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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.







The Parasol Nanny’s Essential Tool Kit for the Healthful 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.









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.






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.






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?”
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