, Emmeline could not
mention her father. “Until she resigned her commission, so to speak.”

“It’s in your blood,” stated the duke.
“I suppose it is, in a way.” Emmeline had never thought about it before, but

there was some truth to it. “All Academy graduates are passionate about their
roles and responsibilities. In fact, we are trained to guard our charges with our
very lives if necessary. Parasol nannies and governesses receive extensive
selfdefense training. Anyone who attempts to harm those in our care had best be
careful. Very careful.”

Rather than looking entirely skeptical of her claim, the duke appeared
thoughtful. “Your Mrs. Temple informed me that she protected the young
Prince of Wales, Prince Alfred, and Princess Alice when Her Majesty was
attacked last year.”

“Yes. That’s true.”
The duke placed both feet on the floor and leaned forward, his forearms

resting on his thighs, his gloved hands clasped. “I’m going to take you into my
confidence, Mrs. Chase. I’m working on a grand and unique clock design for St
Stephens Tower at the Palace of Westminster. There’s a fierce contest going on
between horologists to win the commission. And lately, I fear that a person or
persons unknown have been attempting to sabotage the smooth running of my
household. Things keep going wrong on a regular basis—events that have had
nothing to do with trebuchet experiments or frogs. Unfortunately, domestic
disasters seem to have become a regular occurrence at St Lawrence House and a
generalized state of bedlam is more common than not. But it’s not only that.”
The duke’s expression grew troubled. “A few nights ago, when I was walking
home from a Royal Horological Society meeting in Piccadilly, I had the distinct
feeling that someone was following me.”

“Oh, dick—I mean, good heavens,” said Emmeline, alarm spiking through
her. “Do you think it was a footpad?”

“I…” The duke’s frown deepened. “I don’t think so. Unfortunately, the night
was terribly foggy and the fellow kept a discreet distance. At first. When he
eventually drew close and my suspicions were aroused—he was practically on my



heels at that point—I whirled around to confront him, but then he took off. So I
only caught a fleeting glimpse of him. But I gained the impression that he was
relatively well-dressed. He was cloaked and booted, and upon his head he wore a
top hat.”

“I’m glad you weren’t robbed, or worse, physically assaulted,” offered
Emmeline, and the duke acknowledged her concern with a tilt of his head.

“I’ll freely admit that the incident was both perplexing and to a degree,
unsettling,” he said. “Although, I always carry a cane with me when I’m out and
about, so I’m easily able to defend myself.” One of his shoulders hitched with a
shrug. “At any rate, while I’m certain that no one would dare harm my wards, it’s
reassuring to know that the nanny who will be caring for them has extra skills up
her sleeve.”

“Should you employ me, Your Grace, I would do my best to protect your
wards as though they were my own children.” Emmeline meant every word that
she said.

The duke nodded as though satisfied with her assertion, then straightened.
“Of course, my suspicions that there’s some insidious plot afoot to undermine
me, or worse, do me some sort of mischief, might be completely unfounded. In
any event, in order for me to complete my horological design and meet the
deadline for submissions at the start of June, I need someone to entertain and
educate these three rapscallions. Someone who also understands the importance
of what I’m doing.” The duke’s direct gaze connected with Emmeline’s. “Mrs.
Temple mentioned that you once worked in an antique store that specialized in
rare clocks and watches.”

Emmeline swallowed. She would need to navigate this part of the interview
carefully. She’d mention her father briefly, but then steer the topic in a slightly
different direction if she could manage it. “Yes, my father once owned an antique
clock store,” she said. “But prior to that, he was a watchmaker by trade. So, I
suppose my fascination with timepieces—especially those that are rare and old—
is in my blood too. In fact, I attended a deceased estates auction at Pembridge’s
this morning where a late seventeenth-century Markwick pocket watch went for
a song. I made a few bids, but an antique dealer by the name of Howell beat me
to it.”



The duke nodded, his expression solemn. “That’s a pity. I collect pocket
watches and I should like a Markwick for myself. Howell, you said?”

“Yes, his shop is in Chancery Lane, not far from the Inns of Court.”
“Ah, I know it,” said the duke. Then he cast her a halfquizzical, half-amused

look from beneath his to-die-for lashes. It was almost a teasing look. “You make a
habit of attending auctions, Mrs. Chase?”

“I… er…” Blast and bother. Emmeline hesitated, wondering how much
information she should offer. She didn’t want to appear secretive. But she also
couldn’t afford to say too much about her situation. Or rather, her father’s. “It’s
a hobby of mine. I’ve always had a good eye for identifying valuable watches and
clocks. If I can pick up a bargain here or there and then sell that item to another
antique dealer for a little more…” She shrugged. “It’s helped me to get by until I
can secure a permanent position.”

“Very clever,” said the duke with an approving nod. Then he frowned.
“Forgive me if I’m touching on a difficult subject, but Mrs. Temple led me to
believe that you are a widow?”

Emmeline dropped her gaze and fiddled with the handle of her teacup. “Yes.
My husband passed away almost three years ago. But now I’m very keen to secure
work as a nanny. Or governess. I can certainly do both. The Academy prepares us
for anything and everything.”

The duke smiled. “It certainly sounds like it. Although, I am still bemused by
the fact that you’re trained in the art of selfdefense. While you were quite nimble
on your feet when I helped you down from my roof yesterday, you were less
nimble when descending the attic ladder. And it takes more than a degree of
agility to best an opponent in a fight.”

Heat flooded Emmeline’s cheeks as she recalled the moment she found
herself on top of the duke, staring down into his shocked face. How her thighs
had straddled his and how his hips had brushed—

Somehow, she wrested her thoughts away from the incendiary memory. To
mask how flustered she was, she arched a brow in challenge. “You doubt my
skill?”

“I…” The duke’s gaze swept over her, assessing her appearance, and
Emmeline’s face grew even hotter. “A little,” he said at last.



The wicked imp inside Emmeline that she could never quite keep in check
made her say, “I’d be happy to offer you a complete demonstration to prove my
assertions are true. That I would be able to fend off an intruder or an attacker—a
kidnapper perhaps—and protect your wards.”

The duke snorted. “You’re claiming that you—a slip of a woman who can’t
be any taller than five foot four inches—could best me—a six-foot-two man—in
a physical altercation?”

Emmeline raised her chin a notch. “I am, Your Grace.” She nodded toward
the fine Boulle clock on the marble mantelpiece. Then she frowned. She’d only
been conversing with the duke a short while, yet the hands on the clock
indicated it was almost half-past three. “Unless you don’t have the time…”

The duke made a small scoffing sound in his throat. “I wouldn’t refer to that
clock. Most of the timepieces in my house seem to be running inaccurately at the
moment. It’s most frustrating, not knowing what the actual time is half the
time.”

Emmeline’s heart pinched with sympathy. “I could well imagine. My
Academy-issued pocket watch is as accurate as any chronometer, and it’s always
synchronized to Greenwich Mean Time.”

The duke’s gaze grew keen. “It is? I should add ‘clock-setter’ to your list of
duties if I hire you, Mrs. Chase. But, I suppose if I am going to hire you, I
should probably test your claim that you could defend my wards from the
clutches of would-be kidnappers.” The duke pushed to his feet, all six foot two
inches of his intimidating-yet-glorious frame towering over Emmeline. He
shrugged off his frock coat and draped it over the back of the wingchair.

“Very well, Mrs. Chase,” he said with a sardonic cock of his brow. His gloved
fingers beckoned her closer. “Do your best. Or worst. Whatever the case may
be.”
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CHAPTER 5

In Which a Battalion of Hairpins and a Hem Cause Consternation; Cheapside
Chivalry (or Lack Thereof) Is Discussed; The Tea Is Spilled… Again; The Duke

Meets His Match; And an Explosion…

Xavier propped his gloved hands on his hips as he watched Mrs. Emmeline
Chase rise to her feet then smooth her pinafore and skirts. A small smile played
about her pretty pink mouth, and it took a herculean effort for him not to stare.

Which was not like him at all. The mere notion that his interest had been
snagged by the nanny’s physical appearance—a potential employee—was novel
indeed. And also rather disquieting. Because he was not a lascivious sort of
nobleman who ogled the servants. He certainly never dallied with them.

But just like yesterday, as soon as Mrs. Chase had entered his orbit, Xavier’s
whole world felt rather off-kilter. For one thing, he couldn’t account for the fact
that he was so transfixed by the young woman’s glorious hair. Yesterday, at least a
bonnet had covered most of her head. Today, she only wore some sort of flimsy
lace and linen cap and her bright coppery locks had been pulled into a severe,
matronly bun. No doubt a battalion of hairpins had been recruited to the cause.

During his entire conversation with Mrs. Chase—he should say interview,
but it had felt rather more like a chat because he’d enjoyed the exchange thus far,
immensely—he’d been forcing himself to look at her face, not her hair, lest he
come across as peculiar.

Devil take him, even now as Mrs. Chase quite sensibly suggested that they
move away from the afternoon tea things toward a less cluttered part of his
study, Xavier’s fingers twitched and flexed inside his silk-lined leather gloves
with… with what?

Longing? Yearning? Desire?



The uncharacteristic impulse to throw off the nanny’s silly cap—a pointless
frippery that seemed as insubstantial as a spun-sugar cloud—and then pull out
each and every one of those restraining hairpins so he could watch her burnished
curls tumble down around her shoulders, persisted like an urgent itch he needed
to scratch.

And he was about to get up close and personal with the beguiling nanny…
Get a grip, man. You’re being goddamned ridiculous. As Xavier inwardly

chastised himself, Mrs. Chase took up a position in the middle of the Turkish
rug and rolled her shoulders as though she were loosening up her muscles before
a bout of boxing or wrestling. She threaded her finely boned, elegant fingers
together in front of her and cracked her knuckles.

It seemed she was entirely serious about demonstrating her self-defense skills.
Xavier frowned as he attempted to unravel the tangled skein of his emotions.

He wasn’t sure if he was impressed or amused or confounded. He certainly
didn’t feel as dark and bitter and brooding as he’d claimed to be a short time ago.
Even though the afternoon was dismal and rainy, it felt as though Mrs.
Emmeline Chase had brought a small measure of sunshine into St Lawrence
House and had brightened Xavier’s day.

Pleasantly baffled. That might be the right phrase, he decided as he loosened
his starched cuffs and rolled up his sleeves in two precise folds. Perhaps even a
trifle mad. Because why on earth am I—

“Your Grace,” said Mrs. Chase, interrupting his convoluted musings. “I can
see by your fearsome frown that you might be having second thoughts about
this exercise. But I assure you, you won’t hurt me.”

“I…” Xavier met the nanny’s blue-as-a-summer-sky gaze and saw no
apprehension there. Only self-assurance and perhaps even a tiny spark of
challenge. “Even though you’ve received self-defense instruction, it would be
unchivalrous of me not to mention that like most gentlemen of my class, I’ve
had years of training in boxing, fencing, and shooting. And I regularly engage in
such activities to maintain my skills.”

The nanny smiled and her gaze drifted to his chest and then to his linen-clad
arms. Was she admiring his physique? Before Xavier could wrap his mind
around such a strange thing, she said, “I can see that, Your Grace. And I’m not



worried. Aside from receiving expert tuition at the Academy, I grew up in the
vicinity of Cheapside. There are not many chivalrous gentlemen to be found in
the streets around there. I can look after myself.” Her pretty mouth curved into
a smile. “But if it makes you feel any better, we can start with a simple,
noncombative maneuver.”

This lovely young woman used to live in Cheapside? The district wasn’t far
from Newgate Prison and Saffron Hill, one of the roughest, poorest areas of
London. The insalubrious Fleet Ditch and its squalid slums weren’t far away
either.

It was becoming increasingly clear to Xavier that Mrs. Emmeline Chase was
not easily daunted. He inclined his head. “Very well. I’m happy to follow your
lead.”

“Good.” This time she beckoned him a bit closer. “I’ll approach, but then at
the last moment, I’m going to turn around and walk away from you. But I’d like
you to grab my wrist to try and stop me. And I want your grip to be quite firm,
like you mean business. Don’t be all wishy-washy about it. I won’t break.”

“Wishy-washy?” Xavier couldn’t suppress a smirk. “I’ve been called all sorts
of epithets—both complimentary and unflattering—in my time, Mrs. Chase,
but never that.”

A bright red blush bloomed in Mrs. Chase’s cheeks. “Oh, Your Grace. My
apologies if I’ve offended you—

He waved a dismissive hand. “No, of course you haven’t. Here, don’t you go
all wishy-washy on me. I want to see the woman who used to stride down
Cheapside and its environs, not the submissive servant. The nanny who takes on
my wards—and my mercurial moods for that matter—will need a steely
backbone.”

Mrs. Chase nodded. “Understood. Let us proceed as I instructed.” She took a
few, quick steps closer to Xavier, then abruptly swung away from him. As she
swiftly backtracked, Xavier caught her about the lower arm—tightly, but not too
tight. He didn’t want to hurt her or leave a mark. But no sooner had his gloved
fingers wrapped around her woolen sleeve, she twisted her arm, gave a hard and
precise yank, and then she was free and out of his reach. She’d deftly broken his
hold at the weakest link—the point between his thumb and index finger. Even



though it was a common maneuver, and he hadn’t been particularly surprised,
he was impressed by her speed and skill all the same.

Mrs. Chase grinned at him from the other side of the Turkish rug. “I know, I
know. That wasn’t anything particularly special. But I’m just warming you up.”

“I don’t doubt it,” said Xavier. “Indeed, I’m keen to see what other tricks you
might have up your sleeve.”

“You should be more worried about what I’ve got concealed beneath my
skirts,” rejoined Mrs. Chase.

Before Xavier’s mouth could even drop open, she’d flipped up the hem of her
gown and the pristine white petticoats beneath to reveal one of her neat half
boots in black kid leather, her slender ankle encased in white hose, and the lacy
edge of her drawers… the very things that had tormented him yesterday. But then
he also noticed the pearl handle of a small, sheathed knife, held in place by a
black ribbon garter.

“One must be prepared for anything, Your Grace,” Mrs. Chase said matter-
of-factly as she dropped her skirts back into place.

“Ahem… I…” Good God, the woman was going to put him to the blush.
“Quite,” he managed at last. “Just so.”

He forced his gaze upward to meet Mrs. Chase’s. “Are there any other hidden
weapons I should know about on your person?” he asked, hoping the sudden
rough edge to his voice wouldn’t betray how rattled he was. “No pistols or
swords or garottes or knuckle-dusters?”

Her blue eyes danced with mischief. “I have been known to deliver a tongue
lashing on the odd occasion. But only when it’s deserved.”

Of course, Xavier’s attention immediately fell to that pretty pink mouth
again, and this time, he could feel heat flaring in his cheeks. Damn it. He didn’t
want to think about Mrs. Chase’s tongue or her lusciously plump lips. Or her
shapely ankles for that matter. How could he engage her services as a nanny if he
kept having inappropriate thoughts about her?

“Now…” Mrs. Chase continued on as though nothing were amiss. As though
she hadn’t completely disarmed him already. “Let me demonstrate another
evasive maneuver. I’ll ask you to grab my arm in the same way… and then I’ll
restrain you.”



“Restrain me?”
“I promise I won’t hurt you,” asserted Mrs. Chase.
No, she would simply floor him with those bright blue eyes and her words.

And that hair. A coppery lock had managed to escape its pin prison and was
caressing her ear.

Xavier swallowed and dragged his gaze back to her face. The nanny had
spoken again, and he’d completely missed what she’d said. “I’m sorry. You’ll need
to repeat that.”

She cast him an enigmatic smile. “I asked if you’re ready, Your Grace.”
He ran a hand through his hair then nodded… even though he wasn’t sure at

all. “Yes.”
That smile again. It was maddening that Xavier couldn’t interpret it. “Good.

Remember to grab my arm as I turn away.”
Like before, Mrs. Chase crossed the rug toward him, and as she drew close,

some sort of strange electric frisson sparked down Xavier’s spine. Curiosity?
Anticipation?

Excitement?
He didn’t have time to dwell on his feelings because Mrs. Chase was right in

front of him… and then in the space of a heartbeat, she changed course. As she
whirled away, he snagged her arm, halting her retreat.

Ha! He’d bested—
All at once, she turned back, her free hand clamped onto his wrist, and then

she was somehow twisting his arm and shoulder up and around and applying
pressure in such a precise and forceful way that he found himself losing his
balance. In the blink of an eye, he was down on one knee, one hand on the floor,
while his captured arm was immobilized and bent at an odd angle behind him.
In fact, he could barely move, and if he did, it was exceedingly uncomfortable.

He was trussed like a Christmas goose and completely at Mrs. Chase’s mercy.
Through the disheveled curtain of his hair, he glanced up at her. “Very

clever,” he said. “I did not see that coming.”
She released him and as he straightened and pushed his hair out of his eyes, he

suspected her smile was more than a little bit smug. He couldn’t say that he
blamed her.



“I’m convinced you can hold your own, Mrs. Chase,” he began, but then she
held up a hand.

“Not all attacks come from the front, Your Grace. Some are stealthy and
come from behind. To complete my demonstration, I’d like to show you how I’d
manage in that sort of situation.” She snared his gaze. “If you’ll indulge me a
little longer.”

His masculine pride and his dignity had already been dented, so what more
did he have to lose? And he couldn’t deny that part of him was unabashedly
intrigued by this woman and her seemingly endless arsenal of hidden talents.
Perhaps the British Army or the Foreign Office should recruit Parasol Academy
graduates into their service.

“Of course,” he said. “What would you like me to do?”
She stepped close and turned so that her back was almost against his front.

Indeed, she was so close, he caught the beguiling scent of her. A light floral
fragrance (violets perhaps) and something else he suspected was simply “Mrs.
Chase” drifted around him, and for one insane moment he struggled against the
impulse to press his nose against the pale column of her elegant neck to inhale
more of that sweet scent.

What the devil was wrong with him today?
Once again, he fought to pay attention to her directions.
“Now, Your Grace, I want you to slide your crooked arm about my neck, grip

your own wrist with your other hand to make a noose, and then pull me
backward like you mean to haul me off or even throttle me.”

Xavier immediately stiffened. The mere idea of someone trying to do
something so appalling to Mrs. Chase filled him with abhorrence and
smoldering anger. Nevertheless, he complied and carefully slid his bent arm
around her. He then clasped his own wrist in an uncompromising hold. At the
same time, her hands rose and she gripped his bared wrists and forearms. Her
touch seemed to tingle and burn the flesh beneath, but not in an unpleasant
way. In fact, it was strangely exhilarating.

But perhaps that was simply because Xavier was not used to being so
physically close to anyone. Especially a copper-tressed enchantress who smelled



as sweet and delicate as a posy of violets, yet kept a knife strapped about her
ankle and could bring a man to his knees.

She turned her head toward him and one of those damned silken locks almost
brushed against his lips. “If this is to work, you’ll need to grip me harder. Like
you mean business, Your Grace.”

“Very well.” Xavier gritted his teeth and then tightened his hold, pulling her
body flush against his. Thank God the nanny’s skirts were voluminous, because
if he had to maintain this position for too much longer, an untoward stirring in
the vicinity of his trousers was bound to occur.

“Good,” said Mrs. Chase, and before Xavier knew what she was about, she
was bending her knees and tipping sideways, and he was following her down…
right up until the moment she let go of his arms and grabbed him with
surprising strength about the lower thighs. And then somehow he lost his
footing, again, and found himself tumbling to the rug.

She tumbled with him, her body crashing into his, her skirts tangling with his
legs as they rolled. The momentum of their collision carried them toward the
sitting area… And then there was a clatter and a crash, and the next thing Xavier
knew, he was flat on his back, covered in tea and coffee, and Mrs. Chase was
straddling his hips.

Again. Like yesterday.
As Xavier stared up at the nanny, he realized he didn’t care that vast patches

of his linen shirt and silk vest were soaked through and uncomfortably plastered
to his skin. Or that he might be lying on a mound of egg and cress sandwiches.

Rather, he became acutely aware that all the air had been sucked from his
lungs.

But he wasn’t winded. Mrs. Chase had somehow stolen his breath.
She was breathless too. She was leaning over him, her arms braced either side

of his head. Her silly cap had fallen off and more of her curls, which had escaped
the confines of her ruthlessly pinned bun, were practically tickling his cheeks.
Beneath his gloved hands, which had somehow ended up about her waist, he
could feel the quickened pace of her breathing as her rib cage expanded and
contracted.



Her face was so close as it hovered above his, he could see her fine lashes were
tipped with gold and that there were tiny flecks of gentian violet in the depths of
her azure eyes. And that the scattering of freckles across her pert nose and
flushed cheeks brought to mind cinnamon or nutmeg dusted across cream…

“I-I… I’m so, so sorry, Your Grace,” Mrs. Chase stammered as she pushed
herself up to a sitting position. She tucked her unruly hair behind her ears. “I
assure you, it’s not a habit of mine to sit upon—” She broke off and color
suffused her cheeks. And then a frown knit her brow. “I hope I haven’t hurt
you.”

“No. I’m perfectly fine.” Well, that was a lie. Xavier’s world had been turned
upside down and inside out and he wasn’t sure how long it would take him to
recover his equilibrium.

But recover it he must. For the sake of his project and his wards. He could
hardly employ Mrs. Chase if he were at sixes and sevens around her. He couldn’t
afford to be distracted when the deadline for his submission loomed.

Besides, it was the right thing to do. Maintaining his usual level of
dispassionate, professional detachment when it came to interacting with his staff
shouldn’t be difficult. He simply needed to put some distance—especially
physical distance—between himself and the nanny.

If he could do that, there was no doubt in Xavier’s mind that she’d be perfect
for the job.

To his relief, Mrs. Chase climbed off him, and then Xavier clambered to his
feet.

“Oh dear. We’ve made quite a mess,” murmured Mrs. Chase as she cast her
dismayed gaze over the wreckage: the upended table, the scattered china, the
squashed sandwiches and strewn scones, and of course the spilled tea and coffee
that he was also wearing.

She retrieved her lacy cap and pinned it on her head while Xavier pulled out a
kerchief from his trouser pocket and wiped his damp neck and torso. “How do
you feel about birds?” he asked. “Specifically, ravens? Because I have one as a pet.
He’s named Horatio and he’s rather…” He paused, searching for the right word.
“Impudent. Large and loquacious would also be accurate descriptors. I wouldn’t
want him to put you off when you start.”



Mrs. Chase’s eyes widened. “Are you… are you actually offering me the job,
Your Grace?” she whispered.

“Yes. I am. If you’re willing to take it.” Xavier studied her face, trying to
gauge her reaction. He was suddenly and quite inexplicably as tense as a
bowstring. If she said no…

The nanny bit her lip as though she were suppressing a smile. Or was she
apprehensive? Xavier hated that he couldn’t tell.

He was about to verbally nudge her for a reply when she said, “Well, to be
perfectly honest, Your Grace, I’m not at all concerned that you have a large raven
as a pet. In fact, I’ve already met him, and I think him a rather handsome and
charming fellow. But I will admit that I’m a tad bothered to learn that you don’t
drink tea.” She gave a small sigh, but there was an unmistakable gleam in her eye
as she added, “But I suppose I can overlook that one small thing.”

Relief welled inside Xavier’s chest. “So, your answer is yes?” Even though he
knew she’d been teasing him again, he needed to hear her say it.

Mrs. Chase clasped her hands beneath her chin and this time, she did smile.
“Yes. It’s an unequivocal yes. I will accept your offer.”

Xavier nodded and his own mouth began to curl up at the corners.
“Excellent. I shall speak to Mrs. Temple about the contract—”

All of a sudden, the terrible sound of glass shattering penetrated the study
and Xavier swore, quite loudly, before he could stop himself.

This nerve-jangling smash was immediately followed by a cacophony of other
equally disconcerting, if not altogether disagreeable noises: a shrill female
scream; a slamming door; the booming baritone of a man (possibly Woodley).
And then there was the wince-inducing counterpoint to it all… the raucous
squawking of Horatio. No doubt his redoubtable bird was in the midst of all the
mayhem.

Xavier muttered another curse, this time beneath his breath. Dash it all.
What the devil had happened now? What mischief had his three young wards
got up to this time? Had they brought down the chandelier in the entry hall?
Broken the stained-glass window above the landing on the main staircase?
Smashed a pane of a glass-fronted bookcase in the library? Exploded another
firecracker?



He caught Mrs. Chase’s eye and noted her countenance had blanched. Damn
it. He didn’t want her to leave before she’d even begun.

“Your wards?” asked the nanny, sympathy in her gaze.
“I think so.” Xavier started toward the door. “I can’t hear Harry, Barry, or

Gary howling or wailing, so I’ll assume no one has been hurt. It sounds like the
crash was close by.”
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CHAPTER 6

Concerning Ginger Beer, a Swarm of Gnats, Dust, and a Discussion About
Puddles; And a Terrapin Finds a New Home…

Xavier strode out of his private study, following the sound of Horatio’s
squawks. Mrs. Chase followed close behind.

It didn’t take long to find the locus of the disaster. It was in the nearby
library. And the panes of one of the bookcase doors had indeed been broken.

As Xavier stood on the threshold, he took in the scene—or should he say the
gigantic mess?—and its myriad details. Shards of glass—large and small—lay
scattered about the Persian rug and some sort of pale foamy liquid was fizzing
and bubbling and oozing out of the top of a dark brown bottle which sat in the
middle of his desk. The foam also coated the front of the damaged bookcase and
the tomes inside. It slid down the books’ tooled leather spines and dripped from
the shelves before pooling in a pale brown puddle on the floor below. This
strange frothy liquid also trickled down the five faces that turned toward Xavier.
A slightly sweet yet yeasty aroma—beer or ale, perhaps—permeated the air.

Harry threw Xavier a mulish look as she brushed a blob of froth from her
nose (at least Xavier thought it was a mulish look; reading facial expressions with
any degree of accuracy, especially in a fraught situation like this was not his
forte), while Barry and Gary stared wide-eyed at Xavier from beneath the shelter
of the mahogany desk. Woodley, wearing a thunderous scowl (now bald-faced
anger was an emotion Xavier could reliably read), was mopping his forehead
with a kerchief, while one of the younger housemaids, who was filling in as a
nursemaid, gaped at Xavier in open-mouthed horror. And Horatio, upon seeing
his master, ceased screeching and alighted on Xavier’s shoulder.



“Batten down the hatches!” the raven cawed beside Xavier’s ear. “Run! Hide!
Duck! Take cover!” Then after the briefest of pauses, “Bottom’s up!”

“Your Grace,” began the butler at the same moment the maid, Fanny,
exclaimed, “I’m so sorry, Your Grace, but Miss Harriet absconded from the
nursery when I was darning a tear in one of Master Bartholomew’s sleeves, and
—”

“It seems she decided to explode a bottle of ginger beer,” concluded Woodley
with an arch of a grizzled brow. “It’s like a volcano has erupted in here.”

Harry shrugged and pushed her glasses up her nose. “It was only supposed to
be a little explosion. More of a pop really. I wanted to see if I could make a ginger
beer fountain. Something to entertain Bartholomew and Gareth, because they’re
bored witless and we haven’t been to the park, or anywhere in fact, in ages. But I
added too much bicarbonate of soda to the bottle, so after I replaced the cork,
the pressure inside built up and—”

Xavier held up a hand. “Enough,” he barked before closing his eyes and
releasing a heavy sigh. He didn’t like to raise his voice—and he most certainly
didn’t want to scare off Mrs. Chase—but when so many people talked to him at
once, competing for his attention, a wave of irritation rose up inside him and a
cloud of confusion invaded his mind. It was akin to being attacked by a swarm
of gnats. It didn’t help that he was already on edge because his usually pristine
library had been turned into a complete and utter shambles.

He drew a deep, calming breath and recited pi to six decimal places in his
head before he opened his eyes and spoke to his ward. “While I understand that
you’ve been stuck inside St Lawrence House for far too long, Harry,” he said,
hoping he was using an appropriate degree of sternness, “I cannot dismiss the
fact that you have ignored the rules I set out to keep you and your brothers safe.
Did I not tell you yesterday that these scientific experiments of yours must cease?
Can you not see that they are dangerous when you are a novice?” He gestured at
the ruined bookcase and the mess in general. “Aside from destroying a perfectly
good piece of furniture and its contents, you, or Barry or Gary”—for the life of
him, Xavier could never remember the boys’ actual names—“Fanny, or Woodley,
or even Horatio might have been terribly injured. Judging by the amount of
splintered glass lying about, I’m amazed you weren’t torn to shreds.” He



plunged his brows into a deep frown to convey the depth of his displeasure and
disappointment. “You do realize there must be consequences for your actions.
Especially after yesterday when you catapulted flour all over the nursery.”

Harry lifted her small, pointed chin and opened her mouth to respond, but
Mrs. Chase stepped forward. “Forgive me for interrupting, but might I have a
word with your ward, Your Grace?”

Xavier sighed. “Be my guest.” He then turned to Woodley. “Might I suggest
you speak with Mrs. Lambton about assembling a contingent of maids and
footmen? It’s going to take a considerable effort to clean this mess up.”

Horatio, who was still perched on Xavier’s shoulder crowed, “All hands on
deck. All hands on deck.”

The butler bowed. “I shall do so at once, Your Grace.”
After Woodley quit the room, Xavier cast his gaze over the ruined library

once more. What on earth was he going to say to Harriet that hadn’t already
been said? He scrubbed a hand down his face as exasperation and a sense of
hopelessness welled up inside him. He feared he was going to make a right royal
hash of being a guardian.

But maybe, just maybe, Mrs. Chase might make things right.
He was certainly looking forward to finding out what sort of “magic” this

Parasol nanny could wield.

She had the job! Emmeline could hardly believe it. Although, considering
what had transpired in the library—and in the nursery yesterday—she would
have her work cut out for her winning over “Harry, Barry, and Gary” and
restoring some semblance of peace and order to St Lawrence House.

But then, if a Parasol nanny wasn’t up to the task, then no one would be.
Emmeline caught the oldest ward’s eye. “Miss Harriet, His Grace has asked

me to be your new nanny.”
The girl scowled at Emmeline. “You were the woman stuck on the roof.

Bartholomew, Gareth, and I saw you. Why should I listen to someone who does
equally silly and dangerous things?”



“Harriet,” said the duke. His tone held an ominous note of warning. “You are
already skating on thin ice. Where are your manners?”

Emmeline cast him a quick smile. “No, your ward makes a very good point,
Your Grace.” She turned back to the girl. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have been on
the roof. It was a very dangerous and altogether foolish thing for me to do. And
of course, you don’t know me from a bar of soap, so you have every right to
question my advice. But what I do know, is that His Grace is quite right. You
cannot keep conducting these experiments. They are far too dangerous and
destructive. How would you feel if Bartholomew or Gareth or Horatio or even
Archimedes got hurt? You cannot tell me that you wouldn’t feel terrible.”

The girl bit her lip. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt. But being ignored”—
she shot her guardian a resentful look—“and being locked up in a boring old
nursery all the time with nothing to do also feels terrible.”

“I agree. There’s nothing worse.” Emmeline pulled her silver watch from her
pocket and passed it to the girl. “I tell you what, Miss Harriet, until I can think
up some safer experiments to conduct, I have an idea for a horological study.”
She leaned closer to the girl and murmured, “Something that will help you get
back into your Cousin Xavier’s good books. It will be a way for you to make
amends.”

Harriet’s eyes narrowed. “All right…”
“I shall tell you more about it shortly when I visit the nursery. But”—she

exchanged a look with the duke before returning her attention to Harriet—“I
think we need to get to the bottom of why His Grace’s clocks are not running
properly. My pocket watch keeps perfect time, so we are going to use that to help
us set the correct time throughout St Lawrence House. Then we will monitor
each timepiece accordingly. We’ll need to keep records and make charts and
schedules and all sorts of things to keep track of everything—some clocks need a
wind every eight days, some clocks need a daily wind—so a notebook would be
handy.”

Harriet pushed her glasses up her nose. “I have one.”
“Excellent. Will you look after my watch for me until I get to the nursery? I

should stay here to help sort out things in the library. I won’t be long, though.”



Harriet nodded solemnly and pushed Emmeline’s watch into a pocket of her
ginger-beer-stained pinafore. “Very well, Nanny Chase. And I prefer Harry
rather than Harriet.”

Emmeline inclined her head. “I will see you soon, Harry.”
After Harry collected Archimedes—the frog had been sheltering under the

desk with Bartholomew and Gareth—the young maid, Fanny, ferried the
children away. Horatio—after offering his silent congratulations to Emmeline—
flew after them.

When Emmeline turned back to face the library, she found the duke was
watching her. But his expression was inscrutable. “Harry likes you,” he said
simply. “She didn’t poke her tongue out at you, or call you a wicked witch or
something else equally insulting.”

Emmeline arched a brow. “I should hope not. I might possess the ability to
charm children, but I’m certainly not a witch. And I’m only a little bit wicked.”

The duke blinked at her as though he couldn’t quite make out if she were
jesting or not. But then a deep rumbling laugh spilled from him. “My goodness,
Mrs. Chase. You say the most peculiar things. But I think it’s one of the qualities
I like about you. And I think my wards will, too.”

His shoulders then rose and fell with a weary sigh. “You don’t have to do
anything about this.” He nodded at the library. “Woodley and the rest of the
staff will take care of it. God knows, they’ve had a great deal of experience in
dealing with enormous messes of late.”

“It’s quite all right, Your Grace,” said Emmeline. “I want to make a difference
in your life and that of your wards. Making things better is one of the main
duties of a Parasol nanny.” She offered him a tentative smile. “Besides, I wouldn’t
mind taking a peek at what books you have that might be of interest to
children.”

The duke’s gaze wandered over the sticky shelves. “I’m guessing none at all.
None that I can recall at any rate. And I grew up here.” His eyes returned to
Emmeline’s face. “I’m happy to expend funds on books my wards might enjoy. I
have an account at Hatchards.”

Emmeline nodded her approval. “I shall let you know.”



“Very well then, Mrs. Chase.” The duke bowed stiffly. “No doubt, I shall see
you anon? I’m sure we’ll need to speak about making arrangements to have your
belongings moved to St Lawrence House.” He frowned. “Of course, I’ve made
the assumption that you wish to start here immediately. If that’s not the case, I
do apologize.”

“There’s no need for an apology. I do wish to start. Straightaway.”
“Excellent. When you’re ready, you shall find me in my study. Mrs. Lambton,

my housekeeper, will help you with settling in. I’ll also send a message to Mrs.
Temple about your employment contract.”

Emmeline bobbed a curtsy. She must remember her employer was a duke.
“Thank you, Your Grace. You’ll never know how grateful I am for this
opportunity.”

The ghost of a smile momentarily softened the duke’s harsh features. “No,
thank you, Mrs. Chase.” And then the man turned on his heel and stalked stiffly
away.

When the duke disappeared from view, Emmeline reached into her pocket. It
wasn’t a lie when she’d said one of her chief duties was to make things better.
And considering the chaos in front of her—the smashed glass and ruined books
and the sticky ginger beer foam coating everything—she would begin right now.

On rare occasions—in exceptional circumstances—the Parasol Academy
Handbook permitted nannies and governesses to discreetly use “decalamitifying
dust.” It didn’t always appear in one’s pocket. One had to “ask” the Fae Realm
for it. If and only if the incident was deemed a true calamity by the Fae—and
one that should be rectified by such powerful magic—would the enchanted dust
materialize.

Surely it couldn’t hurt to call upon such a tool now. There had been an
explosion of sorts.

While Emmeline could, in theory, employ the dust to put the whole room to
rights—so it looked like nothing untoward had happened at all—it might invite
too many inconvenient questions. It would be difficult to explain how one
woman could clean up all the broken glass shards and repair the glass panes in
the bookcases in next to no time. But she could at least remove the ginger beer
residue and return the stained books to an unsullied state. If anyone did happen



to ask her about the library’s restoration, she’d claim that courtesy of her Parasol
Academy training, she was a dab hand with a cleaning cloth.

More than anything, she wanted to impress the duke. She did want to make a
difference in his life. And in the lives of his wards too.

Mind made up, Emmeline fisted her hand in her pocket, closed her eyes
tightly, and with great reverence and sincerity, silently entreated the Fae to grant
her the gift of the decalamitifying dust. And then her heart skipped as she felt a
gentle tingling warmth in her fingertips which rapidly spread to her palm,
making it buzz. Yes.

When Emmeline withdrew her fist, she knew that she held a small handful of
magical silver powder. As she unfurled her fingers, the mound of dust sitting on
her palm—no more than a spoonful—glittered and winked. Now she had been
gifted it, she just had to deploy it with careful and clear intent. “Decalamitify
ginger beer,” she whispered, then gently blew.

The dust immediately dispersed, spreading outward and around the library
in a great twinkling, starlike cloud. It engulfed the bookcases, the ceiling, the
Persian rug. It blanketed the desk and the furniture and the mantelpiece.
Everything was swallowed up in a sparkling haze. And then all at once, the cloud
dissipated, revealing that the library was spotless. Well, free of ginger beer foam
at any rate.

Emmeline gave an approving nod. What a pity she didn’t think to use
decalamitifying dust in the duke’s study after they upset the afternoon tea table.

“You’re not like the other nannies,” came a small voice from behind
Emmeline, and she almost jumped out of her skin.

Swinging around, she discovered that Bartholomew, the middle child—no
one had told her his age, but she suspected he was about six or seven—was
standing in the hall.

Emmeline pressed a hand to her chest where her heart was pounding hard
and fast. Oh, blast and drat and some other curse word she shouldn’t even think
of in the presence of a child. Had the boy seen her using the decalamitifying
dust? Because that was a big no-no. A you-shall-be-expelled-from-the-Parasol-
Academy-ranks-forevermore kind of offense.

She really should have shut the door.



Emmeline knelt down on the floor and looked into the young boy’s eyes.
“Hullo there, Master Bartholomew. What do you mean, I’m not like the other
nannies?”

His small nose screwed up. “Well, for one thing, you’re nice. And you smile a
lot.”

Maybe Bartholomew hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary. Emmeline
breathed an internal sigh of relief. “Well, I should hope that I’m not like other
nannies. That would be rather dull. To be like everyone else. And I believe that
one should smile. And often.”

“Cousin Xavier said you found Gareth’s tin soldier,” said the boy. “That it
was on the roof and you put it in your pocket for safekeeping.”

“I did,” said Emmeline. It was only a small white lie.
Bartholomew’s large brown eyes suddenly gleamed with a hopeful light.

“Will you really take us to the park? In the rain?”
Emmeline smiled. “Of course. Who doesn’t like jumping in puddles?”
Bartholomew nodded, then another look crossed his features. An expression

that was bright-eyed eagerness tempered with hesitancy. “Is there something in
your pocket for me, Nanny Chase?”

Oh my. What a sweet child. “I suppose that depends on what you need,
Master Bartholomew.”

The boy bit his lip. “I want Mama and Papa back,” he said. “But I know you
can’t do that.”

Emmeline’s breath hitched and her heart suddenly felt like it was about to
break in two. “No. I can’t do that,” she said gently. “I wish I could.”

Bartholomew nodded. “I sometimes want a hug. Harry hugs me. But it’s not
quite the same.”

“Well,” said Emmeline, “if you ever need one of those, you can always ask me.
I have an endless supply.”

A small smile lifted the corners of the boy’s mouth. “All right.”
“Wait a minute. There is something in my pocket for you.” Emmeline had

the sudden urge to reach into the folds of her gown, and when she pulled out
her hand, she was holding a small turtle with a lovely glossy shell. Sometimes



Parasol Academy uniform pockets simply worked that way. They produced
exactly what a child needed at the right moment.

Bartholomew’s eyes immediately brightened. “It’s a tortoise!” he cried. “I’ve
always wanted one.”

“I think it’s actually a type of turtle. A terrapin.” Emmeline lifted the
creature to her ear. “He tells me his name is Aristotle and he would very much
like to become friends with you and Archimedes. Oh…” She reached back into
her pocket again and pulled out a glass jar. “I hope you’re not squeamish, but I
have some crickets here to feed both Archimedes and Aristotle. And when we go
to the park tomorrow, I’m sure we’ll find plenty of snails and worms for them
too.”

Bartholomew clapped his hands. “Hurrah!”
Emmeline passed Aristotle to the boy and then climbed to her feet. “Will you

show me the way to the nursery from here?”
Bartholomew clasped her hand. “This way,” he said, tugging her down the

hall toward the stairs, and Emmeline smiled. She couldn’t quite explain the
unexpected glow suffusing her chest, but she suddenly felt like she’d found more
than a mere “situation.”

Of course, Emmeline sternly reminded herself as her young charge led her past
the door to the duke’s study, I mustn’t let my guard down too much.

She must always remember to keep her mind on the job. She mustn’t let her
thoughts stray to her enigmatic and far-too-attractive employer. She must quell
the pitter-patter of her heart every time the Duke of St Lawrence walked into the
room, or looked her way, or even uttered a word in that mesmerizing baritone of
his.

Yes, she was a Parasol nanny first and foremost. She would be professional.
She would carry out her duties in an exemplary fashion. Fraternizing with one’s
employer was forbidden by the Academy, and she could not afford to lose this
job or her Parasol Academy licence for oh, so many reasons.

No matter what happened in the duke’s chaotic household over the coming
days, she would strictly adhere to one of the Academy’s mottos. She would,
“Keep calm and nanny on.”
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CHAPTER 7

Concerning the Hunt for an Egyptian Mummy and an Aztec Serpent in a
Roman Gallery: An Unfortunate Fracas and a Volley of Impolite Epithets; The

Rescue of a Priceless Black Beetle; And a Boiled Lobster Makes an Appearance…

“Should we go in search of the Aztec serpent? Upstairs in the Americas
Room?” Emmeline asked Miss Harriet, who was fiercely studying the British
Museum guide.

They were presently lingering in the museum’s Roman Gallery in the shadow
of a statue of the Townley Venus, working out their plan of attack for the
remainder of their visit. But an hour remained before the Duke of St Lawrence
returned with his carriage—Emmeline understood that he was at the Palace of
Westminster attending to some sort of parliamentary or horological business—
and there was so much they could see.

Of course, Emmeline was very much aware that while Harry was enamored
with many of the exhibits, and would quite happily explore the museum all day,
Bartholomew and Gareth would not. They’d only been here an hour and the
boys were already growing restless. In fact, at any moment one or both of them
might pay a visit to tantrum territory, or at the very least the state-of-stomping-
feet or wobbling-lower-lip-land. All such destinations were to be avoided at all
costs.

Harry, who’d been considering Emmeline’s suggestion, frowned and pushed
her glasses farther up her nose. “Hmmm. No doubt Bartholomew and Gareth
would like to see a serpent. They adore creepy-crawly, slithery things. I’d like to
visit the Chantress of Amun’s sarcophagus in the Mummy Room. It’s upstairs
too. I did enjoy the Egyptian Galleries—”



Harry got no further as a furious, high-pitched wail burst through the
museum’s hallowed and hitherto hushed halls. It ricocheted off marble busts
and statues and the Roman Gallery’s parquetry floor, and Emmeline’s nanny
instincts immediately kicked in.

Spinning around, her Parasol Academy uniform’s skirts flaring wide, she
quickly located the source of the commotion. So did all the other museum
visitors milling about, but right at that moment, Emmeline didn’t give a flying
fig about them and their busybodying.

A handful of yards away, Gareth and Bartholomew had entered the field-of-
fraternal-fisticuffs. Indeed, the boys were engaged in an all-out struggle that
seemed to fall somewhere between an epic tug-of-war and a Greco-Roman
wrestling bout. Whatever it was, it involved locked arms and white-knuckled
fists and a lot of pushing and pulling and grunting. A flummoxed St Lawrence
House footman—Bertie—who’d been tasked by Emmeline to watch over the
young boys for a few minutes, waved his hands about while ineffectually
muttering, “There, there. That’s enough now, you two. There’s no need to
fight.”

Oh, dickens on toast. After a fortnight of caring for the Duke of St Lawrence’s
high-spirited wards, Emmeline had quickly learned that there was nothing in the
Parasol Academy Handbook that had adequately prepared her for the
unvarnished reality: that her ingenuity would be constantly tested and her
patience would become as frayed as a ball of yarn that had been attacked by
kittens. It was a good thing that the children, like kittens, were really quite
adorable.

As Emmeline hastened over to her enraged charges, the typical juvenile
insults started to fly.

“Let go, you ninny-poop head! It’s my beetle,” cried Gareth, his chubby
cheeks pink with indignation and exertion. His small fingers were wrapped
about his brother’s closed fists as he attempted to prize something—presumably
the beetle in question—out of Bartholomew’s grip.

“No, it’s my beetle,” bellowed Bartholomew, his brown eyes blazing. “It’s for
Aristotle. And it’s nin-com-poop, you noddy numskull. Not ninny-poop.”



Emmeline’s lips twitched, but then she determinedly tamped down the urge
to laugh at the boys’ neologisms; it could not be denied that “ninny-poop” was a
tad mirth-inducing. Instead, she summoned the required “very stern” frown as
per the Parasol Academy Handbook guidelines.

Such a public display of rudeness and unruliness could not continue. Not
only did it reflect negatively on Emmeline’s skills as a much-vaunted Parasol
nanny, but one or both of the boys might get hurt. Or the beetle for that matter.
(Good grief. Why fight over a beetle? And where on earth had they found one in
the British Museum?)

Emmeline lowered herself to her charges’ level, kneeling upon the floor.
“Now, now. Let’s be considerate of each other and those around us,” she said
firmly but calmly as she attempted to catch each of the boys’ gazes. “Petty
squabbling does you no credit. And over a beetle of all things. I’m certain there
are plenty in the gardens of St Lawrence House or Hyde Park. Besides, I’m sure
neither of you wants to accidentally squash it, do you?”

Bartholomew at last wrested himself away from his younger brother’s
clutches. “It’s not an ordinary beetle, Nanny Chase,” he said, rolling his eyes.
“It’s a special black beetle. A scab beetle, and it’s mine. I found it.”

A scab beetle? Oh no… Surely not…
Emmeline swallowed as an awful thought struck her right between the eyes

like a missile released from a slingshot. “Bartholomew,” she said carefully in a
low voice. “Where did you find it?”

He gestured with his chin. “Back there. In the room with all the stone tablets
with the funny writing and the jars with the brains. And all the scab beetles.”

“And the pinkses,” added Gareth.
Pinkses? “You mean sphinxes?” asked Emmeline. “In the Egyptian Gallery?”
Both of the boys nodded. “Yes,” said Bartholomew.
Emmeline drew a calming breath to subdue the tremor of apprehension in

her belly. “Bartholomew, might I see this special beetle?”
The boy narrowed his eyes as he considered her request. “Very well.” He

uncurled his small fingers, and in the palm of his hand sat a priceless Egyptian
artifact that had been carved from some sort of black stone. Feldspar or quartz
perhaps.



Biting back a gasp of horror, Emmeline cleared her throat and murmured,
“Boys, I’m afraid you cannot keep this beetle. It’s a scarab and it’s very old and
very expensive and it belongs here. The museum guards would be very, very
miffed if we tried to take it home. And His Grace would not allow it either.”

Bartholomew’s bottom lip protruded into a decided pout. “But there were
lots of them on the shelf. And Aristotle likes beetles.”

“Don’t you think your terrapin would rather a real beetle?” asked Emmeline.
The boy shrugged. “I suppose.”
“If you and Gareth would both like your very own scarabs, we can make

some out of a special powder called plaster of Paris and water. And when they’re
hard like a rock, we can paint them whatever color you like.” Emmeline donned
an enthusiastic expression that would hopefully prove infectious. “You could
even have a rainbow beetle.”

“Really?” said Gareth, his face lighting up. “I want a rainbow beetle.”
“I want a blue beetle,” said Bartholomew.
“Wonderful.” Emmeline held out her hand for the scarab, but as

Bartholomew passed it to her, a booming bass tuba of a voice blasted through
the air.

“ ’Allo, ’allo…” A heavy hand landed on Emmeline’s shoulder. “Wot ’ave you
got there, miss? Somefink tha’ doesn’t belong to you, I fink. You’re nicked.”

Oh, blooming bleeding blinking hell. Talk about leaping out of the frying pan
and straight into a vat of boiling oil.

As Emmeline rose to her feet to face her accuser—a museum guard—she slid
the scarab into her pocket. “I don’t know what you mean, sir,” she said in the
smoothest, most I’m-not-at-all-guilty voice she could muster. She would protect
her charges, and her reputation and that of the Parasol Academy—and of course,
the Duke of St Lawrence’s good name—using whatever means necessary.

She could not lose her job. She’d already paid off the turnkey at Newgate
Prison after she’d received her first week’s wages, and her father was as safe as he
could be whilst in such a terrible place.

Aside from all that, she was good at nannying. And she liked working for the
duke.



The museum guard, a solid middle-aged fellow with bushy side-whiskers and
a mustache a bull walrus would be proud of, folded his bulky arms over his
barrel chest. “Don’t lie to me, miss, or fings will no’ go well for you. I saw that
scarab in your ’and, and one of ’em has been reported missin’ from the Egyptian
Gallery next door. Now”—he aimed an admonitory finger at her, almost poking
her in the nose—“stop messin’ me about and ’and it over, or I’ll ’ave to lock you
up in the guard’s office while a bobby’s summoned.”

Well, that certainly wasn’t going to happen. Not on Emmeline’s watch.
Emmeline Chase, Parasol Academy nanny, needed to take charge. Raising her

chin, she said to the glowering guard, “I assure you, sir, I do not have a scarab on
my person.” She held out both her white-gloved hands, palms facing upward.
“See. Regardless of what you thought you saw, it seems you’re quite mistaken.”

The guard’s eyes narrowed. “Well, you must’ve put it in one of your pockets
or somefink.” He thrust his chin belligerently. “Turn ’em out. Let’s see wha’
you’ve got stashed in those skirts o’ yours.”

Ugh. The guard was only doing his job, but right now, Emmeline wished she
had her Academy umbrella at hand so she could give him a short sharp jab and
momentarily confuse him. That would give her enough time to put the scarab
back where it belonged. Unfortunately, and most inconveniently, her umbrella
had been stowed in the museum’s cloak room along with the children’s
gumboots and mackintoshes.

But all was not lost. Emmeline had one more trick up her sleeve that she
could discreetly employ even in a crowded museum gallery.

She affected a resigned sigh. “Very well, sir,” she said as she reached into her
pocket. The cold, hard scarab sat at the bottom, but a small scent bottle had
materialized above it. Curling her fingers about the cool glass, Emmeline
withdrew her hand.

The scowling guard seized her wrist in an uncompromising grip and
narrowed his suspicious gaze on the azure-blue bottle with its engraved silver lid.
“ ’Ere, what’s that? That’s not a scarab.”

Emmeline pressed the back of her other hand to her forehead à la swooning
damsel. “I’m sorry, sir. It’s a bottle of hartshorn. I’m suddenly feeling dizzy.”



“Hartshorn?” repeated the guard, his brow concertina-ing in apparent
confusion.

“Smelling salts or sal volatile,” asserted Emmeline, uncapping the bottle with
her thumb. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not fall into a dead faint and crack my
head open like Humpty-Dumpty. That would be quite bothersome for
everyone, don’t you think?” She gave a little shudder for effect. “Just think of the
mess.”

The disgruntled guard gave a humph. “All right, then,” he said, releasing his
hold on her arm. “But no funny business.”

“Hartshorn is perfectly harmless. See…” Emmeline waved the bottle—which
really contained a potent “befuddling” perfume, not smelling salts—beneath the
guard’s nose. At the same time, she muttered beneath her breath the required
Faerillion spell, “Befuddlio.”

The “befuddling” fumes—a faintly lavender-hued haze—wafted upward and
the guard’s gaze grew clouded and dreamy almost immediately. Then he shook
his head and eyed Emmeline benignly. “Erm, can I ’elp you, miss?”

Emmeline donned her most charming smile as she pocketed the recapped
bottle. “Why yes, good sir. If you could direct me to the Egyptian Gallery, I’d be
most grateful. I’d like to show my young charges”—she beckoned Harry,
Bartholomew, and Gareth closer—“the sphinxes. I’ve heard they are not to be
missed.”

“Of course.” The guard gestured with his large thumb toward the far end of
the Roman Gallery. “ ’Ead that way and then turn right into the Assyrian
Transept. The Egyptian Galleries are dead ahead.” He doffed his cap. “Good day,
miss.”

Breathing a huge sigh of relief, Emmeline grasped Bartholomew’s and
Gareth’s hands, then caught Harry’s eye. “Right, let’s go, children. There’s no
time to delay.”

And indeed, there wasn’t. The befuddling perfume’s effects would only last a
few minutes at most. The pilfered scarab needed to be back where it belonged in
case the museum guard recalled what had happened and gave chase.

Within a minute, the scarab was safely back on its shelf lined up with its five
scarab chums (why such priceless ancient artifacts were not kept under lock and



key, Emmeline would never know). Then their party of five—the three children,
Bertie, and Emmeline—were scaling a set of stairs, heading for the Americas
Room, on the hunt for Aztec serpents.

In an hour’s time, when the Duke of St Lawrence returned to the museum to
collect them, Emmeline could confidently declare that this excursion—the first
she and the children had undertaken beyond a few trips to the park—had been a
raging success. Not a complete disaster. (His Grace certainly didn’t need to know
it had been a near disaster.)

In fact, Emmeline was proud that for the past two weeks, she’d kept Harry
actively engaged, and subsequently out of mischief, with their joint clock-
monitoring project. Although, it was still unclear if anyone within the duke’s
household was deliberately tampering with his timepieces. While Harry used
Emmeline’s Academy pocket watch to diligently set the time on all the clocks
throughout St Lawrence House to Greenwich Mean Time, they invariably still
sped up or slowed down with alarming regularity. Even the eight-day clocks. It
was most frustrating. If sabotage were involved, Emmeline would get to the
bottom of it for the duke. She would not tolerate any underhanded goings-on
within her employer’s household.

Emmeline, with Harry’s help, quickly located the two-headed Aztec serpent.
Thankfully it was locked away in a glass display case, well out of reach of
inquisitive fingers. As they all admired the intricately laid, tiny turquoise tiles
that perfectly mimicked a snake’s scales, the boys declared they wanted to make
plaster of Paris serpents too.

“Of course you can,” agreed Emmeline. She’d have to procure several shades
of blue paint for the scarabs and the snake. Turquoise, cerulean, cobalt, arctic…

Blast and botheration. Why did her mind suddenly conjure up an image of
ice-blue eyes fringed with thick black lashes? And a rich, dark velvet voice that
made her shiver in ways that had nothing to do with the cold London weather
and everything to do with feverish middle-of-the-night fantasies. The sorts of
dreams and yes, desires, that she hadn’t experienced for a long, long time.

Emmeline determinedly pushed away her errant thoughts. As for the duke,
he was not to blame for her inconvenient infatuation. He very much kept to
himself, hiding away in his study, working on his grand clock design for



Westminster Palace. On the handful of occasions when Emmeline had crossed
paths with him in St Lawrence House, his manner had been scrupulously polite
but distant. Nevertheless, she’d formed the impression that he wasn’t displeased
with the way she was executing her duties. At least thus far. If a nod paired with
a brief enquiry such as, “Good day, all settled in then?” or, “I take it my wards
are behaving themselves?” and on another occasion, “No explosions or other
disasters of note, yet?” counted as approval.

The problem was, Emmeline couldn’t tell. Indeed, in the carriage on the way
to the British Museum, she’d begun to doubt the adequacy of her performance.
The duke had been withdrawn, his expression stern as he’d stared out the rain-
streaked window at the soggy London streets. Well, that was before he’d
retreated behind the Times and Emmeline couldn’t see much of his countenance
at all apart from his slightly furrowed forehead and uncompromising black
brows. In any event, Emmeline had started to fret that perhaps the duke wasn’t
impressed with the way she was managing his wards. Perhaps their youthful
exuberance grated on his nerves. Gareth and Bartholomew, in particular, often
had a difficult time sitting still and using “inside voices,” and the closed space of
the carriage only amplified their excitement.

However, Emmeline’s concern was eventually allayed to a degree when she’d
engaged the children in a game of I Spy to keep them entertained. While the
duke kept his newspaper barricade in place, Emmeline was certain he’d paid
attention to the proceedings and at various points, he even appeared amused. In
fact, when Harry had declared that the person, place, or thing she’d chosen that
began with the letter A—and nobody had been able to deduce after a solid ten
minutes of guessing—was “antidisestablishmentarianism” (apparently it was a
word on the front page of the Times), it was that particular remark that had
provoked a smile from His Grace.

At least Emmeline thought he’d smiled. Surely the slight lift of his eyebrows,
and the gleam in his eyes as they’d met hers over the top of his newspaper were
indications of mirth.

As Emmeline studied the Aztec serpent’s teeth—Bartholomew had asked her
what they were made of—a foolish part of her wondered if she would ever again



be the recipient of one of the duke’s rare, dazzling smiles. Just like the one he’d
given her during her interview when she’d amused him.

Ack. So much for her resolution not to think about the man in inappropriate
ways.

She was about to ask Harry to check the precise location of the Mummy
Room when someone called her name. And not just anyone. It was the Duke of
St Lawrence, because Emmeline would recognize His Grace’s baritone
anywhere.

Despite her previous resolution to not behave like a silly adolescent girl,
Emmeline’s heart did an excited little jig, then a twirl as she turned to discover
her employer, standing only a few feet away in the doorway of the Americas
Room. His hands were firmly thrust into the pockets of his black frock coat
while his pale blue eyes were trained directly on her in that far-too-direct, blush-
inducing way of his. Indeed, she hadn’t encountered such an intense look since
her interview, and she was in no way prepared for it, so blush she did. From the
tips of her neatly buttoned half boots to the roots of her red hair, she was
suddenly engulfed in fiery self-conscious heat. She probably looked like a boiled
lobster. Ugh.

As Emmeline dipped into a curtsy, she gave herself a stern mental poke and a
pinch and a very cross frown. Not only was she a highly skilled nanny, but she
was a widow for heaven’s sake! She wasn’t a swooning maiden. She’d been a
married woman for two whole years and had been madly in love with Jeremy, her
husband… until he proved unworthy of such finer feelings and that love had
withered away.

But it had been such a long time since Emmeline had been held, let alone
kissed. Yes, that was her problem. She wasn’t made of stone like a sphinx or as
dry as a desiccated mummy. She missed physical intimacy with a man, and the
duke’s looks were arresting. As long as she kept her indecorous yearnings in
check, all would be well.

Oh, but now she was staring at the duke’s beautiful mouth of all things, and
he was speaking, and she’d been so caught up in her own ridiculous musings, she
had no idea what the man had asked her.



“Y-Your Grace,” she stammered. “My apologies, but I was woolgathering and
missed what you said. I-I was not expecting to see you here and I…” She drew a
breath to stop herself rambling. “Would you mind repeating your question?”

The duke canted his head in that poker-stiff, overly formal way of his. “No, I
should apologize, Mrs. Chase. It seems my unexpected arrival has startled you.
And I’m clearly intruding on your excursion.”

“Oh no. Not at all,” replied Emmeline. “Would you like to join us for the rest
of our tour?”

“Oh, yes, do, Cousin Xavier,” cried Bartholomew. “We’ve seen ever so many
wonderful things.”

“Yes, do,” echoed Gareth, bouncing up and down on his toes. “Scabs and
snakes and jars of brains and guts and gizzards and eyeballs.”

“They’re called canopic jars,” corrected Harry. “And they were used for
storing mummified remains of ancient Egyptians.”

The duke’s mouth quirked at one corner. “I cannot wait to hear more. But
what say you, Harry? May I join your party?”

Harry considered her guardian over the top of her glasses. “As long as you
don’t mind dead people. We’re seeing an actual mummy next.”

The duke inclined his head. “I would very much like to see a mummy. After
that, might I suggest that we visit the Horology Gallery? I’ve loaned the
Museum a medieval astrolabe from my own private collection. I think you all
might enjoy seeing that too.”

Harry narrowed her eyes. “An astrolabe?”
“It’s an ancient but quite sophisticated astronomical instrument that’s

essentially an inclinometer,” explained the duke, “so it can be used to determine
the azimuth of a celestial object…” His voice trailed away as he looked at
Emmeline. “Perhaps you might be able to describe it in a more comprehensible
way to my wards, Mrs. Chase?”

Emmeline smiled. “I would be happy to.” She turned to Harry and her
brothers. “An astrolabe measures the movement of the sun and the stars and the
planets. Sailors once used astrolabes to help them navigate the seas on long
journeys. Astrolabes can also measure time. I suppose it’s a cross between a
pocket watch and a compass.”



The duke nodded his approval. “Just so, Mrs. Chase. You have a gift for
explaining things to children.”

Emmeline attempted to adopt a politely professional expression, even though
she was preening a little underneath. “I should hope so, Your Grace. After all,
I’m a Parasol nanny.”

“I’m beginning to think a Parasol nanny is worth her weight in gold,”
returned the duke in a low voice. Then a small line appeared between his brows
as he added, “I know I’ve been sequestered away in my study since you took up
your post, but don’t think I haven’t noticed the wonders you’ve worked with my
wards already. I haven’t had such a productive fortnight in Lord knows how
long. At this rate, I’ll easily meet the deadline for the clock design contest on the
first of June.”

Emmeline, her cheeks fairly blazing—she had not expected to receive so
much praise all at once—cast the duke a grateful smile. “I’m pleased to hear
you’ve found the peace and quiet you need to complete your work.”

The duke’s manner might be stiff, but his eyes held a subtle warmth as he
said, “One must give credit where credit is due.”

Relief suddenly whooshed through Emmeline, making her giddy. The duke
was happy with her work performance thus far. Although, it wouldn’t do to rest
on her laurels.

If Emmeline were honest with herself, she could do more. For instance, she
really should try to cultivate a closer bond between the children and their
guardian. Today was a case in point.

While the duke’s work was his main priority at present, she couldn’t help but
notice that he appeared to derive a modicum of pleasure when he did spend time
with his wards, and vice versa. Indeed, he didn’t seem in any hurry to end their
museum excursion. She was certain he’d been amused by their earlier game of I
Spy in the carriage.

When she had a quiet moment, she would put her professional thinking cap
on and hopefully come up with a way to engineer further agreeable interactions.
For one thing, both the duke and Harriet loved science, a mutual interest she
could perhaps exploit. The boys, too, always lit up with smiles whenever the
duke paid them any sort of attention.



Of course, Emmeline would readily acknowledge that she had a significant
personal stake in ensuring everything continued to go well at St Lawrence
House. It meant she would continue to receive the income she desperately
needed to keep her father safe. She suddenly couldn’t wait to visit her dear papa
at Newgate Prison on her first full day off in a fortnight’s time; so far, she’d only
been able to share her good news via a letter.

As they all made their way to the Mummy Room, farther along the corridor,
the duke pulled her from her ruminations when he remarked, “I’m intrigued,
Mrs. Chase. How do you know so much about astrolabes?”

Caution held Emmeline’s tongue for a moment before she responded. “Ah, a
customer once brought one into the antique clock store where I used to work.
For an appraisal and some repair work.”

“The store your father used to own?” asked the duke, his tone mildly curious.
“I wonder if it’s a shop I’ve ever visited. What was it called again?”

Blast. Why did the duke have to remember that particular detail about her
life? Emmeline didn’t want to discuss the topic further in case she accidentally
revealed too much about her father’s current situation, so she said as
nonchalantly as she could, “Oh, my father sold the business—it was in
Cheapside—some time ago and he’s retired now.” It was only a little white lie.
Evans and Sons had been liquidated by the bank and that was akin to being sold,
wasn’t it?

“Hmmm,” said the duke, his expression thoughtful. “That’s quite a shame.
Like you, Mrs. Chase, browsing through antique clock stores is a hobby of mine
too.”

“Oh look, I can see the Chantress of Amun’s sarcophagus,” cried Harry,
rushing toward the room ahead of them, her brothers in hot pursuit.

“Oh dear, duty calls, I’m afraid,” said Emmeline. She cast the duke a quick
apologetic smile (even though she wasn’t sorry at all for the distraction) and
hastened after her excited charges.

Heaven forgive her, never before had she been so grateful to visit someone
who was deceased.
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CHAPTER 8

Wherein There Is a Thoroughly Educative Discussion About Astrolabes, the
Merits of Gumboots, and Umbrellas…

Gloved hands buried deeply in his pockets, Xavier followed his wards and Mrs.
Chase into the British Museum’s Mummy Room. Although, to his dismay, he
only had eyes for the talented nanny.

Try as he might, he couldn’t crush his altogether bothersome, highly
inappropriate fascination with the woman.

His brain whirred with what it was that had him in such a thrall. Off the top
of his head, there were a number of rather obvious things. She was bright, she was
cheerful, she was engaging. She appeared to know exactly what his wards needed
at the drop of a hat pin and could provide it—whether that be the answer to
their myriad questions or the right words to quell an argument or to produce a
misplaced toy or much desired item as if from nowhere. Or to be more precise,
said item was usually pulled from the pocket of her Parasol Academy uniform at
just the right moment, as if by magic.

It was like Mrs. Chase could see right into his wards’ young minds and
anticipate the very thing they wanted. He, on the other hand, had not a clue.
Children were like a completely different species to him. Illogical and
unpredictable and far too energetic, like a litter of mischievous puppies—
endearing but still prone to creating unmitigated chaos.

From the very beginning, Xavier had struggled to make a connection with his
wards. So had Nanny Butterworth and Nanny Snodgrass, for that matter. But
Mrs. Chase had not only learned their names within the blink of an eye, but had
miraculously tamed all three of them to the point they were docilely eating out
of her palm!



Mrs. Chase’s services were immeasurably invaluable to him, and he’d wanted
the talented nanny to know that, hence his praise that she was worth her weight
in gold. He hadn’t missed her blush—the bright rush of pink into her freckled
cheeks. But he was not certain what her flushed countenance had meant.
Pleasure? Embarrassment? Awkwardness? A modicum of all three?

While Harry, Barry, and Gary seemed to belong to a different species,
Emmeline Chase was like some otherworldly creature or being to Xavier.
Unfathomable yet endlessly fascinating.

If truth be told, Xavier had been avoiding interactions with the young
woman since she’d started working at St Lawrence House. Not because he didn’t
like her. Far from it. As he’d initially feared when he’d offered her the position,
she might prove to be too damn distracting. And distractions—of any kind—
were something he could ill afford.

He couldn’t pinpoint exactly why this inconvenient obsession with Mrs.
Chase had sprung to life. Only that it had, from the very moment he’d first laid
eyes on her, sitting on his roof. (He still had no idea at all how she’d got there. It
was yet another item to add to his steadily growing list of “Unsolvable Mysteries
Related to Emmeline Chase.”)

Xavier took up a position on the opposite side of the Mummy Room,
leaning against the wall, watching Mrs. Chase as she asked Bertie to lift up young
Gareth so he could better see the mummy in its sarcophagus. Noblemen were
barely meant to even notice their staff, let alone cultivate any form of liking for
them, Xavier reminded himself with a disconsolate sigh. Yet he’d engineered
their shared carriage ride to be close to Mrs. Chase. To observe her rapport with
his wards, he’d told himself. But that was the lie of the century.

Naturally, he’d tried very hard to pretend an indifference he didn’t feel by
looking out the carriage window or pretending to be riveted by his newspaper,
when in actual fact, he’d been secretly entertained by his wards and Mrs. Chase’s
jolly games. And more than a little bit impressed by Harry’s ability to both
decipher and accurately pronounce “antidisestablishmentarianism.”

If Xavier were truly honest with himself, he would acknowledge that he
wanted to steal a little of Mrs. Chase’s sunshine for himself. To hear her voice,
her infectious laughter, glimpse the warmth in her summer-blue-sky eyes. To



admire her coppery curls and the way they caught and changed color depending
on the light. To catch a trace of her delicious violet scent.

And now, here he was, doing all those things as he lurked in the shadows of a
British Museum display cabinet of ancient Egyptian relics, gawking like some
covetous hobgoblin or a socially awkward schoolboy.

It was the sort of behavior that would have earned him a caning from the
exacting tutor his father had once hired, Mr. Dickenson, to cure Xavier’s
“deficiencies of character.”

You mustn’t stare at others, Lord Westbrook. It isn’t just rude, it’s deviant
conduct and not to be tolerated. Even after twenty years, Mr. Dickenson’s caustic
criticisms echoed through Xavier’s mind. He could almost feel the sting of the
cane on the palms of his hands and backs of his knees. Vividly recall the
humiliation and impotent fury at his unjust treatment as it burned through his
veins like acid.

Xavier’s jaw clenched. Thank God the teasing his peers had dished out at
school hadn’t lasted for too long. Even though he’d initially been dubbed “mad”
and “weird,” within a few months, it was also noted that the young Marquess of
Westbrook was brilliant at mathematical equations. Once Xavier started to
complete the work of his fellow classmates—in particular, the work of Marcus,
Viscount Hartwell—the harassment stopped.

One thing Xavier knew to be true is that everything had its price. Anything
could be bought, including a respite from torment. While Xavier despised his
long-departed father and most of the “lessons” and “corrections” he’d been
determined to impart through the odious Dickenson, this was one of the few
messages that had truly stuck. That, along with always have a plan, and always be
the smartest, most capable person in the room. And if you suspect you are not,
hire someone who is.

When it boiled down to it, that was the real reason he’d employed Mrs.
Chase. She was both smart and capable when it came to caring for children.

It wasn’t because she was pretty.
Of course, it didn’t hurt that she was.
Xavier focused on Mrs. Chase again (or Nanny Chase, as his wards loved to

call her) as she patiently answered the children’s myriad questions about the



mummified Egyptian “chantress” lying peacefully in her coffin, presenting a
benignly smiling painted face—her gilded mummy-mask—to the world.

Even as a grown man, Xavier had never been one to seek out company of the
feminine kind. Like any male, he experienced base urges from time to time if he
spotted a lovely face or neatly turned ankle or admirable cleavage. But he’d never
acted on any of those urges. Not once in his thirty years had he done more than
kiss a woman on a handful of occasions. Which utterly baffled his best friend,
Marcus, who was the complete opposite in that regard. Marcus was an out-and-
out rakehell, and no matter how many times Xavier had been dragged to one of
his friend’s “gentlemen’s” clubs, or occasionally, an exclusive bawdy house,
Xavier had steadfastly crushed any lustful stirrings, regarding them as
ungentlemanly. Not only that, given his particular eccentricities with regard to
touch, he’d always shied away from becoming physically intimate with a woman.
Well, beyond a trifling kiss or two.

As a result, Xavier was confident that he wouldn’t want to act on any
untoward flickers of desire inadvertently sparked by Mrs. Chase. The problem
was his and his alone to deal with. His burden to bear. Steering clear of the
beguiling nanny had seemed like the best solution to his problem, although after
a fortnight of doing so, it hadn’t helped.

Xavier had quickly learned that completely avoiding Mrs. Chase was like
trying to ignore an itchy spot that needed scratching. The more you disregarded
it, the worse the impulse got.

So he’d told (lied to) himself that this short innocuous excursion would
alleviate that persistent and annoying urge, so he could get on with his work
without any distractions whatsoever. In fact, this whole endeavor had only made
his “itch” worse.

Even now, he had to force himself to not stare at Mrs. Chase’s face as he tried
to read her expressions; as he devoured her every word, trying to interpret the
nuances of what she’d said—whether she was serious or teasing.

She was presently explaining exactly what a mummy was to young Gary—
Gareth, Xavier corrected himself—and the boy was scrunching up his nose.

“Ewww,” he said. “You mean there are real bones under all those old
bandages?”



“You didn’t seem to mind the canopic jars,” Harry remarked drily. “The bits
and pieces in those were even more horrid.”

“Perhaps it’s time to move onto the Horology Room to see the watches and
clocks and the astrolabe,” suggested Mrs. Chase brightly.

It was Bartholomew who wrinkled his nose this time. “Do we have to? I
don’t want to see a bunch of boring old clocks. There’s lots of clocks at home.
Can’t we go to the park instead? You promised us a trip to the park, Nanny
Chase.”

“Yes. We want to play hopscotch and jump in puddles!” cried Gareth
clapping his hands with boyish glee.

Xavier stepped forward. “I think your sister would like to see the astrolabe,”
he said, making sure he caught each of the boys’ gazes in turn. “And it won’t take
long. Then we’ll go to the park. Does that sound like an agreeable compromise
for all parties?”

Bartholomew affected a heavy sigh. “All right, Cousin Xavier.”
“All right,” echoed Gareth, his small shoulders rising and falling in an equally

dramatic sigh.
“I have no reason to object to that plan,” added Harry. She squinted through

her glasses at the museum map. “It looks like the Horology Room is on this floor
and quite close. Only a few doors down, halfway along the next corridor.”

“Excellent,” said Xavier, inordinately pleased with himself for successfully
fielding an argument. “It’s all settled then.”

“Thank you for stepping in, Your Grace,” said Mrs. Chase as they all followed
Harry, their apparent museum guide, out of the Mummy Room. “Although,
you really don’t need to come to the park with us. I’m sure you’re very busy—”

“Not at all,” he rejoined. “I could do with some fresh air.”
“Well, if you’re sure,” she said. “We’d be delighted to have you accompany

us.”
The smile the nanny suddenly gifted Xavier loosened something inside his

chest and some sort of unexpected emotion he couldn’t have put a name to, even
if he tried, tumbled through him. It was like Mrs. Chase had reached into him
and found some tiny, loose piece of thread, and with an effortless tug, she’d
begun to unravel his tight control.



The strange sensation was unsettling yet exhilarating at the same time. He
cleared his throat. “I’m sure the delight will be mutual, Mrs. Chase,” he said in a
voice that was strangely graveled. “Perhaps some of your magic is starting to rub
off on bitter old me.”

The nanny didn’t say anything as she kept pace with him, her hands clasped
primly behind her back. If he were to hazard a guess, Xavier would say that her
expression was pensive, perhaps even a trifle apprehensive, but dash it all, he
couldn’t be sure. He hoped he hadn’t said or done anything to upset her. Or
maybe it had been his gruff tone. Despite Mr. Dickenson’s endless elocution
lessons to eliminate the woodenness from his manner, all these years later, he still
had an inordinate amount of difficulty judging whether the way he spoke was
quite right for the occasion or not.

Bertie walked with Bartholomew and Gareth while Harry forged ahead.
However, when they all reached the Horology Room, Mrs. Chase broke her
silence. Turning to Xavier, she said quietly, “I know it’s probably not my place
to say anything, but I don’t think you’re as bitter and brooding and difficult as
you believe yourself to be, Your Grace.” Her eyes as they met his were strangely
soft, like a misty summer’s morn. “In fact, you remind me of warm hot
chocolate.”

Warm hot chocolate? Xavier’s mouth fell open. Before he could formulate any
sort of reply—which was hard to do when one was completely lost for words—
she moved away, catching up to Harry, who’d already found the ornate brass
astrolabe in its glass-fronted display cabinet.

Was gobsmacked a word? If it wasn’t, it should’ve been, because that’s exactly
how Xavier felt right now. Literally smacked in the gob, not to mention
flabbergasted and dumbfounded and astounded and confounded and whatever
other words appeared in a thesaurus under the entry stunned.

When Xavier eventually joined his wards, Bertie, and Mrs. Chase by the
astrolabe cabinet, the nanny also appeared to be a tad astounded, but for an
entirely different reason. “Your astrolabe is beautiful, Your Grace,” she said in a
voice touched with awe. “I’ve never seen one quite so large or lovely. The
detailed scrollwork is marvelous. And it’s English, you say?”



“Yes,” said Xavier proudly. He was on surer ground now, not stranded in the
middle of Where-the-deuced-hell-am-I-land. “I believe it was constructed around
1300. If you look closely at this tympan or plate”—with a gloved finger he
pointed out a particular spot on the face of the astrolabe—“you can see that
Lundoniarum—Latin for London—is marked precisely at fifty-two degrees.”

“I want to know how it works,” said Harry.
“I have a smaller astrolabe, French in origin, back at St Lawrence House that I

can show you some time,” said Xavier to his ward.
Harry regarded Xavier over the tops of her spectacles. “I would very much

like that,” she replied in her usual solemn manner. Although, was that a spark of
interest or excitement in her eyes? Xavier liked to think so, and he suddenly felt
inordinately pleased.

Aloud he said, “Excellent. When there’s a clear day or night—”
He got no further as a familiar, entirely too brash, and undeniably tiresome

voice blared through the room like a foghorn.
“Well, well. If it isn’t His Grace, the Duke of St Lawrence. Fancy meeting you

in the Horology Room, old chap.” This was followed by a nerve-grating guffaw;
it was the kind of boisterous laugh that one might expect to hear in a tavern at
the end of the night or emanating from a raucous crowd at a bareknuckled
boxing match.

It was not appropriate for a place like a museum. But then, the man who’d
invaded the Horology Room, Sir Randolph Redvers, was hardly ever
appropriate. At least in Xavier’s opinion.

Xavier turned slowly, fists clenching at his sides. “Sir Randolph,” he said,
employing a curt tone. “I don’t see why you should be so surprised to find me
here, considering at least a third of the museum’s watch and clock collection
presently on show is mine.”

Sir Randolph, a fellow horologist and rival contestant in the race to secure the
winning design for the Westminster Palace clock, grinned widely at Xavier from
the other side of the room. Xavier tried not to wince at the man’s abominable
sartorial choices. On this occasion, the bold-as-brass baronet was attired in a
black frock coat paired with garish plaid trousers in shades of red, umber, and
saffron. His dark auburn hair was slicked back with so much Macassar oil,



Xavier thought the man’s head rather resembled a horse-chestnut conker. (In
fact, Xavier suspected the man had about as much sense as a conker.)

Hovering beside the baronet was the British Museum’s curator, Mr. Brimble.
A spare-framed man of middle age, Brimble was overshadowed by the grand
proportions of the broadshouldered, square-jawed, heavy-browed Sir Randolph.

“I’m so sorry to disturb you, Your Grace,” said the curator as he wrung his
bony hands. His bald pate and forehead, sheened with perspiration, shone in the
glow of a nearby wall-mounted gaslight. “But Sir Randolph has recently become
one of our patrons—and a most generous one at that. He’s expressed a desire to
view our horology collection with a view t-to rejuvenating it.”

Xavier cocked an eyebrow. “I see.”
“Yes.” The baronet marched toward Xavier then took up a wide stance, as

though he owned the room and everything in it. Rubbing his large hands
together he declared, “I think it might be time for an overhaul of what’s on
display. It all seems a bit—” Pausing, his dark brown gaze drifted over the display
cabinets before he added with a grimace, “Quite frankly, it’s all looking a bit
tired and stale and mundane. But no hard feelings, Your Grace?” He bared his
teeth in another wide grin. “Out with the old and in with the new, as they say.
You can’t fight progress, hey what?”

Xavier narrowed his eyes. Good God, the man was nothing but a pompous
windbag who dispensed banalities as though they were pearls of wisdom. Sir
Randolph had joined the Royal Horological Society but a year ago, and Xavier
did not think much of the man. His bluff arrogance, his need to be the center of
attention—to dominate and assert that he was better than everyone else—
irritated Xavier no end.

“Change for change’s sake is hardly what I’d call progress,” Xavier said coldly.
“I’m sure the museum only displays timepieces that have historical significance
and demonstrate innovation in the field of horology. I’d wouldn’t call anything
here tired or stale or mundane.”

Mr. Brimble offered Xavier a bow along with a small smile. “Thank you, Your
Grace.”

Sir Randolph snorted. “I think I will have to agree to disagree with you there,
my friend. Although…” The odious man’s gaze shifted and settled on Mrs.



Chase, who’d been standing quietly with Harriet, Bartholomew, and Gareth the
entire time. “It was remiss of me to say everything here is mundane.” He gave the
nanny a rakish wink.

To Xavier’s surprise, Mrs. Chase didn’t blush or drop her gaze in response to
the baronet’s blatantly flirtatious manner. No, she placed her hands protectively
on young Gareth’s shoulders and raised her chin as though in challenge. Her
eyes glittered dangerously, like a lioness about to spring into action. If Xavier
were a betting man, he’d wager there was an element of don’t-even-think-about-
coming-anywhere-near-me-or-my-charges in her eyes.

It was at that moment that Xavier knew he could count on this woman to
protect anyone in her care. She was not easily intimidated and would be a force
to be reckoned with. Of that he had no doubt.

For his part, Xavier was livid. How dare bloody Sir Randolph Redvers subject
one of his female staff members to that sort of lascivious look and uninvited
personal remark? Not just in front of her employer, but in front of children and
the museum’s curator.

The hide of the bastard!
Xavier’s knuckles cracked as his fingers curled into even tighter fists. Right at

this moment, he’d love to plant a facer right in the middle of the despicable
baronet’s nose. Or smack him fair in the gob to wipe the leering smile off his
face. (Yet another reason why gobsmack—or any suitable morphological variation
thereof—should be a word.) But physically assaulting another man, no matter
how provoking he was, wasn’t appropriate behavior either. Xavier would not
create a scene in the middle of the day in the British Museum in front of his
wards and his staff.

He was better than Sir Randolph Redvers. He wouldn’t stoop so low.
Crushing down his ire, Xavier drew a calming breath, then addressed the

baronet and the curator directly. “I think it would be best if any further
discussion about the horology collection is adjourned until the next Museum
board meeting later this month,” he said in the sort of ominously cold, ducal
tone that made most men quiver in their boots.

As he expected, Mr. Brimble turned as white as parchment paper while Sir
Randolph merely raised an eyebrow and made a scoffing noise in his throat.



“If you insist,” said the baronet, his eyes hard. “That won’t stop me making
my own assessment of what’s on offer.”

“So be it,” replied Xavier. Softening his expression so it wouldn’t be so
forbidding, Xavier turned to Mrs. Chase, Bertie, and his wards. “Right, let’s
move on, shall we? The park awaits.”

Mr. Brimble bowed stiffly. “Good day, Your Grace.”
Sir Randolph donned his usual grin that smacked of false cheer. “Tally-ho

then, Your Grace. I expect I shall see you anon.”
More’s the pity, thought Xavier. Although aloud he simply said, “Quite.”
However, as he passed by Mr. Brimble he added in a low voice, “Whatever

donation Sir Randolph is making to the museum, I’ll double it,” before
continuing on his way. If Sir Randolph Redvers heard him, he didn’t much care.
Xavier would have the last say on the topic of the horology collection, of that he
was certain.
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CHAPTER 9

In Which There Is Discussion About a Particular Bottom; A Pilgrimage to a
Park; Splishy-splashy Hopscotch; And a Disturbing Epiphany About Stone Age

Men and a Non-Celestial Orbit…

Once they were well away from the Horology Room, Mrs. Chase remarked for
Xavier’s ears only, “I shouldn’t say anything, but I cannot help it. What a horrid
man Sir Randolph is, Your Grace.” She gave a little shiver of apparent disgust.

Xavier cast her a sideways glance. “Oh no. You’ve got him all wrong, Mrs.
Chase,” he rejoined. “He’s really not a bad sort of chap. As long as you disregard
his arrogance, his bad manners, and his bullish ways in general.”

She gave a short laugh. “Or his overly familiar manner. He reminds me of the
sort of conceited clodpole who believes his attentions are desired by women.”
She shook her head and muttered as though to herself, “What an enormous ass.”

“One could safely say Sir Randolph is a big-headed, braying blowhard who
has more money than sense,” said Xavier. “A veritable Bottom.”

Mrs. Chase laughed again, her eyes dancing with merriment. “Sir Bottom
seems very apt. One wonders if Shakespeare had someone like Sir Randolph in
mind when he wrote the part for A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

“Perhaps,” agreed Xavier, returning her smile. They’d reached the museum
cloakroom and Mrs. Chase was suddenly caught up with helping the children
don their wet-weather garb. The afternoon had grown dark and Xavier
suspected the heavens would open up before too long.

Even though he’d pulled on his greatcoat, beneath his silklined clothes he
shivered. He had his silver-topped cane with him, but he’d left his umbrella in
the carriage. While he’d offered to accompany Mrs. Chase and his wards to the



park, he dreaded the idea of getting soaked. But he also didn’t want to miss the
opportunity to converse more with the nanny.

Just to make absolutely sure she is the right fit for my wards, he told himself as
they ventured outside into the museum’s forecourt where a mizzling rain was
falling. It’s my duty. I can grin and bear a little rain in aid of a good cause.

“Where will we find your carriage, Your Grace?” asked Mrs. Chase, scanning
Great Russell Street. She’d donned a heavy wool cloak of navy blue, and her fair
countenance was shadowed by the brim of her bonnet and her wide umbrella.
Harriet, Bartholomew, and Gareth stood beside her in their bright yellow
mackintoshes, matching hats, and gumboots, like three little ducks all in a row.

Xavier turned up the collar of his greatcoat against a chill wind that was
blowing a fine misty veil of rain across the puddle-strewn pavement. “It’s a short
walk away, down toward the corner of Montague Street. It’s a shame we don’t
have a key into the private garden in Russell Square around the corner. I’m not
sure if we’ll make it to Hyde Park or the park in Belgrave Square before it rains
cats and dogs.”

Mrs. Chase cast him an enigmatic smile. “I say let’s try our luck with
accessing Russell Square, Your Grace. There might be another nanny out and
about who’d be kind enough to admit us. And if it starts to pour, we can all beat
a hasty retreat to your carriage.”

Xavier agreed and they all trooped down the street in the direction of Russell
Square. “Is there some sort of secret nanny club we mere mortals don’t know
about?” he asked as they paused to cross Montague Street. He could already see
the Russell Square garden gates up ahead.

Mrs. Chase laughed. “Perhaps. I could certainly say that is the case for Parasol
nannies and governesses. Our handbook clearly states that supporting one’s
fellow graduates is a core responsibility. We’re rather like a military corps in some
respects. Upon graduation we all swear oaths to not only protect the children in
our care to the very best of our ability, but to always have each other’s backs.”

“I must say, you’re very fond of this handbook of yours.”
“As a Parasol graduate we are duty bound to follow its rules. Anyone who

does not risks expulsion from the Academy. And that is something I would
never do.”



“I admire your commitment to the cause, Mrs. Chase,” said Xavier. And he
meant it.

As Mrs. Chase accompanied Harry across the road—Bertie escorted the boys
—Xavier had the oddest urge to take one of the nanny’s hands and tuck it into
the crook of his elbow like any gentleman would when escorting a young woman
anywhere. But he didn’t. Mrs. Chase was an employee. He was a duke. And
never the twain shall meet.

Instead, he gripped his cane in one hand and thrust his other hand into his
pocket.

It didn’t take long to reach Russell Square, and by the time they did, the light
shower had stopped, a fact Xavier was rather glad about. As luck would also have
it, there was another Parasol nanny who was leaving the private park with her
young charges who, upon seeing Mrs. Chase, was happy to admit them all.

Once Bartholomew, Gareth, and Harry were busy playing a spirited, very
splishy-splashy game of hopscotch—Mrs. Chase had produced a piece of chalk
from her pocket, which Bertie used to draw the hopscotch squares on a damp
section of flagged paving—Xavier racked his brains, trying to think of a way to
draw the nanny into conversation again. Should he find out more about her
background? Her family? Chat about her father’s antique clock store? Some of
the auctions she’d been to? More about her own childhood? Any other interests
she might have beyond timepieces? Or perhaps he should confine the
conversation to his wards.

He was not one to take part in any sort of social chitchat, even at the best of
times. Especially with a member of the opposite sex, let alone a staff member.

He barely conversed with his valet, Babcock, or his butler. Aside from his
friend Lord Hartwell, Horatio, his raven, was probably the individual he spoke
to the most.

Xavier grimaced. Good Lord. He was fortunate that no one had yet dubbed
him Mason the Misanthrope.

He glanced at Mrs. Chase as she diplomatically settled a dispute between
Harry and Bartholomew; apparently Bar tholo mew was sure that Harry had
hopped out of bounds, whereas Harry was adamant she hadn’t because the
chalk hadn’t smudged.



Egad, how he admired Mrs. Chase’s talent for reading people and situations
and knowing exactly what to do and say. Whereas he was often lost for words.

Perhaps he should discuss the matter that was uppermost in his mind. But in
doing so, he might unsettle the nanny. Although he had broached this particular
subject at her interview, and he already knew Mrs. Chase wasn’t easily daunted.
In fact, she might even offer to help. She could easily knock a man off his feet.
Not only that, but she kept a sheathed, pearl-handled knife strapped to her
ankle…

Agitated by his uncertainty—and a far too enticing vision of a black ribbon
garter surrounding a slender lower leg encased in white hose—Xavier tapped the
toes of his boots with his cane… until his circuitous, uneasy thoughts were
interrupted by the nanny herself.

“I have a confession, Your Grace. It’s-It’s rather unfortunate. And more than
a little embarrassing to be making such an admission so early in the piece.
Although, you may have noticed the issue already…”

Xavier looked up to find Mrs. Chase regarding him with her large blue eyes.
He tried to read whether her words matched her expression, but he failed. She
could be worried, but she might also be teasing him. “I’m not sure what you
mean,” he said.

She drew a breath. “Despite our best efforts—both mine and Miss Harriet’s
—the clocks at St Lawrence House keep slowing down and speeding up. And
I…” She released a small sigh, and a fine line appeared between her brows. “I am
utterly perplexed. There’s no rhyme or reason to it. Not that I can fathom.”

“Yes, I’ve noticed,” replied Xavier. “But rest assured, I do not blame you, Mrs.
Chase. It is a mystery that seems quite unsolvable.”

The nanny nodded. “Yes, I’ve taken to calling it the ‘Great Clock Mystery’ in
my own mind. Miss Harriet and I will continue to set all the clocks to
Greenwich Mean Time with my Parasol Academy pocket watch each week, but I
suspect I shall have to find another project to occupy her. Something a little
more challenging or scientific. Perhaps both.” She cast him a look from beneath
her gold-tipped lashes that was a confusing combination of artful and coy—at
least to Xavier. “I do think Harry might be genuinely interested in learning



about your French astrolabe, Your Grace. Her eyes fairly lit up when you
mentioned the possibility.”

“And my offer was genuine,” returned Xavier as an unexpected feeling—an
agreeable but odd sensation akin to warmth—spread through his chest. The idea
that his eldest ward might be interested in the intricate workings of an astrolabe
was… pleasing? Was that the right word? Indeed, he was beginning to see
glimpses of himself in Harry, and he suspected Mrs. Chase had seen that too.
The nanny’s ability to read him—to see past his dispassionate exterior and
ofttimes awkward manner—was an altogether novel experience.

It was also slightly unsettling.
Xavier cleared his throat, suddenly feeling unusually self-conscious. “I’m

afraid we will have to wait for clearer skies though,” he added, avoiding the
nanny’s far-too-perceptive gaze, squinting at the heavy clouds above them
instead. “In the meantime, perhaps that visit to Hatchards you mentioned is in
order. Remember I have an account there and you can purchase whatever books
you need.”

Mrs. Chase inclined her head. “I shall plan a trip for tomorrow. If you can
spare a carriage, of course.”

“Of course,” said Xavier, acknowledging her reply with his own head tilt.
They lapsed into silence again as they watched the children play, and Xavier

wondered if his tone had been too gruff. Or his lack of eye contact had offended
the nanny. But after a few minutes, Mrs. Chase ventured, “I take it there have
been no other untoward happenings at St Lawrence House over the past two
weeks, Your Grace? I haven’t heard anything. But then, I don’t know the other
servants all that well yet. Naturally it takes time to build up the sort of rapport
that invites confidences.” She bit her lip and dipped her head so her bonnet
shielded her face. “Oh dear. It sounds like I’m the sort of servant who indulges in
idle gossip. I’m really not. But if I do hear anything useful…”

“I understand. I know what you mean,” said Xavier. “And I especially
appreciate that you are so willing to help me get to the bottom of whatever is
going on in my house.” His attention flitted away and settled on the bronze
statue of the Duke of Bedford at the far end of the square’s garden.



Out of the corner of his eye, he registered that the nanny nodded. “My duty,
first and foremost, is to you and your wards. So if I do hear or see anything
suspicious—such as anyone tampering with the clocks, or anything else at all
that doesn’t seem quite right—I shall let you know straightaway.”

“Thank you. Actually”—Xavier made himself catch the nanny’s gaze
—“there is something I need to tell you.” He drew a steadying breath, not
because he was worried about what he was about to disclose. No, he had to steel
himself to not get distracted while he maintained eye contact with the young
woman. “Early this morning, I was informed by Mrs. Lambton that St Lawrence
House may have been broken into.”

“Oh my God! I mean goodness,” breathed Mrs. Chase, her face paling. Then
she frowned. “But you said, may have. There’s doubt?”

“Yes, there is. Apparently the cook, Mrs. Punchbowl, noticed that the door
into the kitchen was unlocked and slightly ajar when she commenced her usual
duties—she lights the stove in preparation for the day at six o’clock sharp.
Woodley swears that the entire house was secure last night before he retired at
eleven p.m. And the night footman claimed the kitchen door was locked when
he did a round of the house three hours later at two a.m. So some time in the
next four hours, someone unlocked and opened the door. However, it appears
that nothing has been stolen or tampered with or broken in the house.”

“I take it that includes the lock on the kitchen door? It wasn’t broken?”
“No, it’s fine,” said Xavier. “A key is needed to both unlock and relock the

door.”
“Who in your household has a key for the kitchen door?”
“Aside from me, Mrs. Lambton, Mrs. Punchbowl, Woodley, and whoever is

rostered on as the night footman until three a.m. When he’s done his final
round, the set of keys is left in the cloak room adjacent to the entry hall.”

“Hmmm, so really anyone at all in the house could have accessed that set
between three and six a.m.?”

“Yes, you’re right. For what reason, I have no idea.”
Mrs. Chase tapped a gloved finger against her chin. “Could it have been one

of the servants stealing outside and returning in the early hours before dawn—
like a maid or footman—sneaking off for a tryst?”



Dragging his gaze away from the nanny’s mouth (I. Must. Not. Stare.) Xavier
said, “I have no idea.” Which was true. “It’s never happened before though.
Which doesn’t mean one of the servants hasn’t recently found a sweetheart.”

“Hmmm. The only other explanation I can think of is that an outsider—a
would-be thief or saboteur—picked the lock to the kitchen door. Which is
entirely possible.”

“Can you pick locks, Mrs. Chase?” Xavier wouldn’t have been surprised at all
if the woman could.

“Oh no. Parasol nannies and governesses have many talents, but lock picking
isn’t one of them.” Mrs. Chase’s expression grew serious. “But why would
anyone break in and not take anything? Unless…” Her brows dipped into a
deeper frown.

“Unless it was another instance of someone trying to unsettle me in a new
way?”

She gave a nod. “A rival horologist perhaps? Someone like Sir Randolph?”
Xavier shrugged. “I have no way to tell. I don’t know much of anything at all.

I feel like I’m stumbling around in the dark, tripping over things that have been
deliberately placed in my way to unnerve me. And I can’t find a dashed candle or
lamp that will shed light on the situation.” Then he sighed. “I haven’t involved
the local constabulary because there would be nothing much to report. My cook
discovering an open door is hardly a crime. All the other doors and windows
throughout the house were secure, too.”

Mrs. Chase’s expression changed. Xavier thought it might be her “pensive”
look. “At my interview, Your Grace, you mentioned someone followed you home
after a Royal Horological Society meeting not that long ago. Have there been
any other incidents of that nature since then?”

“No…” Although, Xavier couldn’t shake the odd feeling that maybe they
were being observed right at this moment. The hairs stood up on the back of his
neck as though a chill wind had blown past, and again, his gaze drifted around
the enclosed park of Russell Square. As far as he could see, they were ostensibly
alone in the gardens, but beyond the black wrought-iron fence surrounding the
square, there was an endless parade of passersby and trundling carriages and carts
and hansom cabs. Even the occasional omnibus rumbled past. No particular



individual stood out. No one appeared to be watching him or his wards or Mrs.
Chase or Bertie. It was clear his imagination was playing tricks on him.

But still… Xavier’s grip tightened on his cane. Inside was a sheathed rapier.
With one click of a button on the silver handle, he could release the weapon.
And he was an excellent swordsman, if he did say so himself.

Mrs. Chase broke into his thoughts. “Perhaps you should have hired me to be
your bodyguard or private investigator, Your Grace.”

She was joking of course. Xavier could definitely see the sparkle in her eyes.
“I’m starting to think I should have,” he replied with a wry smile.

It was Mrs. Chase who looked away this time. At that moment, there was a
cry.

Young Gareth had tripped and fallen. He was sitting in a puddle, clutching
his leg and wailing.

“Nanny Chase, Gareth needs a plaster,” called Harry as the young woman
rushed over to her injured charge.

“I have one here,” said Mrs. Chase calmly. Heedless of the wet, muddy
ground, she dropped low and began to tend to Gareth’s skinned knee. Once the
plaster was applied, she gave the boy’s head a pat. “It looks like you get a
piggyback ride back to the carriage, my brave young man. If Bertie will oblige.”

She looked up at the footman and he grinned down at her. “I will, Nanny
Chase,” he said. And then he winked.

Was Bertie flirting with the nanny? Was there something in the air today that
was making men wink at Mrs. Chase? Something catching, like a cold?

Of course not, you dunderhead. Mrs. Chase is an attractive widow with a
bright friendly manner. It’s inevitable that men will notice her. You’ve noticed
her.

Deep down, Xavier knew that he was being an ass.
However, recognizing that he was an ass while experiencing some hitherto

unknown emotion—something sharp and hot and dangerous—did not make it
any easier for him to crush his primitive Stone Age instincts to dust. Not when
they were stomping around inside him like a troglodyte, giving him the insane
urge to unsheathe his rapier and skewer the strapping young footman—or at the
very least, whack him on the arse with his cane—for daring to flirt with Mrs.



Chase while on the job. Right under the nose of his employer! The cheek of the
man.

And then Xavier was struck by an even more insane thought.
He was jealous of the footman. Since when had Xavier Mason, the Duke of St

Lawrence, turned into the sort of man who was afflicted by jealousy? And over
such a trifling incident?

Of all the things that had happened today, perhaps that was the most
sobering, astonishing event of all. Along with the fact that no matter how hard
he tried, Xavier could not stop wanting to be in the orbit of Mrs. Chase.

By the time they got back to his carriage, Xavier had identified what his
problem was and he told himself so. Mrs. Emmeline Chase, once noticed, cannot
be unnoticed. Of course, you engineered this whole outing, hoping her allure would
dissipate. Hoping her magnetic pull would dwindle the more accustomed you
became to her presence.

Except his plan hadn’t worked at all. Ignoring Mrs. Chase—waiting for her
shine to fade so she became ordinary or unremarkable or mundane enough to
blend into the background—was like trying to ignore the sun or the stars or the
moon in the heavens.

Mrs. Chase was the opposite of ordinary. She was endlessly fascinating.
Oh, it was then that Xavier knew he was in deep, deep trouble.
It would be a miracle if he’d be able to concentrate on his work now.
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CHAPTER 10

Concerning Alchemy, Puff Balloons (Not Loonies), Dodecahedrons, Bird’s for
Baking, and Cockeyed Paintings…

“Today’s topic of study is… the alchemy of baking,” announced Emmeline to
her three expectant charges, all suitably attired in serviceable cotton pinafores to
protect their clothes.

They were presently gathered in St Lawrence House’s kitchen along with
Fanny, the maid who’d become an “under” nurserymaid of sorts, and Mrs.
Punchbowl, the duke’s cook.

“What are we making?” asked Harry, her eyes alight with interest. But then
her bottom lip dipped into a moue of displeasure. “I hope it’s something we can
actually eat. Scientific experiments are all well and good, but it would be nice to
produce something that’s edible.”

“Oh, it’s definitely edible,” confirmed Emmeline. “But there is also science
involved.”

It had been almost two weeks since their excursion to the British Museum,
and Emmeline had done her very best to keep the children entertained and out
of mischief. They’d all paid a visit to Hatchards and purchased armfuls of books
and charged them all to the duke’s account. They’d made plaster of Paris snakes
and beetles and snails, much to Gareth’s and Bartholomew’s delight.

While the astrolabe demonstration had not yet eventuated due to the
constant inclement weather—overcast skies, foggy nights, and rain made it
impossible to view the heavens—the duke had kindly loaned Harry a microscope
to keep her active mind engaged, and she loved it.

Emmeline had also endeavored to take the children to the park every single
day—the boys especially needed outdoor time to release their boundless energy



—but not today. It was teeming buckets, blowing a gale, and altogether freezing
cold and miserable. Emmeline had thus decided a cozy kitchen adventure was in
order.

“We’re actually making something that’s dear to my own heart.” Emmeline
caught each of the children’s gazes. “A treat my own dear mama made for me
when I was young, and it was cold and dark and raining just like today.
Drumroll…” With a pair of wooden spoons, she tapped out a rapid tattoo on the
polished oak counter like a regimental drummer. “We’re making puff balloons!”

“Puff balloons!” exclaimed Mrs. Punchbowl, her brown-as-currant eyes
narrowing. “Never ’eard of ’em.”

“They’re essentially a fried scone,” explained Emmeline. “To serve them, you
must drizzle them with lashings of golden syrup. There’s only one way.”

“Yummy scrummy!” cried Gareth. “Puff balloonies in my tummy!”
“Puff bal-loons, not loonies,” corrected Harry. To Emmeline she said, “They

do sound positively scrumptious. Do they explode if you blow them up enough?
Like a balloon?”

Mrs. Punchbowl scowled and placed her fisted, flour-dusted hands on her
ample hips. “ ’Ere, I’ll ’ave no explosions in my kitchen, Nanny Chase. I
remember wha’ ’appened in the library and the nursery afore you started ’ere.”

Emmeline raised her hands in a calming gesture. “Now, now. There’ll be no
explosions of any kind whatsoever. The scones do puff up a little—that’s
because of the addition of the baking powder—but they don’t blow up.
However, one must exercise great care during the cooking process because
they’re fried in very hot lard. I shall enlist the help of Mrs. Punchbowl when it
comes to that part. We shall make the dough, and once the puff balloons have
cooled—we don’t want any burned tongues—we shall eat them for afternoon
tea.”

“Hooray!” shouted the boys, and Harry grinned.
The making of the puff balloon batter commenced. Flour was sieved into a

large bowl with a little salt and Bird’s Baking Powder—Bartholomew had to be
reassured that the white chalky substance in the baking powder tin was not made
of crushed bird bones but bicarbonate of soda and cream of tartar. Then



everything was mixed together with enough milk to form a lumpy, very tacky
dough.

“Oooh, it is sticky,” declared Gareth as he helped shape the messy mixture
into a rough rectangle on the floured kitchen table.

“It’s tastes awful,” said Bartholomew, wrinkling his nose in disgust after he’d
licked a dough-coated finger. “Like glue.”

“Ah, but it hasn’t been fried or drizzled with syrup yet,” Emmeline reminded
him. “Now”—she picked up a bread-and-butter knife—“what shape do we
want our puff balloons to be. Circles or squares?”

“Squares,” said Gareth.
“Round like balloons,” said Bartholomew.
“Dodecahedrons,” said Harry. But there was a mischievous twinkle in her

eyes.
“You’ll get more scones out of the dough if Nanny Chase cuts squares,”

added Mrs. Punchbowl.
“Squares!” chorused all three children.
Emmeline laughed. “Very well.”
Within the space of fifteen minutes, Mrs. Punchbowl had fried all the scones

until they were puffed and golden and light as air. After hands were washed and
the kitchen had been restored to its usual state of spick-and-span, the children
sat down to a feast of golden-syrup-drenched puff balloons.

“These are wicked good,” said Bartholomew around a mouthful of sticky
scone.

“Best thing ever,” agreed Gareth, licking his fingers.
“Do you think Cousin Xavier would like a puff balloon or two?” asked

Harry.
Mrs. Punchbowl shook her head. “I’m afraid ’is Grace doesn’t like sweet

food, poppet. Plain, ’olesome food is more ’is cup o’ tea. Speaking o’ which”—
she glanced at the kitchen clock—“ ’is Grace is due for ’is afternoon pot o’ coffee
and serve o’ shortbread.”

“Shortbread? I thought you said His Grace didn’t like sweet things,” said
Emmeline. During her interview, there had certainly been an array of all sorts of



treats laid out, but looking back, Emmeline couldn’t recall the duke having
anything other than his strong black coffee.

“Oh, the shortbread isn’t for the duke,” said Mrs. Punchbowl. “It’s for
’Oratio. That raven.” She laughed, her cheeks growing as rosy as apples. “ ’E’ll eat
almost anyfink.”

Emmeline couldn’t help but laugh too. Over the last few weeks, she’d been
making a concerted effort to get to know the other staff members at St Lawrence
House. Fanny was sweet and Mrs. Punchbowl was jovial. Bertie always had a
ready smile and a wink for her.

Woodley was his usual po-faced self. Horatio fluttered in and out of rooms
and chatted to Emmeline now and then. As for the raven’s enigmatic master…

The duke, still very much engrossed in his work, kept to himself all day, every
day, until later in the evening after the children retired for the night at eight
o’clock. Then he would summon Emmeline to his study, and he would ask her
about how his wards were getting on, before checking if she’d noticed anything
untoward or unusual, particularly about the behavior of the other staff.

In quiet moments, Emmeline would readily admit to herself that it was the
favorite part of her day, chatting with the duke. Even though it shouldn’t be—he
was her employer.

But he was witty and self-effacing and charming in a subtle way. He even
seemed to relish hearing all about his wards—what they’d been learning about,
their latest antics—and she hadn’t expected that.

She felt listened to and seen, like the duke valued her observations and
opinions. She felt like she mattered.

It had never been like that with Jeremy. Once he’d wooed her and wed her, his
interest had begun to wane almost immediately. A thespian and aspiring
playwright, he’d spent far too many hours either idling away in their Cheapside
lodgings, “working” on his plays, or rehearsing and performing at Freddy’s
music hall.

Except, “writing, rehearsing, and performing” also meant drinking far too
much and having affairs with other women while Emmeline worked long hours
at her father’s store.



Needless to say, it was a time Emmeline would rather forget. While she’d
grieved for Jeremy and what they’d once shared, she couldn’t say she wasn’t still
bitter and angry about his betrayal of their wedding vows and of the precarious
financial position he’d left her in. But if he hadn’t drunk too much and
accidentally fallen through one of the stage trapdoors to his untimely demise at
the age of six-and-twenty, she wouldn’t have embarked on the course she was on
now. Life had certainly taken her on a strange journey.

Training at the Parasol Academy, and now working for the mercurial Duke of
St Lawrence, certainly kept Emmeline busy enough that she didn’t dwell on all
the old awfulness of the past. Although, she couldn’t help but feel a tad guilty
about “spying” on the St Lawrence House staff and then talking about them all
behind their backs with the duke. On the other hand, she genuinely wished to
get to know some of the other servants. Perhaps even make a friend or two
because she would admit to feeling a trifle lonely whenever she had a spare
moment to herself. She missed her dear friend Mina Davenport. She even missed
the hustle and bustle of student life at the Academy. So it wasn’t simply an
intelligence-gathering exercise to discover who was responsible for the odd
goings-on in the house. Emmeline truly wished to form new connections.

Once the children had had their fill of puff balloons—the last one had made
it onto the duke’s afternoon tea tray, even though His Grace wasn’t likely to eat
it (and Horatio might)—Emmeline asked Fanny to escort the children back to
the nursery. Emmeline needed to clean her uniform. After making puff balloons,
she’d managed to get flour and sticky syrup on her sleeves and pinafore, and it
wouldn’t do.

As per the Parasol Academy Handbook guidelines, a nanny must be “neat as a
pin at all times.” A besmirched uniform was highly frowned upon and must be
“unsmirched” discreetly and as soon as possible. To save time, Emmeline would
employ the Unsmirchify incantation in the privacy of her room rather than
changing into a completely new pinafore and gown (which would take far too
long considering she had to grapple with twenty fiddly jet buttons down the
back and several sets of tight laces).

Less than ten minutes later, her appearance restored to the required standard,
Emmeline was about to return to the nursery when she heard a decidedly



feminine screech emanating from that direction.
Alarm prickled along Emmeline’s spine. Was that Fanny or one of the other

housemaids? Thinking that perhaps Archimedes the frog or Aristotle the
terrapin had escaped from their aquarium—or at the very least, a mouse or rat
had sneaked into the house—Emmeline hurtled pell-mell out of her room and
found Fanny outside the nursery gawking at an empty hallway.

“What’s wrong? What’s happened? Are the children all right?” Emmeline
demanded in a great rush… and then the hair at her nape stood up when she
noticed that every single one of the paintings lining the walls had been tipped to
a forty-five-degree angle.

It was decidedly odd and unsettling, and there didn’t seem to be any rhyme
or reason to it.

Emmeline’s gaze darted to the nursery door. Three small faces poked out.
“What happened to all the pictures?” asked Bartholomew, his brown eyes

wide.
“They weren’t like that when we came upstairs five minutes ago,” remarked

Harry with a frown.
Somehow Emmeline managed to sort through her own scrambled thoughts

to come up with an explanation that seemed logical and wouldn’t distress the
children. “Oh, I expect Horatio has been flying about the house, stirring things
up for fun. It would be easy enough for him to upset a painting.”

“Naughty Horatio,” said Gareth, his young voice brimming with
disapproval.

“Indeed,” said Emmeline. She glanced at Fanny, who was whey-faced and
seemed struck dumb, at least momentarily. “Children”—she pulled out a small
bundle of sticks from her pocket and passed them to Harry—“why don’t you
play spillikins with these for a few minutes while Miss Fanny and I put these
pictures to rights?”

“All right…” Harry looked a little skeptical. “Maybe Miss Fanny needs a cup
of tea.”

“Yes, I expect she might,” agreed Emmeline. “Could you ring for one,
Harry?”



As soon as the nursery door shut, she grasped the maid’s arm. “Tell me why
you’re so shaken, Fanny. Do you know who did this?” She gestured at the
paintings.

“It’s the ghost,” the maid whispered fearfully.
“What ghost?” asked Emmeline. She couldn’t disguise the doubtful note in

her voice.
Fanny at last met Emmeline’s gaze. Her frown was a mere hair’s breadth from

annoyed. “You know. The ghost that tampers with all the clocks and opens
locked doors in the middle of the night. And makes the pipes leak and puts rats
in the walls… That ghost.”

“Oh,” said Emmeline. “Surely not. I’m certain there must be a logical
explanation for all these peculiar occurrences. It could very well have been
Horatio this time.” Of course, Emmeline didn’t believe the duke’s raven was
responsible at all, but she had to at least attempt to nip these unhelpful rumors
in the bud. “With all this terrible rain, he has been cooped up inside for quite a
while.”

Fanny shook her head. “I don’t think so. You haven’t been here long enough
to witness everything, Nanny Chase. It has to be the ghost of St Lawrence
House. Most of the maids think it’s the ghost of the old duke—His Grace’s
father—who roams the halls, especially at night, upsetting things. Apparently he
was a right grumpy old sod. Whereas some of the footmen think—” The
nurserymaid bit her lip. “I shouldn’t say anything.”

“What do they think, Fanny?” Emmeline prompted gently.
The maid dropped her voice to a whisper again. “They think it might be His

Grace who’s doing these odd things. Did you know that in the past he was called
Mad Mason and Lord Weirdbrook? Before he inherited the dukedom.”

What? “That’s awful,” said Emmeline, her heart cramping even as
indignation spiked. “And not true.”

Fanny pouted. “He does have some peculiar mannerisms. And habits. The
way he’s so obsessed with clocks and watches… According to Babcock, his valet,
the duke refuses to wear anything but silk-lined clothes. And the way he either
looks you right in the eye or barely regards you at all… I mean, I can see why
some people might think he’s a bit touched in the head.”



Anger bristled inside Emmeline, but she strove to keep a neutral expression as
she said, “Fanny, I hope that you won’t spread that sort of horrid gossip about
the place. I especially won’t have that kind of talk in my domain, the nursery. Or
anywhere near the duke’s wards, for that matter.” She softened her tone as she
added, “I know I’ve only been here a short time, but His Grace has been nothing
but kindness personified. Aside from that, don’t you think many of us have our
own little eccentricities? Mr. Woodley is a case in point. Does he ever wear any
other facial expression other than ‘undertaker’?”

Fanny laughed at that. “Yes, Nanny Chase. I promise I won’t spread
malicious talk. I happen to like His Grace, too, despite his quirks. He wouldn’t
do this.” She gestured at the paintings. “He prefers everything to be ordered, not
messy. I still think it might be a ghost.” She gave a little shiver as she murmured
more to herself than to Emmeline, “Nothing else makes sense.”

“If it’s a ghost, I’d prefer that he or she were more useful and helped out by
picking up the children’s toys in the nursery from time to time. Or even helping
the housemaids dust,” said Emmeline.

Fanny readily agreed. The maid returned to the nursery to supervise the
spillikins game while Emmeline sought out the duke. She wanted to report on
the latest strange occurrence sooner rather than later. On her way downstairs to
the second floor, it was evident that several other paintings—stern portraits of
the duke’s ancestors no doubt—had also been tilted on an angle. Curious and
curiouser, thought Emmeline as she paused to examine a pewter-haired
gentleman with a hawkish nose, forbidding scowl, and a high-point collar so stiff
and sharp looking it could have easily poked out an eye if one got too close.

Emmeline reached the second floor. It had to be one of the servants who’d
tampered with the paintings in the hall rather than an intruder. There was
always a footman stationed at the front door, and the kitchen door that served as
a staff entrance was always locked. (Well, except for the night it had been
mysteriously unlocked.)

But who would do this and why? Was it to disturb the duke’s peace of mind
so he couldn’t get his work done? Was someone trying to portray him in a bad
light? And to what end? Could it be that the duke was right? That someone like



Sir Randolph Redvers was paying off one of the staff members to create
disturbances in St Lawrence House?

Emmeline had no idea. But what was happening wasn’t right. Her charges
might be in danger if the saboteur went too far. It was her duty to protect the
Duke of St Lawrence’s wards, no matter what.

An unscheduled visit to her employer was in order. There was no time to
delay.
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