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            Chapter 1

         
         
            London

            Mrs. Trilby’s Agency for Superior Governesses

         

         “You’re late,” said Mrs. Trilby, staring down her long nose at Mari.

         
         “Only f-fifteen minutes,” gasped Mari, wiping raindrops from her cheeks, her heart still pounding from running the entire
            distance from the coaching inn.
         

         
         “Punctuality, Miss Perkins, is the cornerstone of my agency.”

         
         “I’m dreadfully sorry, truly I am. There was a lame girl trying to cross a crowded avenue and I was afraid she’d be crushed.
            I sprang to her assistance, but while I was helping her several children made off with my trunk. Little ruffians.”
         

         
         “Humph,” sniffed Mrs. Trilby. “A common enough scheme to rob country folk. You should have been on your guard against trickery.”

         
         “And let the poor girl be trampled to death?”

         
         “Heaven helps those who help themselves, Miss Perkins.”

         
         “Well I’m here now,” Mari said brightly, “and ready to be a credit to your agency.”

         
         “I’m afraid Mrs. Folsom was in no humor to wait. She required a governess immediately and I supplied her with one.” Mrs. Trilby’s
            gaze flicked over Mari’s wrinkled, travel-stained pelisse. “I have a registry of presentable, punctilious ladies waiting for
            situations.”
         

         
         “But I was promised the position. I have your letter right here.” She drew it out of her reticule and presented it as evidence
            that she’d been offered the position as governess to Mr. Folsom, a mill owner with a brood of eight children.
         

         
         Not too fine a family, nor too genteel.

         
         Mrs. Trilby folded her hands on top of her desk. “The position has been filled.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “No buts, Miss Perkins. My Superior Governesses must always be scrupulously ahead of schedule. You might seek more suitable
            employment, perhaps as a scullery maid.”
         

         
         Mari crumpled the letter in her fist.

         
         She’d spent the last decade studying Latin, geography, and history into the wee hours of the morning, after all her many duties
            and chores at the Underwood Orphanage and Charity School were finished.
         

         
         She was not going to become a scullery maid.

         
         A governess would receive a higher salary and precious free days that would allow her to follow the clues she’d recently uncovered
            about her parentage.
         

         
         Hope flooded her heart.

         
         To find her kin. To belong somewhere. It was all she’d ever wanted.
         

         
         She folded her hands together and took a deep breath. “I’m qualified to be a governess to a tradesperson’s family. Is there
            another position, perhaps? I can’t afford to be particular. I’ll accept anything, no matter how difficult or insalubrious
            the conditions. Give me a dozen children and you’ll not hear me complain.”
         

         
         “A post for a girl of your circumstances does not simply materialize out of thin air, you understand.”

         
         Mari swallowed a sharp retort.

         
         A girl of her circumstances.
         

         
         An orphan raised in a charity school. Unwanted and burdensome.

         
         She’d learned the hard way that no one wanted a girl like her to exhibit any backbone.

         
         She’d learned to bite her tongue. Bide her time.

         
         Hide her true emotions with a smile and a proverb.

         
         “I’ll wait then,” she said with a decisive nod. Though she couldn’t afford to stay in London very long.

         
         “A waste of your time,” said Mrs. Trilby. “I only offered you the Folsom post because you studied under my dear schoolmate,
            Mrs. Crowley. God rest her soul.”
         

         
         Mrs. Crowley. Even her name made Mari’s belly lurch. The headmistress at Underwood had made her childhood a misery.
         

         
         She could well imagine the two women had been bosom friends, as they shared a similarly glacial and unsympathetic disposition.

         
         “This was your one chance, Miss Perkins,” said Mrs. Trilby. “Now good day to you.”

         
         Her one chance. The chance to break free from the stifling confines of the charity school. To discover the truth of her birth
            and make something of her life.
         

         
         “Mrs. Trilby, I do implore you to reconsider. I’ve no family or friends in London, and nowhere to go. I’ve never even left
            Derbyshire before now. Besides which, all of my possessions were stolen this morning. I do hope you might find it in your
            heart to help me find another family.”
         

         
         “Quite a tale of woe.” Mrs. Trilby rose from her desk, her expression stern and unyielding. “If I had a shilling for every
            girl who thought it my duty in life to rescue her, I’d be a very rich woman indeed.” Gripping Mari by the elbow, she steered
            her out of her office, back through the parlor, and toward the entrance hall.
         

         
         A maid stood at the ready with Mari’s bag and umbrella.

         
         Dread clutched at Mari’s throat. “Please, Mrs. Trilby. You wouldn’t cast me out into—”

         
         “Good day, Miss Perkins.”

         
         The door slammed in her face.

         
         Mari’s shoulders slumped.

         
         Well this was nothing new. Life had been slamming doors on her since birth. Abandoned at the orphanage when she was a babe,
            she’d known only harsh words and hunger.
         

         
         Wicked, ungrateful girl. Plain and unpleasing. You’ll never amount to anything.

         
         Where could she go now? There were few options for orphaned girls of no family or fortune.

         
         The pretty charity school girls sometimes married farmers and left in a one-horse cart, with no further need of the education
            they’d received at Underwood.
         

         
         Freckled and unfortunately red-haired girls like Mari had to create their own opportunities, or spend their entire lives within
            the gray stone walls of Underwood.
         

         
         She would eat her straw bonnet before she returned to that cold, lonely cage.

         
         Heaven helps those who help themselves.

         
         She’d known that no one would hand her anything on a silver platter.

         
         There was nothing for it but to march back inside and find a way to convince Mrs. Trilby to give her another chance. But before
            she could move, a stout woman in a tall bonnet trimmed with gold braid swept past her and rang the bell.
         

         
         The door opened. “Miss Dunkirk? We’re not expecting you,” said the maid.

         
         “A word with your mistress, if you please,” said Miss Dunkirk in a loud voice.

         
         Recognizing her opportunity, Mari snuck in behind Miss Dunkirk.

         
         Mrs. Trilby appeared at the door to her offices. “Why, whatever is the matter, Miss Dunkirk? Why aren’t you at Grosvenor Square?”

         
         “I’ll never go back to that den of vipers, Mrs. Trilby,” barked Miss Dunkirk. “Not if you shower me with all the jewels in
            Christendom.”
         

         
         “But I had such high hopes for your success.” Consternation wrinkled Mrs. Trilby’s brow. “If you can’t make those children
            behave, then all is lost.”
         

         
         Something was amiss. Miss Dunkirk had left her post precipitously. Could this be an opportunity for Mari?

         
         “Those little heathens have run away from me for the very last time,” huffed Miss Dunkirk.

         
         Mrs. Trilby caught sight of Mari. “I thought I made myself very clear, Miss Perkins,” she said coldly. “Good day to you.”
            She motioned Miss Dunkirk to follow her. “Come, Miss Dunkirk, have a spot of tea and tell me all about it.”
         

         
         Determined to learn more, Mari surreptitiously ripped one of the black grosgrain ribbons from her bonnet.

         
         “Oh dear.” She waved the torn ribbon at the maid. “Have you a needle and thread?”

         
         The maid gave her a sour look. “One moment, miss.”

         
         When she was alone, Mari raced to Mrs. Trilby’s door, knelt down, and flattened her ear to the keyhole.

         
         “I’ve half a mind to retire completely,” she heard Miss Dunkirk say. “My nerves have suffered a severe strain.”

         
         “Please don’t retire, I beseech you!” wailed Mrs. Trilby.

         
         “They don’t want an honest, hard-working governess, Mrs. Trilby. What they want is a ruddy clergyman.”

         
         “A clergyman?”

         
         “To perform an exorcism of demons. Those are not children, Mrs. Trilby. They are Lucifer’s imps in human form! And their father?
            Well!” Miss Dunkirk gusted an enormous sigh. “He’s the worst sinner of all.”
         

         
         She lowered her voice so that Mari only caught fragments of her next words.

         
         Stormy . . . changeful . . . Beelzebub himself . . . Babylonish scarlet women.

         
         And something that sounded very much like damned and bastards, though Mari was certain a superior governess would never speak such words aloud.
         

         
         “Oh. My,” Mrs. Trilby replied faintly. “Sherry in your tea? No? I’ll take just a drop.” There was the clink of china and the
            sound of liquid being poured. “That makes four governesses in two months. I’m at my wits’ end. I’ve no idea what to do.”
         

         
         “Do, Mrs. Trilby? Do?” Miss Dunkirk’s voice rose shrilly and her r’s trilled with indignation. “Why, you mustn’t do anything. If you care for decency, if you value propriety, if you prize the unsullied reputation of this agency, you will
            do nothing at all.”
         

         
         “You mean I shouldn’t send him a replacement? What a shocking notion.”

         
         “That’s precisely what I mean. Make him suffer for his transgressions, I say. Somebody ought to.”

         
         “There is, of course, the matter of the rather large fee he’s already paid me.”

         
         “Which he must forfeit. It’s not your fault his children are ungovernable.”

         
         There was a pause. The chime of a teacup meeting a saucer. “You know, Miss Dunkirk, I’ve had nothing but trouble from that
            man and his unholy offspring,” said Mrs. Trilby, a note of defiance creeping into her voice. “I’ve my reputation to consider.”
         

         
         “Quite right, Mrs. Trilby. Quite right. You mustn’t send him anyone else. Not even if he crawls here on his hands and knees
            and begs.”
         

         
         A snort from Mrs. Trilby. “I can’t imagine a duke begging for anything. No doubt Banksford believes highly qualified, morally
            irreproachable governesses grow on trees and may be plucked at whim like ripe cherries.”
         

         
         A what? Mari sucked in her breath. A duke?
         

         
         Mrs. Trilby may as well have said a mysterious sea serpent inhabiting a Scottish highland lake. Or a supernatural monster patched together by a mad scientist and animated through electricity.
         

         
         The daring plan she’d been forming hadn’t included anything as terrifying and mythical as a duke.

         
         The sound of footsteps sent her running back to the parlor.

         
         The maid handed her a mending basket and Mari refastened her bonnet ribbon with hasty, uneven stitches. She’d heard all she
            needed to hear.
         

         
         The Duke of Banksford, of Grosvenor Square, required a governess.

         
         And Mrs. Trilby had washed her hands of him.

         
         She slapped her bonnet over her braids, tied the ribbons tightly, and hoisted her cloth bag and umbrella.

         
         Of course, there was the small problem that she wasn’t even remotely qualified to be governess to a duke’s privileged offspring.
            But this was no time for timidity.
         

         
         As she left the agency, the noise and clamor of Old Bond Street assaulted her senses, reminding her that she was, most definitely,
            not in Derbyshire any more.
         

         
         The air smelled of horse dung, coal smoke, and wet woolens.

         
         Carriages lurched past, their occupants briefly visible—a crescent of pale cheek, a child’s nose pressed to a window, puffs
            of breath making a hazy cloud on the glass.
         

         
         She opened her reticule, squinting at the black silk lining in the vain hope that her funds had multiplied since her last
            inventory. They had not. She had the grand sum of one pound ten shillings to her name.
         

         
         A portly gentleman slowed his gait. “Are you, perhaps, in some difficulty, miss?” he asked, with a suggestive look that made
            her skin crawl.
         

         
         She closed her reticule and pointedly turned away from him, hoping he would go away.

         
         “Why don’t you come and have a nice hot meal with me?” the man persisted.

         
         Did she have naïve country girl stamped across her forehead? Was everyone going to attempt to take advantage of her?

         
         Lifting her umbrella handle, which was cunningly shaped like a parrot’s head, she brandished it menacingly. “I’ll thank you
            to move along, sir.”
         

         
         The man eyed the parrot’s sharp beak and then shrugged and ambled away.

         
         She waited for him to disappear around a corner before consulting her map and setting off toward Grosvenor Square.

         
         Wind howled in her ears. Horses whinnied, plodding through puddles.

         
         Something is about to begin, the raindrops pattered on the paving stones.
         

         
         If you are brave enough to chase it, the wind whistled back.
         

         
         A passing cart splashed muddy water onto her skirts. Botheration. Now she was even less superior.
         

         
         When she reached the square, a maid carrying a market basket informed her that the duke lived at Number Seventeen.

         
         Educating a nobleman’s privileged and pampered children shouldn’t prove too difficult, given that she was accustomed to instructing
            orphaned girls with troubled souls and bleak outlooks.
         

         
         It wasn’t the children who worried her—it was the father. He would probably take one look at her shabby coat and muddy boots
            and slam yet another door in her face.
         

         
         She’d read about aristocrats in the pages of her favorite novels, borrowed from a circulating library, but she had no practical
            experience with the nobility. On rare occasions, wealthy patronesses had visited Underwood, lifting their snow-white hems
            daintily to avoid touching anything to do with orphans.
         

         
         The matrons had delighted in telling the cautionary tale of a girl who had returned in disgrace from a maid’s apprenticeship
            in a baronet’s household, already showing signs of increasing.
         

         
         With her slight figure and pernicious freckles, Mari rather doubted the same fate might befall her. Only . . . she paused
            and hugged her traveling bag to her chest. What if the duke was a roving-fingered lecher who fancied anything in skirts?
         

         
         Would he attempt to besiege her at the earliest opportunity?

         
         Besieged by the devilish duke.
         

         
         It sounded like the title of a lurid novel. One where the meek, doe-eyed governess shrank from the advances of her elderly
            employer, who walked with a limp and had a wife, or two, locked in his attic.
         

         
         Provident that Mari wasn’t doe-eyed. Or meek. At least not on the inside.

         
         She may have had to adopt a docile façade, but inside she was a seething pit of rebellion.

         
         But a superior governess would never seethe. Oh Heavens, no.
         

         
         The moment she stepped inside his gate she must be the most prim, proper, and unassailable governess in all of London.

         
         Absolutely no betraying of her true emotions, or her less-than-superior background.

         
         She must remain calm. Impassive. Even if he was the stormiest, most arrogant duke ever to darken the streets of London.

         
         And even if his gate was an immense, glowering wrought iron affair with the motto mutare vel timere sperno emblazoned on a gleaming brass placard.
         

         
         He scorned to change or fear.

         
         Perfect. Even his gate was arrogant.

         
         What was she doing here? Could she deceive a duke? Descended from a long line of dukes, no doubt. All of whom scorned to change, and most likely ate country governesses for
            breakfast.
         

         
         Beyond his unyielding gate stretched a daunting mountain of glittering marble stairs.

         
         You don’t belong here.

         
         Before she could lose her nerve, a strong gust of wind caught her umbrella and fairly carried her up the steps, depositing
            her in front of the red-painted door.
         

         
         It was a desperate gamble. It was also her best hope at the moment.

         
         She closed her umbrella and straightened her spine.

         
         It was time to seize the day. Or the duke, as it were.

         
         He was merely a man. Fortune favored the bold. And no adventure ever began with a bell un-rung.

         
          

         “Kindly inform our mother that I don’t need a wife,” said Edgar. “I need a governess. The twins chased away another one today.”

         
         “Not another one,” exclaimed his younger sister, India, from her chair by the fireplace. “How many is that now?”

         
         “Four governesses. Two months. One man at the end of his rope.” Edgar scratched a vehement row of crosshatches on the steam
            engine plans he was drawing, shading the crankshaft to set it apart from the cylinder.
         

         
         Perhaps somewhere in the intricate linkage system he would find the peace of mind which eluded him.

         
         Fatigue and frustration scratched at his mind like the pen nib scoring the page. Why couldn’t he identify the missing piece
            to the puzzle? The engine was still so heavy and cumbersome. They’d need three horses to draw the blasted thing.
         

         
         “Maybe Mama is right,” said India. “A wife would oversee your household, including the hiring of governesses.”

         
         “You know I could order you to stay here and mind the twins for a spell.”
         

         
         “Bollocks,” India replied with a smirk. “I haven’t a motherly bone in my body. And you know I’m preparing for my next archaeological
            expedition.”
         

         
         “How could I forget? Since I finance your reckless jaunts around the globe.” Although he loved thinking of his fearless sister
            giving the male antiquities experts hell, from Cairo to Athens. She’d only returned a week ago from her last expedition.
         

         
         “I’ll spend some time with the children before I leave again,” India promised. “Are they truly so unruly?”

         
         “Half-wild, really. Arrived on my doorstep without warning two months ago. Wary eyes and shallow breathing. Abandoned by Sophie,
            raised in poverty in that squalid French seaside village. Why didn’t she tell me about them sooner? I would have acknowledged
            them in a heartbeat. Given them a better life here in England.”
         

         
         The frustration of it hit him square in the gut. Why had she kept the twins a secret from him?

         
         Not good enough for husband. Not good enough for father.

         
         “She wasn’t much for family, Sophie, if I remember correctly,” said India.

         
         “She didn’t like anything hemming her in. Lovers. Children. Walls.” He’d been infatuated with the worldly poetess, ten years
            his senior, with the epic, unheeding love of callow youth.
         

         
         She’d crushed his heart and left him with nothing but a deep-seated belief that love was a twisted, damning emotion that gave
            another person far too much power.
         

         
         Never again.
         

         
         Now he had the twins, Michel and Adele, the illegitimate product of their affair.

         
         And they didn’t seem to want him either.

         
         “I’ve built this life, India, this useful life that progresses day by day with precision and purpose. My foundry. My steam
            engines. And now these needful little cogs are stuck in the workings. I don’t know the first thing about children. Isn’t it
            enough to feed them, clothe them, and provide them with the most expensive damned governesses in London?”
         

         
         “One would think.”

         
         “Yet they terrorize the governesses and run away at every opportunity. They’re off in the park again right now. The coachman
            will bring them home any moment.”
         

         
         “Give them time,” said India with a sympathetic smile. “All of this sudden upheaval must be bewildering to them . . . and
            to you.”
         

         
         “I’m glad Sophie sent them to me, and I’ve vowed to give them every advantage in life, but it’s rotten timing, India. I’m
            so close . . .” He stared down at the engine plans. “So close to producing a steam-powered fire engine lightweight enough
            to be drawn by a single horse.”
         

         
         “A single horse? Why would that be better?”

         
         “Because it will arrive at fires faster, and it will pump water farther and douse even the most aggressive blazes.” He traced
            the troublesome boiler with his pen. “Plus, it won’t show up drunk to the fire, like half of the fire brigade do.”
         

         
         “I think it’s wonderful what you’re achieving with your foundry, but certain other people aren’t so thrilled.”

         
         “I suppose you mean Mother.”

         
         “Let me see, I want to get this right.” India lifted her nose in the air and assumed the supercilious tones of the dowager
            duchess. “‘Please tell the duke that his dabbling in trade and commerce is most unseemly, ruinous for his reputation, lowers
            his station, and will make it more difficult to attract a suitable wife and mother to his heir.’”
         

         
         “Ruinous?” Edgar sputtered. “How do you like that? It’s my foundry that lifted this family from the threat of impoverishment
            after our father nearly ran it into the ground.”
         

         
         He held out one scarred, burned hand. “Tell her I’m more foundry man than duke now and nothing will ever change that.”

         
         “You could visit and tell her in person. It’s been nearly a decade. When you disappeared for those seven long years she pretended
            not to care, but I could tell she was devastated.” India’s eyes clouded over. “It wasn’t easy for any of us. Not knowing where
            you were, or whether you were safe.”
         

         
         Edgar’s quill dug so hard it cut through the paper. “I never meant to cause you pain. I had to leave. Before I left, she told
            me she never wanted to see me again.”
         

         
         “She’s changed since father’s death. And she’s longing for grandchildren.”

         
         “Then you’ll have to marry and produce some. I’m too busy at the moment.”

         
         India lifted her brow and gave him a quelling stare. “Well that’s not going to happen.” She drew a banknote from somewhere
            beneath her mannish coat. “Fifty pounds,” she said, waving the note.
         

         
         He gave her a quizzical look.

         
         “Fifty pounds says you’ll marry first and produce a grandchild for our long-suffering Mama.”

         
         Edgar threw down his quill and opened the drawer of his desk. “I’ll raise you fifty. One hundred pounds says you’ll be the
            first to marry.”
         

         
         “Ha. May as well burn that note, instead of wager it.”

         
         Edgar smiled. It would take a special sort of gentleman to match his sister’s unconventionality, wits, and fire.

         
         “You’d better be careful,” she laughed. “I could ask Mother to draw up a list of suitable debutantes and spread a rumor that
            you’re on the marriage mart.”
         

         
         “You wouldn’t.”

         
         His sister smiled wickedly.

         
         Oh God. She probably would. He’d better send her back overseas quickly.

         
         “What I need is a list of suitable governesses,” said Edgar.

         
         “What are the requirements?”

         
         “Nerves of steel. Stomach of iron. Eyes like a hawk. Brawny as a boxer.”

         
         India chuckled. “Why don’t you put Robertson in a gown and have him double as the governess?” She grinned at the butler as
            he entered the room.
         

         
         Robertson gave her a horrified look.

         
         “For the salary I’m offering,” said Edgar, “there ought to be a line of broad-shouldered, steely nerved governesses at my
            door vying for the position.”
         

         
         Robertson cleared his throat. “There’s just the one, Your Grace. And she’s not particularly broad of shoulder.”

         
         “The one what?” asked Edgar.

         
         “The one governess. At your door.”

         
         Edgar squinted at him. “Dunkirk only left a few hours ago.”

         
         “Nevertheless, there is a governess here.”

         
         Edgar had allowed Mrs. Fairfield to screen the other governesses and they’d all been less than satisfactory. “Bring her to
            me, Robertson. I want to interview this one in person. Test her mettle.”
         

         
         “Very good, Your Grace.” Robertson bowed and left.

         
         Perhaps Edgar’s life could progress as planned, after all. “Maybe this will be the one, India. Maybe she’ll be able to calm
            the children and restore some order to this chaos.”
         

         
         “At least she’s punctual,” said India. “That’s got to count for something.”

         
          

         “Come in, dearie, come in out of this dreadful wind and rain. When will it ever decide to stop raining, do you suppose? Why,
            it’s nearly the middle of May!” A tall, gray-haired woman wearing an elegant black silk gown ushered Mari into a desert of
            blinding white marble, accented by bloodred carpets and enamel cloisonné vases set on carved wooden stands.
         

         
         Did children really live here? Mari could see no evidence of them. No scuffmarks on the marble, no stray toys in the corners.

         
         Those precariously perched vases, thin as eggshells, wouldn’t be safe around any children of her acquaintance.

         
         “Oh bless me. I haven’t introduced myself. I’m Mrs. Fairfield, the duke’s housekeeper. Here, give me your bonnet.”

         
         As she spoke, she bustled around Mari, untying her bonnet, handing her bag and umbrella to a liveried footman, and removing
            her gloves. “I can’t believe you arrived so swiftly.”
         

         
         “Have the children returned?” asked Mari. “Miss Dunkirk intimated that they had run away.”

         
         “I’ve sent the coachman to fetch them home. They’ll be in the park, I expect.”

         
         The butler who had greeted Mari upon arrival returned to the entrance hall. “His Grace wishes a personal interview with Miss
            Perkins.”
         

         
         “He does?” asked Mrs. Fairfield, her eyes questioning.

         
         The butler nodded. “He said he wished to test her mettle.”

         
         Tested by the devilish duke. Mari gulped. “Very well,” she said bravely. “I’m ready.”

         
         “Let me have a look at you.” Mrs. Fairfield captured Mari’s hands and lifted her arms. “Why, you’re as rosy cheeked and fresh
            as a daisy. But you’re just a slip of a thing and your hands are freezing. After your audience with His Grace you’ll have
            a nice hot cup of tea.”
         

         
         Couldn’t she have the tea before the duke? With an effort, Mari tamped down the rumbling of hunger and fear in her belly.
         

         
         “Come along, dear.” Mrs. Fairfield tugged her toward a staircase bordered by mahogany banisters which gleamed so aggressively
            they appeared to be made from colored glass.
         

         
         Mari had to trot to keep up with her. “Ah . . . silly me. I seem to have forgotten the children’s names and ages.”

         
         “The twins, Michel and Adele, are nine,” said Mrs. Fairfield over her shoulder.

         
         She pronounced Michel in the French way, softening the ch and elongating the i into an e, so he must be male.
         

         
         “And their mother?” Mari asked. “Is she in residence?”

         
         Mrs. Fairfield stopped so abruptly that Mari nearly ran into her and had to grab hold of the banister to keep her balance.

         
         “I thought Mrs. Trilby would have told you about the . . . unusual nature of this post.”

         
         “I expect she didn’t have time. I was sent over so swiftly, and all.”

         
         Mrs. Fairfield searched her face for another moment before answering her question. “The twins were raised on the coast of
            France by a Moroccan nurse. A most unorthodox upbringing, though they did have an English tutor and their speech is quite
            correct. Their mother has passed away.”
         

         
         Did their unusual upbringing mean the children were illegitimate? It would explain Miss Dunkirk’s whispered censure.

         
         “They only have the duke, and he’s very absorbed in his work,” said Mrs. Fairfield, resuming her swift ascension.

         
         Did dukes work? Perhaps Mrs. Fairfield meant brandy sipping. Or billiards.

         
         The housekeeper turned at the first landing, walked up another flight of wide stairs, and traversed a hallway at a fast clip,
            almost as if she didn’t wish to field any more questions.
         

         
         She knocked forcefully on a carved oak door and cracked it open. “I’ve brought the new governess to meet you, Your Grace,”
            she called into the room.
         

         
         Before they could enter, a maid in a white apron and cap came flying down the hallway. “It’s Laura, Mrs. Fairfield,” she gasped.
            “She’s set fire to the biscuits again.”
         

         
         “Well? Did you throw water on them?” asked Mrs. Fairfield.

         
         “She upended a pan of drippings over the range and it flared up and singed her eyelashes clear off. And cook is out and no
            one knows what to do.”
         

         
         Mrs. Fairfield made an exasperated noise in the back of her throat. “I’m afraid I must leave you, Miss Perkins. Don’t be frightened,
            dearie.”
         

         
         Which of course produced the opposite effect. Was this duke such a terror?

         
         “Lady India is here so you won’t be alone with him.” Mrs. Fairfield squeezed Mari’s hand and left her standing there.

         
         Alone.

         
         Merely a man. Merely a man.

         
         She shook out her skirts, tucked a flyaway curl back into the braids atop her head, and marched purposefully into the room.

         
         Banksford’s head was bent over his desk, chestnut hair falling over his brow and obscuring his face as his quill scratched
            across a large piece of parchment.
         

         
         He was garbed in a sober black coat and haphazardly tied cravat, quite different from the silk and frills she’d imagined the
            nobility wore.
         

         
         “Good afternoon, Your Grace,” she said in her most superior tones.

         
         He raised his head.

         
         Merely a larger-than-life monstrosity of a duke, she amended. Though he’d clearly been assembled from all the best parts of mere mortal men.
         

         
         Glittering gray eyes. Shadowy cheekbones. An angular jaw and a commanding slash of a nose. The powerful shoulders and lean
            frame of a tavern boxer.
         

         
         He didn’t look pliable in the least.

         
         Mari shivered, feeling slightly light-headed confronted by all of this blatant masculinity. She’d spent her whole life in
            a school for girls, after all.
         

         
         “And you are . . . ?” he asked.

         
         Name. She knew that one. “Miss Mari Perkins, Your Grace. Mari with an i—it rhymes with starry.”
         

         
         Why had she told him that? What a silly thing to say to a duke. He didn’t care that she’d changed the spelling and pronunciation
            of Mary, the name the orphanage had assigned her, in a small, yet soul-sustaining, act of rebellion.
         

         
         She gave a confident, businesslike nod. “I came from Mrs. Trilby’s Agency for Superior Governesses.” Which wasn’t entirely untruthful. She’d walked here directly from the agency. And she had been promised a position.
         

         
         Just not this one.

         
         “It’s lovely that you were able to come so swiftly, Miss Perkins,” said the lady sitting near the fire. “I’m India. Which
            doesn’t really rhyme with anything, I’m afraid.”
         

         
         Mari curtsied. “Pleased to meet you, my lady.”

         
         Lady India was the most beautiful creature Mari had ever seen, with hair the color of ripe blackberries, pale violet eyes,
            and high slanted cheekbones.
         

         
         Though her attire was decidedly odd, almost rakish, even. A tailored gentleman’s cutaway coat over a draped gown that almost
            appeared to be split down the center.
         

         
         Mari dismissed the preposterous idea. The lady couldn’t be wearing trousers.

         
         “How old are you, Perkins?” asked the duke.

         
         “Twenty, Your Grace. Though I’ve had the care and tutelage of young children for many years.”

         
         His unsettling gaze pierced through her clothing, skin, and bones to see through to her wildly beating heart. She stood taller
            under his scrutiny, careful to maintain a half smile on her lips and a calm, efficient tilt to her head.
         

         
         She could tell he found her lacking by the way the line between his brows deepened.

         
         “Your shoulders—” said the duke, staring in the general direction of her bosom “—are insufficiently brawny.”

         
         “Ah . . . I do apologize, Your Grace. I will begin performing strengthening exercises immediately.”

         
         Another frown. “And your smile is suspiciously cheerful.”

         
         He didn’t want cheerful. Mari instantly dropped the smile. “How impertinent of it. I specifically told it to be stern and
            capable.”
         

         
         She matched the thunderous frown on the duke’s face.

         
         His eyes narrowed and he tapped his pen against the blotter. “Flippancy is not a trait I’m looking for in a governess.”

         
         “I meant no disrespect, Your Grace,” she replied, keeping her expression neutral and humorless.

         
         Her future rested in his hands.

         
         His extremely large, surprisingly rugged hands. The hands of a man who knew hard labor. Rough-padded and crisscrossed with
            burns and scars.
         

         
         Where had he acquired those scars?

         
         He watched her closely. She widened her stance and threw back her shoulders in an attempt to appear more substantial. She
            held her breath, sending a silent prayer heavenward.
         

         
         “You’re too small, Perkins,” he said.

         
         “Never judge things by their appearances, Your Grace. I’m stronger than I appear.”

         
         Strong enough to survive the typhoid fever that had taken Helena, her only friend, and left a gaping hole in Mari’s heart.

         
         Strong enough to withstand years of punishment, freezing damp, and deprivation.

         
         “Spare me your proverbs, Perkins,” said the duke. “I’m not a child.”

         
         “Of course you’re not, Your Grace. You’re definitely all man. That is to say, your shoulders are more than sufficiently brawny,
            er . . .”
         

         
         What had come over her? She never dithered.

         
         He was just so very male. She hadn’t meant to let on that she’d noticed the breadth of his shoulders or the size of his hands, though what girl wouldn’t
            notice?
         

         
         “You’re too small, Perkins.” He dipped his quill in his gold filigree inkwell, signaling the end of the interview. “You won’t
            do.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “What do you mean I’m too small?” Mari advanced on the duke. “I fail to see how that is relevant.”

         
         The duke sighed and set down his pen. “I owe you no explanations but since you don’t appear to be leaving, I’ll further elaborate
            that my son is afflicted with night terrors. His governess must be able to physically subdue him, which is nigh impossible
            at times, so heavy are his limbs, so violent his movements, and so profound his sleep.”
         

         
         Mari planted her muddy boots on his expensive carpet. She wasn’t going anywhere. She wouldn’t relinquish this chance for respectable
            work with a good salary, and free days, without a fight.
         

         
         Night terrors were nothing new to her.

         
         “You’re making a mistake,” she said. “I’m experienced with night terrors. I’ve cured several children of similar afflictions.”

         
         “I never make mistakes. Not anymore. My mistake-making days are over,” was the very arrogant, very unyielding response.

         
         Lady India snorted. “Really, Edgar? You sound like an arse right now.”

         
         The duke frowned.

         
         Mari barely refrained from smiling at Lady India. “You scorn to change, is that right, Your Grace?”

         
         He cocked his head. “You read my motto?”

         
         “I read Latin, converse in French and I’m far stronger than I appear. Give me one week’s trial, Your Grace. I promise you
            will see an improvement in the children.”
         

         
         Was his gaze softening slightly?

         
         “Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” she urged.

         
         He shook his head. “You won’t last two days.”

         
         “And why not, may I ask?”

         
         “Because not only are you too slight of stature, you’ve an air of naïvety and optimism about you. My children are bound to
            dash your spirit and send you running back to your agency.”
         

         
         “I should like to see them try. I may have lived my whole life in the countryside, but I’m hardly naïve.”

         
         The weight of his stare turned solid footing to quicksand. Good Lord, but he was handsome.

         
         And not in a foppish, bandboxy sort of way.

         
         In a manly, gruff-voiced, and wide-shouldered sort of way.

         
         “Out of the question.” He tapped his pen to the paper. “I never engage attractive, unmarried females. Too distracting for
            the footmen.”
         

         
         He considered her to be attractive? The novelty of the revelation momentarily stunned her to silence. She’d just been contemplating
            his inordinate beauty and . . . he felt the same way about her?
         

         
         Impossible. It must be just another reason to dismiss her.

         
         “I’ll wear wire-rimmed spectacles,” she offered.

         
         “Won’t help.”

         
         “White lace caps with long flaps over the ears.” She mimed pulling the flaps down and tying them under her chin.

         
         He frowned.

         
         “Voluminous smocks,” she tried. “Surely your footmen will be able to resist a bespectacled, freckled, cap-wearing spinster
            in a voluminous smock.”
         

         
         “Do stop badgering the girl, Edgar,” chided Lady India. “She’s from a reputable agency, is she not? And she can’t be any worse
            than the others. They’ve all been unqualified disasters.”
         

         
         Mari smiled gratefully and Lady India returned the smile, her violet eyes dancing with humor. Such familiar speech between
            the lady and the duke. They must be intimates.
         

         
         Mari cared not a whit if Lady India was one of the scarlet women Miss Dunkirk had whispered about with such disapproval. Right
            now the lady was her only ally, and Mari could use all the help she could get.
         

         
         “The children are always running away, Miss Perkins,” said Lady India.

         
         “I was told that the coachman has been sent to search the park,” said Mari.

         
         “They always find their way home.” A sliver of pride crept into the duke’s voice.

         
         “I wonder how they occupy themselves when they run away?” mused Lady India.

         
         “I mean to ascertain exactly that,” Mari said. “I’ll gain their confidence posthaste and report back. Give me one week’s trial,
            Your Grace.”
         

         
         He threw down his quill, rose abruptly, and slapped his hands down on either side of the desk. “Why are you still here, Perkins?”

         
         She took an involuntary step backward and stumbled as her hip encountered an obstruction. Flinging out an arm for support,
            she encountered a handle and held on tight.
         

         
         Unfortunately, the handle was attached to a large globe. Which was attached to . . . nothing.

         
         She staggered sideways, the globe crashed to the floor along with several other objects on the table. Her foot crunched down
            on something which seemed to rise up like a claw to trap her boot. She did an awkward, foot-shaking dance, attempting to keep
            her balance.
         

         
         A vicelike grip caught her by the waist and lifted her off the carpet.

         
         “Damnation, Perkins! You’ve crushed my engine.”

         
         The duke’s thumbs jabbed into her ribcage, making her breath come in short gasps.

         
         “I’m terribly sorry,” she panted. “If you’ll just set me down . . .”

         
         “Can’t. It’s stuck around your boot.” He shook her by the waist in an attempt to dislodge whatever she’d stepped upon.

         
         Her boots dangled over the carpet, her right foot still surrounded by a heavy weight.

         
         Mari had to admit that her daring plan was not off to a promising start.

         
         Apparently she’d destroyed something precious to the duke and he might shake her to death in retribution.

         
         “Do you have to . . . agitate me . . . quite so hard?” she asked, through rattling teeth.

         
         He stopped shaking her and did something much, much worse.

         
         He shifted her weight in his arms, slung her over his shoulder, and began to march.

         
          

         The wriggling wisp of woman he held over his shoulder couldn’t weigh more than seven stone, soaking wet, yet Edgar could hardly
            fail to notice that her slender body was curved in all the best places.
         

         
         Soft breasts jounced against his back.

         
         A nicely rounded bottom squirmed beneath his palm.

         
         “Let me go!” squeaked the destructive Miss Perkins, pounding his lower back with her small fists.

         
         “Believe me, I want nothing more than for you to be gone, Perkins.”

         
         He already knew she wouldn’t do. Too young and inexperienced.

         
         Also, far too pretty.

         
         His late father’s appetite for comely servants had nauseated Edgar. He would never misuse his power or position in such a
            way, but why bring her into his home?
         

         
         Besides, the children would only chase her away.

         
         He strode to the hearth, clenching his jaw against the twinge of pain in his bad knee.

         
         Lowering his bundle of indignant female into a chair across from India, he sank to his good knee and caught Miss Perkins by
            the ankle.
         

         
         “Heavens!” she said, staring with startled eyes, as if transfixed by the sight of his hand up her skirts.

         
         “My, my,” said India with a chuckle. “This interview certainly took an unexpected turn.” She grinned at Edgar, her shoulders
            shaking with suppressed merriment.
         

         
         His sister always had enjoyed a good laugh at his expense.

         
         Miss Perkins attempted to jerk her foot away from his grasp and only succeeded in jabbing him in the thigh with a shattered
            piece of metal.
         

         
         “Hold still,” he said.

         
         “I hope you’re not injured, Miss Perkins?” India asked.

         
         The governess smoothed auburn curls back from her flushed and freckled cheeks.

         
         She certainly wasn’t a traditional beauty, but there was something arresting about her.

         
         Thick braided coils of hair the color of sunlight filtering through rubies. Golden brown freckles scattered across her cheeks
            and the bridge of her small straight nose.
         

         
         An unmistakably clever and challenging light in her blue eyes.

         
         “I’m unharmed . . . I think.” She ran her hands over her slim waist, setting her gown to rights and drawing his gaze to the
            curve of her small breasts, which had nearly been jostled out of her bodice by her upside-down journey.
         

         
         “Can’t say the same for my model engine.” Gripping the thin metal framework, Edgar attempted to ease the engine over the toe
            of her boot, but it was tangled in her bootlaces.
         

         
         He didn’t want to cut her trim, elegant calf. All of her was slender and elegant.

         
         Too slender.

         
         Had she eaten anything lately? She had a hungry look about her.

         
         He’d dined on meat pies for luncheon. If Miss Perkins had been there, he could have fed her some pastry, and then licked the
            crumbs from her fingers.
         

         
         Good God. Why was he thinking about licking the governess? He never had such uncontrolled thoughts.
         

         
         She must go. This instant.

         
         Free her boot from his ruined handiwork and send her on her way, to destroy someone else’s peace of mind.

         
         His sister caught his eye and grinned. She’d always possessed the uncanny ability to read his mind.

         
         “What is that thing, Your Grace? You called it an engine?” Miss Perkins bent her head to have a closer look. “Is it a toy
            for the children?”
         

         
         “It’s not a toy. It’s a small-scale model of one of my steam engines.”
         

         
         India chuckled, confound her. “You might call it a toy, Miss Perkins. He does love to play with his miniature engines. He’s
            planning an invasion, you see.”
         

         
         “Not an invasion,” he said. “A railway line that will connect London and Birmingham. I’ve invested heavily in the London,
            Coventry, and Birmingham Railway Company, one of two companies vying to build the railroad. My Vulcan Foundry Works will supply
            the steam-powered engines for the railway, and soon, I hope, for a consolidated fire brigade of London.”
         

         
         “You build engines?” she asked, with a puzzled wrinkle between her brows.

         
         Always the reaction he received. Dukes weren’t supposed to engage in trade.

         
         Even a governess knew as much.

         
         “I’m perfecting a design right now with my chief engineer for a new version of a steam-powered fire engine that will be smaller
            in size and weight, while still generating far more pressure than the hand-pumped variety,” he explained.
         

         
         “Pray, don’t encourage him, Miss Perkins,” drawled India. “He’s quite passionate on the subject and we’ll be here until midnight
            having an exhausting conversation about exhaust pipes, molten metals, and all manner of ever-so-fascinating ramming and smelting
            techniques.”
         

         
         Molten. Ramming. The words echoed through the chamber.
         

         
         Miss Perkins’s cheeks flushed a deep pink.

         
         His hands were still under her skirts.

         
         End this swiftly.
         

         
         “The laces must be cut and the boot removed,” he said gruffly. “India.” He held out his hand and his sister provided the dagger
            she always kept in a leather holster at her side.
         

         
         “Oh,” squeaked Miss Perkins, at the sight of the knife. “Must you cut them?”

         
         His fingers closed around her calf, steadying her for his blade. The touch sent sparks running up his fingers, and fire licking
            along his spine.
         

         
         Their gazes locked. Her lips parted.

         
         He’d been so intent on his work, of late, with no time for female companionship.

         
         No time for soft, slender limbs. Blue eyes like oxidized copper.

         
         Her lower lip trembled when he raised the dagger. He made short work of her frayed bootlaces.

         
         Her corset laces would be much more fun to cut.

         
         Enough.
         

         
         He clenched his jaw. He was no profligate like the late duke.

         
         He wrenched the boot and the engine free and rose from the floor. Probably irreparably damaged, but he could try to bend it
            back into shape.
         

         
         Miss Perkins folded her foot under her skirts, and her hands in her lap. “I trust you’ll return my boot with expediency, Your
            Grace.”
         

         
         “And I trust that when you have both your boots, you’ll use them to walk out of my library with expediency, Perkins. Straight
            back to your agency where you will inform Trilby that I require an older, more experienced, and far less fragile-boned governess.”
         

         
         “Humph.” She gave an injured sniff. “I’m hardly fragile.”

         
         “Edgar,” chided India. “Surely you won’t send the poor thing away with cut bootlaces. You should purchase her new footwear,
            at the very least.”
         

         
         “They are my only remaining shoes,” said Miss Perkins. “My trunk was stolen by thieves this morning at the coaching inn.”
         

         
         “That’s not my fault, Perkins,” he growled. He couldn’t keep from growling. These inconvenient urges were making him feel
            out of sorts. One more thing in his life that he didn’t have any control over, it seemed.
         

         
         “How dreadful.” India clucked her tongue. “Well never mind. I’m sure you’ll be able to purchase an entire new wardrobe with
            Edgar’s very generous salary.”
         

         
         Now that was helpful.

         
         If his hands hadn’t been full of the shattered remains of his model engine, he might have throttled his meddlesome sister.

         
         “About my salary, Your Grace,” said Miss Perkins cheekily. “I’ll require five pounds over what Miss Dunkirk was to be paid.”

         
         She was bold, he’d give her that. “You expect thirty-five pounds per annum?” he asked skeptically.

         
         A momentary flicker of uncertainty crossed her face. “I’m a bargain at any price,” she said.

         
         India gave Miss Perkins a delighted smile. “I’m quite sure you are.”

         
         “And I’ll want every other Thursday off,” Miss Perkins continued.

         
         “Only every other Thursday?” asked India.
         

         
         “That’s enough, India,” said Edgar warningly.

         
         “Oh, don’t be such a bear.” She turned to Miss Perkins. “He does bluster and growl but he’s quite harmless, really.”

         
         Miss Perkins nodded crisply. “Then it’s all settled. I’ll begin my post immediately.”

         
         “Nothing is settled, Perkins.” Edgar handed her back her boot.

         
         Somehow, the situation had run away from him. They were already in league, India and Miss Perkins. Conspiring to overthrow
            his dominion over his own household.
         

         
         Miss Perkins laced up the boot halfway and tied a knot in the shortened string. “I’ll just go and fetch the children home,
            then.” She rose from her chair and headed for the door.
         

         
         “Don’t move another inch, Perkins,” Edgar commanded. “I haven’t given you permission to leave.”

         
         She tossed him a sunny smile. “Splendid. Then you agree to keep me on as governess? I shan’t disappoint you.”

         
         “That’s not what I said.”

         
         “Then I may go and fetch the children?”

         
         He eyed her warily.

         
         India laughed. “I like you Mari-rhymes-with-starry. I think you’re precisely what this household requires.”
         

         
         The starry-eyed Miss Perkins was precisely what he did not require—a small, yet dangerous, bundle of crackling energy ready to burn through what little remained of his sanity.
         

         
         He was about to tell her as much when the door swung open and Mrs. Fairfield’s kindly face appeared. “Pardon, Your Grace,
            but the twins have returned and ’tis a constable who escorted them home.”
         

         
         He tensed. “They’re not in trouble, are they? Not injured in some way?” He’d have Miss Dunkirk’s hide if any mishap had befallen
            them. They’d always returned none the worse for wear after their little excursions in nearby Hyde Park.
         

         
         “Not a bit,” said Mrs. Fairfield. “Though I do believe the constable might have sustained a minor injury. Something to do
            with a sling and a stone.”
         

         
         “That sounds about right.” India laughed.

         
         “I’d better go and smooth things over.” Edgar started for the door.

         
         “Don’t move another inch, Your Grace,” commanded Miss Perkins. “Leave everything to me.”

         
         And she spun on her heel and marched for the door.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         “Did that female just order me to stay?” Edgar asked incredulously.

         
         “Like a foxhound in training.” India’s throaty chuckle reminded him of the dowager duchess, though he hadn’t heard his mother’s
            voice in many years.
         

         
         “Flame-haired, glib-tongued, peace-destroying baggage.”

         
         India’s grin widened. “So you noticed the color of her hair?”

         
         “One could hardly fail to notice such a hue.” He’d noticed more than her vibrant red locks. He’d been all too aware of her
            everything.
         

         
         The intelligent spark in her eyes.

         
         The impression she gave of constant movement, as if she were a flickering flame, licking at his library furniture as well
            as his composure.
         

         
         “Poor Michel.” India rose from her chair. “I didn’t know he suffered from night terrors. I’m sure Miss Perkins will set him
            to rights.”
         

         
         He shook his head. “I can’t hire her.”

         
         “And why not?”

         
         “You saw what she did to my model engine. Too troublesome.”

         
         And tempting. Far too tempting.

         
         “Footmen, eh?” India tilted her head. “I rather think it would be dukes she’d distract. Give her a chance. What can be the
            harm? You’re gentleman enough to resist a pretty face.” She laid her hand on his arm. “You’re not like Father.”
         

         
         “Precisely,” he said shortly. “I’m nothing like Father.” And never would be. Everything he did was done in opposition to that
            man’s cursed memory.
         

         
         The late duke had been a drunkard—Edgar never imbibed. His father had been a lecher with a taste for serving girls—Edgar would
            never make advances toward a servant.
         

         
         His father had believed a nobleman should never dirty his hands with trade, and almost ruined the family in the process. Edgar
            had rebuilt their fortune with his foundry.
         

         
         “Shall we see how Miss Perkins is faring with the constable?” asked India.

         
         “More like how the constable is faring with Miss Perkins.”

         
         As they descended the stairs, India paused. “Oh I almost forgot to tell you the other reason I visited today. You’re hosting
            an antiquities exhibition for me.”
         

         
         She drew a card from inside her jacket and handed it to him.

         
         
            His Grace the Duke of Banksford is pleased to extend an invitation to an evening exhibition of the antiquities discovered
               by Lady India Rochester on her recent expedition to the temple complex at Karnak . . .
            

         

          “I can’t host a society event here. You know that,” said Edgar.

         
         “You’re turning into a hermit. All you do is work on those engines. It might be diverting. Mrs. Fairfield would enjoy planning
            a party, I’m sure.”
         

         
         “I don’t want a herd of inquisitive antiquarians poking about my house.”

         
         “Well they’ve already accepted their invitations, so there’s nothing to be done,” she said breezily. “Oh look.” She pointed
            toward the entrance where the constable stood with his arms crossed over his leather belt. “Miss Perkins is lecturing the
            constable.”
         

         
         Indeed, the constable had a chagrined expression on his ruddy face, while Miss Perkins’s blue eyes blazed with cold fire.
            The children stood on either side of her skirts, and Mrs. Fairfield hovered nearby.
         

         
         “Poaching?” Miss Perkins exclaimed. “I must have misheard you.”

         
         “They was poaching, all right, miss,” said the constable. “Shooting pigeons in Hyde Park, bold as you please.”

         
         Adele jutted out her chin. “We weren’t poaching.”

         
         “We were hunting snakes,” explained Michel.

         
         “You shot a pigeon with your sling, young sir.” The constable leaned forward. “And you clipped my ear in the process.”

         
         “They are dreadfully sorry about that. Aren’t you, children?” asked Miss Perkins, bending to stare at first Michel and then
            Adele. “Apologize to the constable.”
         

         
         Michel scuffed the carpet with his boot. “I’m sorry for shooting you, sir. I was only trying to rescue our snake from that
            mean old pigeon. And I did it, too!”
         

         
         He reached into his pocket and extracted something slender and olive green in color.

         
         Something which proceeded to twine over his wrist and rear a shiny black head.

         
         “Snake!” shrieked Mrs. Fairfield, leaping with surprising alacrity onto one of the carved wooden chairs that decorated the
            entrance hall.
         

         
         The constable raised his stick. “’Ere now, what do you mean by waving that about in front of ladies?”

         
         Edgar was poised to intervene when Miss Perkins took matters into her own hands.

         
         Literally.

         
         She grabbed the snake from Michel and stuffed it into her reticule, closing the clasp.

         
         “Thank you ever so much, Michel. This will be very useful for our herpetology lesson tomorrow,” she said.

         
         The constable eyed her with exactly the same wary expression Edgar must have used earlier. “You asked ’em to bring you a snake?”
         

         
         “Why, of course.” Miss Perkins regarded the constable as if it were the most common request in the world. “And they found
            me a splendid example of a grass snake, or natrix natrix, isn’t that right, children?”
         

         
         Michel nodded, gazing up at Miss Perkins. “Is that his name? Natrix?”

         
         “We’ll call him Trix,” announced Adele with a toss of her tangled black curls.

         
         “Is he venomous?” asked Mrs. Fairfield in a trembling voice.

         
         “Not in the least,” said Miss Perkins. “Grass snakes are a peaceful, water-loving breed, as I informed the children. The only
            reptile native to England that must be avoided at all costs is the adder, or common viper. But those are usually only found
            on the moorlands or in bogs.”
         

         
         “We found Trix by the Serpentine,” said Michel proudly.

         
         Miss Perkins nodded. “Very appropriate.”

         
         “They were all alone,” the constable said, scratching his chin. “Two children tearing through Hyde Park. Splashing about in
            the water.”
         

         
         “Yes,” she nodded. “We’ve already established that they were hunting snakes. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

         
         She was always at the ready with a proverb.

         
         The constable frowned. “They said as their father was a duke but, you’ll excuse me, miss, I had my doubts.”

         
         “Why should you have had
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