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        TO BE SOLD

        An excellent, well built, commodious mansion with a valuable plot of garden ground including an apple orchard and a well of Celtic origins, situated in Paradise Row and Chestnut Street. For particulars apply to Bromley & Brown, Solicitors

      

      

      

      Miss Eleonore Hilversham was not amused.

      The headmistress of the renowned Seminary for Young Ladies in Bath looked up from her letter and stared at the young woman who stood in front of her desk. “Repeat that, if you please.”

      Miss Ellen Robinson balanced a stack of leather books on her arm as she cast a worried look at her superior. “It appears someone has moved into the house next door.”

      “You mean the Farraday home. The old couple finally sold their mansion. That was to be expected.” Miss Hilversham stood up, stepped to the window, and lifted the curtain to peek out.

      “No. The other one.” Ellen lifted her chin at the window on the other side of the room. “The house with the wishing well. The one we intend to buy as an extension of our school.”

      Miss Hilversham shook her light-blonde head decisively. “You must be mistaken. The property is ours. We have an agreement with Mr Jones that the property goes to us.”

      Ellen carefully set the stack of books on the desk. “Then why does it appear as though someone just moved into the house? When my students and I returned from our walk this afternoon, I watched an Indian gentleman unload trunks and boxes from a carriage and carry them inside.”

      “Indian?” Miss Hilversham lifted a delicate eyebrow.

      “He wore a turban.” Ellen lifted her hands to indicate a turban shape around her head of copper-red locks. “He was young, handsome, and quite impressive looking.” Her voice sounded dreamy. “He looked like a prince, but he was probably a domestic since he carried the luggage. But I wouldn’t be surprised if he turned out to be a royal. He could’ve stepped out of One Thousand and One Nights. I read the French translation, you know, by Galland. And he looks exactly like⁠—”

      “Ellen!”

      “Have you read the book? It is quite brilliant.”

      “I have, and I disagree. It is quite an improper book.” Miss Hilversham looked at her severely. “Don’t you dare read it with our students. It will give them all sorts of nonsensical ideas.”

      “Oh!” A pink flush covered Ellen’s cheeks. “But the tale of Sinbad—I thought the children might—of–of course not.” She cleared her throat and peeked down at her pile of books. When Miss Hilversham turned away, she unobtrusively turned the stack around so Miss Hilversham couldn’t read the titles on the spines.

      Miss Hilversham drummed her slim fingers on the tabletop.  “As if this afternoon hasn’t brought enough trouble: five ill students, an ill teacher, a choleric parent who doesn’t understand he has to make an appointment before picking up his child, misdelivered packages, schoolbooks that are not arriving, a leaking roof, missing workers, and now a mysterious Indian prince occupying our house next door? What will be next?”

      “I just thought you’d want to know, that is all. Also, we have moved the students out of the classroom with the dripping roof and into the library. We have set up buckets in the classroom, but some girls are making a sport of tipping them over, ruining the parquet. I will hound out the delinquents, never fear.”

      Miss Hilversham sighed. “Thank you, Ellen. I trust you are capable of handling everything. Just don’t fall ill as well, if you please.”

      The woman flashed her a brief smile. “I shan’t.” She picked up her stack of books, which wobbled dangerously on her arm, and left the office.

      Eleonore Hilversham took off her spectacles and rubbed her eyes. Ellen was a reliable, excellent teacher. She, as well as the other teachers, were more than just her employees; they were friends, family. But try as she might, she could not hold them.  One after another, they left to marry. Hopefully, Ellen would stay on. It was so wearying to perpetually have to hunt for new staff. Miss Hilversham made a mental note to send another advertisement to The Times.

      She looked through the window to the other property. Night had fallen. The dark outline of the neighbouring house peeked through the trees. It was as quiet and deserted as always.

      Miss Hilversham had such big dreams. She wanted to unite the two properties and transform the adjacent house into a dormitory. Currently, the students both slept and studied here, and the building was bursting at its seams. With the new property, she would be able to build a bigger, better school. The two gardens combined formed half a park. They could build a lake, expand the lapidarium, and build a separate abode for the teachers.

      But first, she would have to see that the damaged roof was fixed as quickly as possible. She knew it did not reflect well on her school that her students slept and studied under a leaky roof. She was teaching the daughters of dukes. They expected their scions to be housed properly.

      The neighbouring property was to be hers soon. Mr Jones, the owner, had assured her repeatedly that she could sign the papers as soon as she had the necessary funds. After years of saving, writing solicitous letters to her patrons, and asking for donations, she had finally acquired the sum she needed. As far as she was concerned, it was her house. Her property. Her garden.

      Eleonore sighed. It was getting late, and it was time for her to retire. Her eyes fell on a mahogany casket that stood on top of the commode. She lifted the lid, and, after some hesitation, took out the double floor. Inside was a little velvet pouch. She untied it and poured the contents into her hands. Her eyes clouded over.

      There was a wishing well in the garden. She knew her students had made it a sport to visit the well at midnight, even though she’d strictly forbidden it. Several of her students swore it truly worked, claiming it to be responsible for their marriages to some of the most powerful noblemen in the country.

      Eleonore was convinced it was all superstition, tosh, faradiddle and nonsense. No one in the possession of an enlightened, reasonable mind believed in wish fulfilment and, heaven forbid, wishing wells. Least of all a sensible, level-headed woman like herself.

      That also pertained to love, of course. For Eleonore Hilversham did not believe in love. Aside from the fact that with her thirty-four years she had no prospects at all and was considered too old to get married, she had no desire to hand her hard-earned independence over to a man who’d considered her his property. It would never happen. For her students who secretly snuck into the garden to the wishing well to wish for a husband, she only had a slightly contemptuous smile.

      But if it were true, assuming it worked…if she could make a wish, only one…she knew without a doubt what she would wish for.

      Her fingers clenched over the pouch’s content.

      Her glance drifted over to the neighbour’s garden again.

      With a quick intake of breath, she made up her mind.

      

      The summer night was fresh, and the grass was wet. Eleonore shivered in her thin shawl and regretted that she hadn’t pulled on something warmer.

      Where did her students say they crawled into the garden? There ought to be a hole in the fence somewhere. She’d asked the gardener time and again to fix it, but her pupils always found a way through.

      She lifted the lantern she’d brought along.

      Ah. Here it was. How cleverly done! The thick boxwood fence looked impenetrable; however, when one looked closely, one could see that the cherry laurel that was planted right in front of it hid a hole big enough for a person to slip through.

      Eleonore didn’t think twice. She went down on her knees and shuffled through, taking the lantern with her. On the other side, she scrambled up and shook out her skirt. At least she now knew where the mud stains on her students’ aprons came from. She lifted her lantern and looked about.

      The neighbour’s garden was more extensive than their entire school ground. Big and dark, the uninhabited mansion loomed in the background. The wind whispered through the trees, and the moon peeked forth from behind the clouds, casting a pale milky light over the garden. Eleonore couldn’t help but shiver.

      There was an apple orchard and a collection of birch trees off on the left. Behind those trees was the well. It did not look at all like a conventional well. Made of rectangular stone, it looked more like a pool, like a miniature version of the Roman baths in the city. Maybe once, it served some sort of function that only the Celts knew. She would love to have this well incorporated into her lapidarium. She had collected stone artefacts, works of art, and sculptures from the Roman times to create an outdoor classroom that both teachers and students enjoyed frequenting. This wishing well would crown it all.

      She set the lantern on the well’s edge, placed a hand on the stone, and leaned forward.

      The water glittered black in its depths and reflected the full moon as it emerged from behind the clouds.

      She recalled the words of her favourite student, Lucy, now Duchess of Ashmore. “You have to throw in a coin at midnight and say a wish with your eyes closed. And if the spirits of the Celtic well approve, they will collaborate to make that wish come true.”

      Eleonore snorted. It was all heathenish nonsense, of course.

      But it was worth a try.

      She pulled out the little velvet pouch, poured its contents into her palm and stared at it. The white moonlight made her hand appear ghostly white.

      Emotion flooded through her. A pain so old, so deep, so fierce, it took her breath away.

      She plopped in a coin and opened her lips to whisper her wish.

      Then her head exploded in white-hot pain.

      She saw stars.

      Followed by a deep, dark, merciful blackness.
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        SITUATION VACANT

        Exclusive private Seminary for Young Ladies in Bath is seeking a single, respectable, dependable, highly educated gentleman or gentlewoman for instructing Latin, history, and drawing. He or she has been expressly educated for this purpose and has the necessary references. Only serious contacts, please. Interested people apply to Miss Hilversham, Headmistress, Paradise Row.

      

      

      

      Marcus Downing-Smith, Duke of Rochford, was in a foul mood.

      He stared at the room in front of him with a scowl. There was no doubt this entire house was a hovel: the walls were mouldy, and the roof leaked. But this room was beyond anything he’d ever seen. There was a hole in the floor. Curse it if he hadn’t almost stepped into it. He’d nearly fallen through and broken his neck, and then his proud dukely lineage, reaching back to the Norman times, would be forevermore extinct, snuffed out, gone.

      The world, no doubt, would be better off without his sneering visage in it.

      But he had lifted the candle and seen the dratted hole and jumped back, swearing.

      He leaned over and peeked down. He could see all the way through to the dining room on the ground floor.

      What the deuce had provoked Fariq to buy this hovel and induce him to live in it?

      This damp, infernal, half-ruined shack in Bath.

      His hand groped for his whiskey bottle before he remembered that he’d sworn off whiskey, brandy, wine, or any kind of alcohol from now till doomsday.

      Only water and lemonade for him. And milk.

      He swore again.

      That’s why he’d come here. Like an old, gout-ridden woman who came to Bath to partake of the waters to cure herself of her bodily ailments.

      Except, it wasn’t gout that ailed him. His ailments were so deep that no mineral waters could cure them, for certainly neither opium nor alcohol had been able to. Which was why he’d decided to be done with it once and for all.

      He’d overcome his cursed opium habit. He’d gone to hell and back, and he’d nearly shattered in the process, but he’d done it. In comparison, this craving for a glass of whiskey was paltry. He hadn’t been in his cups for a good several weeks already, and he was left in a perpetually foul mood, but he would get over this, too.

      Admittedly, he couldn’t have done it without his faithful former retainer and friend Fariq.

      Fariq, who’d been by his side, caring for him every minute of his shivering and shaking, sweating, and swearing. He’d thrown every single Sevres vase he owned at the poor man, but Fariq had dodged them and remained by his side.

      Fariq, the little scrawny street boy he’d picked up in Bombay, with the bright, inquisitive eyes, was now one of the most powerful men in London, filthy rich and the owner of his very own gambling den.

      He didn’t have to take care of his old master, but he did.

      He didn’t have to set out to purchase a house in Bath, so Marcus could stay hidden away in relative anonymity while recovering. But he did.

      But what in hell’s name had gone through the boy’s mind buying this cursed half-ruin, right next to that school? What was it called again?

      Miss Hilversham’s Seminary for Young Ladies.

      Bah.

      It was the self-same school where his former ward had gone, once upon a time, before she ran away to London to find him. She was now in India, happily married to that blasted dandy, Viscount Alworth.

      Not that Marcus wasn’t happy that Pen had found her happiness; of course, he was happy for her. Except that Alworth, curse his soul, wasn’t quite good enough for her, and that perpetually charming smile on the viscount’s lips made him want to smash his fist into his grinning visage. But otherwise, it was all good, and they were all happy, he himself included. Happily ever after, and all that faradiddle.

      Marcus growled.

      What did Fariq think? That he’d be neighbours to his former ward’s school, so he’d always be reminded of this infernal story?

      He would pack up and leave as soon as morning broke. There was nothing here for him, and to Jupiter with taking the waters. He would be better off boarding a ship to India and getting a change of air. This wet, moist, foggy air here in England that clung to him like wet sheets did him no good. He needed the red-hot heat of India, the sizzling, scorching sun that would fry his brains and help him forget.

      Though he suspected it would merely result in the opposite.

      He pulled out a small keepsake from his breast pocket and stared at it moodily.

      His thumb brushed over it. He swallowed and pocketed it again.

      He’d have to inform Fariq about his decision immediately.

      “Fariq!” Where the blazes was the man?

      No answer.

      Marcus eyed the hole in the ground with misgiving. Then he took a loose wooden board that leaned against the wall and covered it. It wasn’t enough. The best thing was to cover it with something bigger—like that monstrosity that stood by the wall. He moved the dresser over the hole. Fariq would have to take care of it later. Or wait, maybe it wasn’t necessary to take care of it at all if they were leaving first thing in the morning.

      He heard the front door crash open.

      “Sahib!”

      Marcus frowned. Fariq only called him that when he was distressed. There was an undercurrent of panic in his voice.

      Marcus rushed down two stairs at a time, considering it a miracle it didn’t collapse under his weight.

      Fariq stood in the foyer, breathing heavily, barely holding up the burden in his arms.

      Marcus saw two arms flopping toward the ground.

      “Sahib, something terrible has happened. I killed a woman.”
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        SITUATIONS VACANT

        Domestic servants wanted. A Cook. A Valet, A Butler, and a House-Parlourmaid in a respectable gentleman’s household. Paradise Row and Chestnut Street. Apply to Fariq.

      

      

      

      She was back in her beloved Highwood again.

      She skipped over the meadow towards her parents’ mansion, twirling her sunshade. Her family was having breakfast outside on the verandah. Her younger brother was playing cricket in the meadow with the neighbour’s children as they used to.

      “The ball, Violetta, the ball!” Ned shrieked. The ball zoomed through the air towards her. She extended her lace-gloved hand and caught it. She’d always been good at cricket. Why wasn’t she playing cricket anymore?

      “Throw it back!” Ned cried, and she extended her arm to throw it across the meadow.

      She couldn’t throw it because she held something in her arm. A warm bundle that snuggled up to her. She dropped the ball and clung to the bundle with both hands.

      A dimpled cherub’s face framed with golden curls looked up at her.

      Her heart widened, and she felt such happiness flush through her that she sobbed.

      Then, from one minute to the next, the skies darkened, thunderclouds covered the skies, and the children abandoned their game and ran back to the house, shrieking.

      Clinging to the child, she tried to follow them to the house, but she could no longer move; the harder she ran, the slower she proceeded. It was like wading through treacle. The bundle grew heavier and heavier. She was terrified of dropping it. She shielded it with her body, guarding it with her life.

      Rain pelted down, and the wind tore at her skirts. She clung to the bundle, but then she held only an empty blanket.

      It was always the same dream.

      She moaned and thrashed about in distress.

      “If she’s not dead, she’s definitely dying.” The man’s voice, a melodic tenor, was laced with a strain of panic.

      “I don’t think she’s entirely dead yet, Fariq.” The second voice was deeper, rather gravelly, and very masculine.

      Little shivers ran down her spine.

      “What happened?”  the same voice asked. Someone prodded her arm. She wasn’t lying on a meadow but something lumpier and more uncomfortable.

      “I thought she was a robber, or something worse,” the lighter voice replied. “I saw an ominous figure pass through the garden, so I took the poker and went outside to check who it was. It stopped in front of that wishing well, a sinister and ugly shadow. I was certain it was a robber or a bhuta, so I rapped the poker over its head.”

      “Turns out it’s not a ghost after all,” the other voice put in dryly. “But something worse. A woman. What the blazes was she doing there?”

      “I suppose we can ask her once she awakes.” There was a pause. “If she wakes.” Another pause. “Do you think she’ll wake?” A longer pause. “What do we do if she never wakes?”

      This was awkward. She was in the presence of two men, complete strangers, who were poring over her prostrate body. Her mind worked feverishly. She could pretend to be dead a moment longer until, hopefully, a female servant came. For the moment, she decided this was the best course of action. It was, of course, an utterly ridiculous thing to do.

      “She’ll die.” The younger voice moaned. “I’ll be prosecuted, hung and thrown into Newgate for involuntary woman slaughter.”

      “The other way around.”

      “What?”

      “Prosecuted, thrown into Newgate, and then hung. But since she’s only a woman, with some luck, they’ll merely transport you to Botany Bay.”

      “It’s the same to me! I am done! Ruined! What will happen to my club?”

      “Never worry about your club. In the worst case, I’ll run your club. Easy, boy. She’s not dead. Yet.”

      “You don’t think so?”

      “No, I don’t. She just twitched her eyelid. Maybe pour some water over her. Or what’s that stuff women tend to sniff when they have the vapours?”

      “Hartshorn salt. But I don’t think we have any,” the younger voice moaned.

      “I only have my own snuff, which I don’t share with anyone, especially not with prostrate women who wouldn’t appreciate it. Special blend, you know.”

      “I don’t think snuff is the thing anyhow, Marcus. I will try Vishachikitsa on her.” The voice sounded grimly determined.

      “Isn’t that poison therapy for healing snake bites? That will really do her in if she isn’t already gone. Besides, how is that supposed to help an unconscious person?”

      “It’s worth a try. It’s the only thing I know. It could jolt her alive.”

      “I didn’t know you knew this. When did you ever learn Vishachikitsa?”

      “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me.” He sounded smug. “I picked up bits and pieces from our village healer. He was a very wise man.”

      “You can’t have been more than a boy if that was before you met me, Fariq. Scrawny, hungry thing that you were. You tried to sell me snake ointment, and then when I refused, you tried to rob me. I remember the day very well. How long ago it was.” The deep voice took on a softer tone as it reminisced.

      “It was indeed. You threatened to thrash me and deliver me to the authorities unless I became your valet. Not much of a choice, if you ask me.” Fariq sniffed.

      “And yet you haven’t regretted it one day,” Marcus said affectionately.

      Fariq sighed. “I have, by Kali’s beard, I have.”

      “But think of all the adventures we’ve had together!”

      Eleonore ground her teeth. So she was in the presence of a charlatan named Fariq, who dealt with quack snake medicine, and an immoral man called Marcus, who had no scruples to deliver his friend to the colonies so he could take over his lucrative club. It was all very good and interesting, but for how long were they going to wax nostalgic and continue exchanging their reminiscences? Her head throbbed and the back of her thigh itched. Her arm muscle was becoming cramped, and she craved a cup of good, hot tea. She clenched her fingers to wake up her arm.

      The men fell suddenly silent.

      “You know what I think, Marcus?” The younger man drawled.

      “What, brat?”

      “I think she’s already under the sod.”

      “I agree. She’s stone-dead.”

      “Dead as a mutton.”

      “A diet of worms.”

      “Pushing up the daisies.”

      Another pause.

      “Marcus?”

      “Hmm?”

      “What do we do with the corpse?”

      “Dashed nuisance.” The deep voice paused. “Of course, we could always say we found her already dead in the house….”

      “We could bury her in the backyard.”

      “Or drop her body in that well…”

      “In fact, why don’t we do that right now. Get rid of the evidence, so to speak.”

      “Right, let’s do it. You take the left arm; I’ll take the right.”

      She felt someone tug on her arm.

      Eleonore shot up into a sitting position. “Don’t you dare touch me!”

      The two men pulled back, the slighter one with a surprised shout, the other with a slow grin spreading over his face. He was tall, with unruly black hair, and in shirtsleeves. She’d never seen a more dishevelled man, nor a more handsome one, in a strangely depraved way. She had to remind herself not to gape.

      In stark contrast, the other, younger man, clearly of Indian descent, was impeccably dressed in evening gear, complete with a turban. He was in his twenties and very good looking. No wonder Ellen had been so taken with him.

      “Ah. Sleeping beauty decided to wake,” the older man, whom she identified as Marcus, said. There was a challenging gleam in his eyes that rattled her. He’d known all along she was awake, confound it.

      She winced as pain shot through her head. She placed her hand on the back. There was a bump. Instead of expressing any sign of solicitousness, fetching a doctor, or offering her a cup of tea, which would’ve improved her mood tremendously, the men merely stared at her as if she had sprouted daisies out of the top of her head.

      She glared at them. “I see that neither of you has the manners of gentlemen, or else you would have already called a doctor and seen to my wound.”

      “Turn your head.” Marcus gave it a perfunctory glance. “A mere bump. You’ll live. No need to call the leech.”

      “I must say, I’m so glad you didn’t drop your leaf,” Fariq said with evident relief. “I was about to piss my pants, seeing myself boxed up in the louse house, or worse, packed off to lump the lighter.”

      “For heaven’s sake. Must you butcher the English language so?” Eleonore couldn’t help it. If her students ever talked like that, they’d be grounded for days.

      Marcus narrowed his eyes. “If her ladyship’s primary concerns are to complain about gentlemanly manners and refined language, she really can’t be feeling all that unwell. What the deuce were you doing anyway, trespassing and stalking about in my garden in the middle of the night?”

      “I beg your pardon?” Eleonore gave him her coldest look, the one she reserved for the naughtiest children. “Trespassing? Your garden? I must have misheard. This is my property.”

      The men exchanged startled looks.

      “You must’ve hit her harder over the noodle than I thought,” Marcus told Fariq and crossed his arms.

      She glanced around, took in the half-furnished, dilapidated room, and frowned.  “Where is this place? And who are you?”

      The younger man stood to attention. “Fariq is my name.” He bowed elegantly. “And this is His Grace, the Duke of Rochford.”

      Eleonore stared. “The Wicked Duke? Good heavens.”

      The man twitched up a corner of his lip and gave a crooked bow. “I see my infernal reputation has preceded me even to this remote corner of Bath.”

      She closed both eyes as her head exploded. “You are Miss Penelope Reid’s former guardian.”

      Once more the two men exchanged glances.

      “I am, indeed,” the man drawled. “And who the devil are you that you would know my ward?”

      “I am Miss Hilversham. The school’s headmistress. Miss Reid was a former student of mine.” She glared at him.

      “Damnation,” the man breathed.
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        SEMINARY FOR YOUNG LADIES

        Pleasantly situated, exclusive private Seminary for Young Ladies in Bath with Boarding and Day School opening enrolment to new students. Subjects taught: Literature, Latin, French, History, Geography, Arithmetic and Elegant Accomplishments. Only the best Masters with the highest morals and deportment are engaged. Peculiars may be known by applying to Miss Hilversham, Headmistress, Paradise Row.

      

      

      
      Marcus almost groaned out loud. She was the headmistress! Now here’s a pickle.

      The woman sat straighter than a rod of iron on the sofa, glaring ice-cold daggers at him. Fariq had almost done her in, and he couldn’t blame him in the least. She was the haughtiest, coldest creature he’d ever encountered, with her odd colourless eyes and her light hair. Initially, he’d thought she was old, thinking her hair was white, but on closer look, he could see it was merely a very light blonde. He stole a glance at her. How old could she be? It was impossible to tell. She could be anywhere from her mid-twenties to mid-fifties. He’d place a bet at mid-thirties. Around his age.

      She had a smooth face with a narrow nose, a proud, high forehead, and thin lips that she had pinched together in disapproval. A younger version of himself would’ve been terrified, and no doubt that was the reason Fariq was fawning over her like she was the queen herself. She certainly had the bearing of a queen: proud and full of righteousness.

      She made him feel like a schoolboy.

      He disliked her immensely.

      Nonetheless, he offered her a leaf. “So, you know Pen.”

      “You’re the irresponsible guardian who neglected the poor child for years on end, not coming for a single visitation, ignoring all summons, ultimately causing her to run away to seek you out. I have heard all about you, Your Grace,” she sniffed. “And the stories I have heard are not good.” She had a way of over pronouncing words in a manner that raised his hackles.

      Fariq grinned. “I wonder what kind of stories–” He broke off when he caught Marcus’ glare. He lifted his hands in appeasement. “I will fetch you a glass of water, Madam. You look rather peaked around the mouth.”

      “Do that, Fariq.” Marcus bared his teeth in an attempt to smile.

      The woman kept staring at him. Surely, she couldn’t have heard all the stories. She was a strait-laced schoolmistress in the far corner of Bath, so he supposed a little gambling and drinking would shock her horribly. Although, of course, he was guilty of far, far more. Yes, he was a terrible, degenerate man, and in his case, the stories were all true.  Alas. What did it signify?

      And what did it matter what this woman thought of him? He never cared about anyone’s opinion, did he? So why did he feel this sudden need to defend himself? Was this a blush creeping over his neck? Why did his hand creep up to his throat, wanting to loosen his cravat, to find nothing because he didn’t wear one?

      Ah, the woman was speaking again.

      “Having clarified the point regarding your identity, where exactly am I?” She looked about.

      “This is my house. And you were caught trespassing in my garden, which explains why Fariq had thought it expedient to whack something over your head. But no harm done, as I see your head is still intact. You ought not to skulk about in the middle of the night in other people’s gardens. It is rather bad-mannered, which, as a teacher, you ought to know rather better than me.”

      If her eyes could shoot daggers, he’d be dead on the floor.

      “This has nothing to do with being bad-mannered, as you put it, but with investigating a popular student haunt.”

      “Ah.” Now that she mentioned it, he recalled his ward had told him that they’d liked to crawl through the fence to visit the wishing well in his garden. “But why the headmistress would find it necessary to creep through that fence smack in the middle of the night to do the same begs some explanation.”

      A faint rose colour covered her cheeks. “I had to investigate what my students find so enticing here.”

      Investigate what her students were up to? Did she think him a greenhorn?

      She evaded his sceptical look and continued, “As I mentioned earlier, this is my property, and I can do whatever I want on it. Even look at the wishing well at midnight.”

      “I imagined I’d heard you say something of the sort earlier. You belabour under a misapprehension. This isn’t your property. I just bought it.”

      She shook her head firmly. “You are wrong. I am about to sign the contract with Mr Jones.”

      “He double-crossed you. Sold it to the higher bidder, which was me.” He shrugged.

      “Impossible. Mr Jones is a gentleman. He would never break his word.”

      “I can show you the deed.”

      “Please do.” She leaned back, looking pale.

      Fariq, who’d returned with a glass of water, left again to fetch the deed.

      Marcus snuck glances at her. His ward had always talked affectionately about Miss Hilversham, but he could not, for the life of him, see the appeal. The woman was stubborn and stiffer than a board of wood.

      He watched how she pursed her thin lips to take small sips from the water glass. Her fingers were long, slim, and white. She was clearly well-bred, a lady through and through; however, she was more of a schoolmistress than a woman. Schoolmistresses were oddly sexless creatures. Though this one seemed to have something about her that piqued his interest. He couldn’t quite pinpoint what it was.

      Fariq re-entered, bearing a document. “Here it is, madam. The deed.”

      She took the document and perused it, then lowered it with a distressed sound. “I seem to have lost my spectacles.”

      “Let me read it then.” Fariq took the paper. “Deed. Made this fourteenth day in the year of the Lord eighteen hundred and twenty, between Mister Peter Jones, the first part, to His Grace the Duke of Rochford, M.D-S., the second part, for the consideration of etcetera etcetera paid in hand by the second party for the property, land and mansion, apple orchard and the wishing well, trees, yards, paths, etcetera etcetera in Paradise Row and Chestnut Street. The receipt thereof is acknowledged and signed in the office of Martin Brown and Peter Bromley, Queen Street, Bath, and recorded in Book 356 of Deeds page 243. The undersigned.”

      Miss Hilversham took the paper and squinted at it. She was silent for a moment as she placed her hand on her brow. “Bromley and Brown, you said?”

      “Yes.”

      “It appears there must be a misunderstanding of the grossest sort.”

      “Misunderstanding?” Fariq patted the paper. “Excuse me madam, but it can’t be any clearer. His Grace is the owner of these premises. It’s black and white on here.”

      “I will contest it. This house and property were promised to our school, for a very long time, by the owner, and it was always clear I had first rights to it.” There was a slight tremor in her voice.

      “Too bad, because the gentleman evidently changed his mind and sold it to us.” Fariq took the deed back. “I myself negotiated with him. He was very keen to sell it to us.”

      She narrowed her lips and
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