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            She’s the mistress of illusion

          

        

      

    

    
      Lady Olivia Malcolm Hargreaves is a viscountess, a widow, a governess, the adopted mother of a disabled toddler—but above all else, she is a survivor. When the father of the young children she’s been caring for arrives on Christmas Eve, drunk and ranting, his aura and her own sad experience tell her he’s dangerous.

      Heart hardened after the murder of his beloved wife, Simon Blair is an industrialist who has no use for another psychic Malcolm. His late wife’s weird family is more than enough interference. But his twin daughters are talking to their mother’s ghost, his son and heir is floating objects that shouldn’t float, and he’s beleaguered by aristocrats who refuse to acknowledge his plebeian existence.

      When Simon learns that Lady Olivia is in a position to help him obtain the land he needs for his business, and she recognizes that by helping him, she might regain the home she’s lost, they must fight their respective prejudices and forge an uneasy alliance. It might take a ghost, an army of children, and a criminal gang to force them to recognize that they want far more than real estate.
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      As I mentioned in the previous volume, the Association is pure fiction. Yes, through centuries of history there have always been groups of powerful men who would do whatever it took to have their way. We still have groups like that today. It’s human nature to believe one’s own beliefs are right and others are wrong. The Victorians were very fond of “associations” of all sorts, good, bad, and indifferent. So I simply combined all the factors I required into a single group. Some of the members are a little more dangerous than others, as my characters will learn.

      Regular readers may notice that I’m giving my Malcolm descendants “gifts” that do not wholly fall under the scientific or psychic terms I used in earlier books. I’ve taken my gifted Malcolms from the earthbound druidic Georgians of the original series, mixed them with the scientific Ives for a hundred years, and let the results fall where they may. And then I’ve thrown in a few natural talents just to see what happens, all in the interest of giving readers a fun new experience. Let me know how that works for you!
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      Please consider joining my newsletter for exclusive content and news of upcoming releases. Be the first to know about special sales, freebies, stories from my writer life, and other fun information. You'll even receive a thank-you gift. Join me on my writing adventures!
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      Lady Olivia Hargreaves fought tears by picking at a lighter black spot in her once-best silk gown. Since Owen’s death, everyone and everything looked black to her. The auras of the roomful of men talking at her appeared no more than shadows, and she wondered if she’d ever see the brilliance of a bright spirit like her husband’s again.

      “You’ll understand it’s in the best interest of the estate and the tenants,” Lawrence Hargreaves said, repeating his father’s words. He spoke in an accent so much like her late husband’s that she couldn’t listen without wanting to fling herself into her brother-in-law’s arms and pretend Owen had returned—until she remembered Lawrence’s murky aura.

      How could Owen have such a weak brother? Only nineteen, Lawrence was as vulnerable to his father’s whims as she was in her widowhood.

      She cradled her husky son in her arms, glad he slept. At three, he wouldn’t comprehend the discussion. The physician had said he hadn’t the mental capacity to ever comprehend. But Bobby was Owen’s son, their own flesh and blood, and she wouldn’t trade his happy, loving nature for any child in the world. She kissed his fair hair and tried to pay attention to her visitors.

      “A woman can’t work with field hands and miners. You’ll have riots,” Basingstoke said. Father to Owen and Lawrence, the earl was a stout man she’d only met once, before she married, when she was very young. He’d been no more than a distant figurehead, a wealthy, powerful man in England who had nothing to do with her life here in rural Scotland.

      Her husband had owned this estate in Scotland and hadn’t been interested in his family home in England, for reasons that were becoming more obvious. She might not see color, but the deep shadows of the earl’s aura reflected very little of her late husband’s innate integrity.

      The sheriff—they’d brought the sheriff—cleared his throat. “Without any trust document to the contrary, the case will be decided in Chancery. The earl has the stronger position. Land passes through the male line, and that would be to the new Lord Hargreaves.”

      Olivia winced at hearing Owen’s younger brother addressed by her husband’s title. She had no clear idea of what they talked about. As irrational as it seemed, her three-year-old son was Lord Hargreaves now. Why did they call Lawrence by the title?

      “If Lawrence steps into Owen’s shoes, the transition will be scarcely noticeable, and the estate will be in good hands. The tenants will respect the title,” the earl insisted.

      Respect. . . oh! Now she understood. She felt as if she’d been punched in the stomach.

      The tenants would not respect Owen’s son—or Olivia as executor for the three-year-old viscount. Deep purple shadow filled the room. At least purple was a color—the color of distress, apparently.

      The earl didn’t have to say what everyone knew. Even should he live to attain his majority, Bobby would never be a leader of men. Her son was defective, mentally challenged, deformed. In the earl’s mind, Bobby was better off as dead as his father.

      Feeling a quiver of fear at that knowledge, Olivia hardened her heart a little more, and it was a cynical heart to start with.

      “The land is mine,” she said quietly, willing herself to stiffen her spine and stand with Bobby cradled in her arms. “You may have the title if it pleases you, but Owen left his land to me and to Bobby.”

      “No, he didn’t,” the earl said angrily. “We’ve consulted your claim with his solicitor. My son left no trust agreement.”

      Would this day never end? Wearily, Olivia turned to her young brother-in-law. “You were there, Lawrence. You witnessed our marriage. Owen had the trust prepared at the same time. You witnessed both.”

      The boy wouldn’t meet her eye. He stood at the mullioned window of Olivia’s home, studying the estate her late husband had so lovingly tended. “No, I witnessed only a mock ceremony and signed nothing legal.”

      All the colors in the room turned red with her rage.
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      Christmas 1870

      

      The train’s brakes screeched loud and long, waking Simon Blair from a much-needed nap. He could sleep through a riot, but screeching brakes triggered a hurt so deep that he thought he was having an attack of the heart.

      It was a damned good thing he was in an open car and not one of those coffins they called compartments. He shuddered, and clutching the pain under his ribs, glanced out the window. The engine had halted in the vast bleakness of a Yorkshire hillside.

      Pushing aside the day that had broken his ribs and his heart, he took a calming sip from his flask and checked his watch. He was already a day late. Christmas was tomorrow. He’d promised his bairns he’d be there this evening to light their very first tree—in a bluidy duke’s castle, no less.

      Of course, his late wife’s family would be related to a bluidy duke. He’d not known that until they had taken over his life.

      The stiff leather of his fancy new boots crushed his toes as his well-worn ones never had. But he hadn’t wished to shame his children by arriving looking like the countryman he was at heart. His cousin Drew called him an industrialist—which apparently was a feckin’ fancy name for a man who owed the banks more than his life was worth.

      Restless and irritable, Simon sought the conductor. “Another cow on the track?” he asked, familiar with the idiosyncrasies of train travel.

      The conductor pulled out his watch. “The water tank probably froze and sprung a leak. We’ll take on coal and be on our way again as soon as they pump in more.”

      “Leaking water has naught to do with squealing brakes,” Simon reminded him.

      “Well, there might be a bit of track raised by the frost,” the conductor admitted. “They’ll fix it when they fix the pipes.”

      “How long?” Simon checked his own watch, verifying there weren’t many hours of daylight left.

      The answer was less than satisfactory.

      Muttering curses, Simon retrieved his portmanteau and climbed off the train in the middle of bleeding nowhere. Coal did not appear in a sheep field without men and carts. He’d find the source and hire a horse. He wasn’t letting his bairns down again.

      He’d lost their mother. He’d left the weans with strangers for a year while he dealt with his problems. But he’d finally cleared out the Association scoundrels who had killed Letitia, and the children should be safe now. He just had to reach the feckin’ castle in the middle of rural Yorkshire that his wife’s insane family had chosen for their safety.

      His new boots creaked as he stomped along the tracks, rubbing sores in his heels and toes. They’d mend. He just needed a horse—preferably a sturdy farm horse. He wasn’t a small man.

      Miles later, with the daylight nearly gone, and a mizzle dampening his fine new coat, Simon finally saw lights. Cold and damp, in dire need of a pint, a fire, and to remove his damnable boots, Simon squelched into a tiny village containing a lone tavern. He let himself into a dark cave illuminated only by an oil lamp and a smoking peat fire. “I need a horse to take me to Castle Yates,” he announced to the few ripe occupants at the bar.

      They stared at him blankly, and Simon recalled it was Christmas Eve. No one wanted to leave the comforts of home and family on a night of worship. But surely someone could use a few extra coins. “I’ll pay well.”

      “You ain’t built for our ponies. Will might take you in his cart,” one of the old men finally replied. “He don’t never see the inside of the church anyway.”

      While the locals discussed all possible alternatives, Simon ordered a pint and warmed himself at the fire. The alcohol helped to still the tempest whirling within him.

      Apparently deciding Will was the best choice, one of the old men hobbled off. Simon downed another pint while attempting to choke down a meat pie apparently made of vinegar and gristle.

      He’d come a long way since those days when he’d been so desperate he would have eaten shoe leather to fill his empty belly.

      He’d come a long way since he’d had to hitch a ride on an oxen cart. At the arrival of his ride, he gazed at the medieval collection of boards and the massive beast with impatience. “Is there naught better than this? I could walk faster!”

      Well, no, he couldn’t. The boots were drying into a harness that had rubbed all the skin off his feet and started on his ankles. He’d be a cripple if he walked much farther.

      “Ol’ Bessie will getcha there,” Will slurred, patting his placid animal’s rump.

      Will had evidently been tippling holiday cheer.

      Simon grudgingly accepted a seat in the cart. In the rain. In his best coat. Why the devil the women had to hide the bairns in the inaccessible back of nowhere was beyond him.

      Old Bessie plodded reliably through the rain and the mud without need of coal. Will, however, required large gulps of liquid fortification as the sun set. He generously shared when Simon showed him the glint of coin. Liquid fire warmed him from the inside, and he breathed easier as his temper settled. The alcohol was necessary to steady the wicked winds of his soul.

      The rain poured, raising rivulets and creeks that frequently intersected with the road. The driver obliviously guided the cart through the rushing water—until, in one particularly deep cascade, the wheel slid off the embankment and into a bed of mud. Sitting there muzzily blinking off the water sluicing from his cap, Will was in no condition to climb out and free the wheel.

      Cursing volubly, Simon stripped off his good coat. Unable to remove his sodden boots, he finished their ruination by jumping into the rushing water and viscous mud. Furious with the driver, the rain, and himself, he shoved at the heavy wheel.

      In his wrath, the winds seemed to increase to hurricane force. The cart unexpectedly yanked free of the mud, the ox hauled forward, and Simon splashed, face first, into the muddy stream.

      Bessie plodded onward with Will asleep at the reins.

      Simon ran to catch up, with the wind whirling harder in protest of the vile oaths he flung at the darkening heavens.
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      Nearly seven and mature for his age, Enoch levitated the painted mug he’d planned to give his father until Olivia snatched it away before it broke.

      Four-year-old Cat had lined up her yarn dolls on the window seat overlooking the road her father would have to ride up. Then she’d forlornly propped her chin on the cushion and watched with them.

      Clare, Cat’s twin, was holding a whispered conversation with an entity in the corner, presumably her late mother. Clare did not communicate well on a good day.

      As the rain fell harder and the day turned to night, and no gentleman arrived in an elegant carriage or on a prancing horse, the children grew despondent.

      Olivia had never met their father, but she wanted to snatch the hair from his head for treating the hopes and dreams of his children so callously. He should have been here yesterday. He’d promised. Promises meant a lot to children this young.

      She’d admired their father’s intelligence in sending them to safety, but her opinion of Mr. Simon Blair was rapidly deteriorating.

      Golden-haired Evie had fallen asleep under the table where the other children had laid out a neat tea table and sugar biscuits to welcome their father. Olivia’s adopted daughter had a smile that illuminated dark corners, but even Evie had tired of patting everyone consolingly.

      “Come away from the window,” Olivia coaxed. “Your father cannot make the horses run faster. Let me teach you a new game. You can practice your numbers and learn to use your gifts.”

      She hadn’t wanted to introduce them to her vice knowing they would be going home soon, and she’d be back in Edinburgh by Hogmanay. But she’d read them every book in the nursery, given them the sweets she’d planned to give them tomorrow, and quiet Clare was now near tears.

      “What if Daddy is dead?” the bolder twin demanded. “What if the bad men killed him like they killed Mama?”

      That was a horrible memory for ones so young. It had been a year since the tragic accident, but their mother hadn’t been forgotten.

      “Your mama is still here,” Olivia reminded them. “Clare, what does she have to say?”

      Clare shook her blond head. “She was crying, and now I can’t see her.” The child wandered over to the small table where Olivia was setting out a well-worn deck of cards.

      Always fascinated with numbers, Enoch picked up the cardboard, showing off by levitating them into a proper order. “Daddy said cards are tools of the devil, and we’re not to touch them.”

      “Well, your daddy isn’t here,” Olivia said a little more tartly than she should. “And you will be learning numbers and how to add while having a little fun. Come along, girls, have a seat. There are princesses in this deck.”

      Daisy, the elderly nursemaid, popped her head into the schoolroom as the children settled into their chairs. “We’re having a bit of a shindy belowstairs. Do you need me for aught this evening?”

      “I’ll be happy to tuck the children in later,” Olivia told her. “You might ask Mrs. James to have a room warming for Mr. Blair since he’s arriving a bit late in this foul weather.”

      A bit late—like an entire day and a half. She knew precisely when the train from Edinburgh arrived. If he’d been on today’s train, he should have been here by midafternoon. The station was no more than a mile away.

      Daisy bobbed a curtsy and hurried off to join the hordes of servants who kept the castle running.

      Olivia might have been demoted from viscountess to governess, but she was not a belowstairs servant.

      “Let us try a simple game first. Clare, can you tell me the numbers on the cards? And Cat, tell me what colors Clare displays as she counts. Enoch, if you must levitate, try shuffling the cards after Clare has read them correctly.”

      While the three Blairs organized themselves, Olivia checked under the table to be certain no little feet disturbed Evie. The child slept the sound sleep of the innocent, and Olivia’s heart tugged in memory of Bobby, who had once done the same. She’d had years of practice in stifling tears. So she smiled at the healthy, sleeping child and returned to the ones still awake.

      “There’s a new color in the corner by the cupboard,” Cat whispered.

      Clare squinted in that direction. “It’s a gentleman wearing a funny coat. I think he wants the cards.”

      Enoch levitated a card in that direction.

      Olivia stifled her impatience. The children were unusually gifted and would have no one to teach them once they returned home. She had to do her best now. “Have you seen this gentleman before?”

      Clare, the ghost-seeing twin, shook her head. “He’s very old.”

      Four-year-olds were not good at description.

      “Cat, what color are you seeing?’ Olivia didn’t turn in the direction of the cupboard. If the twins had any ability to read minds, she didn’t want them affected by what she saw.

      “He is green,” Cat said, turning back to the cards, dismissing colors that had little meaning to her.

      Olivia glanced over her shoulder at the corner indicated—definitely a murky green aura in the chest area. The ghost hadn’t been a very confident person, which would have made him a bad gambler. “He is curious,” she told them. “He likes cards.”

      “Then maybe he’s a bad man,” Enoch said worriedly. “Daddy says only bad men play cards.”

      A good governess did not quibble with a parent’s lessons. Olivia bit her tongue.

      “Can we light the candles so Daddy will see them and know how to find us?” Cat asked plaintively.

      “Let’s put your nightgowns on first,” she suggested.

      They’d set out an evergreen branch they’d cut earlier, in imitation of the big tree in the downstairs where the children weren’t allowed. Olivia had asked the butler for candle stubs. She’d hoped Mr. Blair could celebrate the occasion with them, but she was running out of excuses for his absence.

      Distracted, they ran to fetch their nightclothes and let Olivia help them change. Once they were settled around the table again, Olivia lit one stub. “Let me teach you the rules of the game, and then each time someone wins, we’ll light another.”

      The children cheered. Enoch floated cards to the center of the table and sent them to his sisters the way Olivia instructed. The twins struggled with adding the numbers to make twenty-one, but Clare lit up with excitement when the ghost apparently showed her what to do. Cat caught on quickly by reading Olivia’s aura when she had a good card.

      Daisy sneaked up with eggnog, and it was almost a proper celebration.

      Their upper lips smeared with cream, they were all indulging in merriment when the schoolroom door swung open, letting in a brisk wind. In the doorway, a furious, muddy giant roared, “What the Hades are you doin’?”

      Olivia could smell the whisky fumes.

      This was Mr. Blair?
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      Simon unsteadily grabbed the door frame. He normally held his whisky well, but to his jaded eyes, he’d walked into Dante’s hell. Illuminated in a pagan circle of light from candles burning in an evergreen branch, his children—his lovely innocent bairns—were playing with the devil’s toys. Enoch without using his hands, naturally, but the twins. . . they were so young that they were barely talking! And now they were witches?

      And—he squinted through the alcohol and dim light. Beneath the table slept a witches’ familiar, a golden-haired cherub he was quite certain wasn’t his.

      The weans had been so absorbed in their witchcraft that they hadn’t noticed him until he shouted, but the governess had. Her eyes had widened in horror and disgust. The feelings were mutual. He growled. Simon was fairly certain he’d just growled like a feral wolf.

      He’d known the governess who had taken his children to this remote outpost was a Malcolm. The duke who owned this blamed monstrous castle was a Malcolm, for all that mattered. Simon’s late wife had been a prescient Malcolm—and she’d died for it. If he never saw another Malcolm again. . .

      The governess was another blond, blue-eyed witch like Letitia. Agony rendered him helpless. He wasn’t blotto enough to let his wince show.

      The children squealed, shouted, tipped their chairs over, and gratifyingly dashed to his arms. They hadn’t forgotten him. Stooping to claim them, Simon toppled back on his bum. They crawled on his legs, up his arms, and he simply fell backward rather than risk dropping them by standing.

      “Children, allow your father to right himself, please, presuming he is able to do so.” The crisp, precise tones bit like nasty midges.

      “I am capable of doing so,” he responded roughly, not trying to match her accents but imitating them anyway. “But it is more pleasant to play with puppies on the floor.”

      Enoch chattered about how he could add to twenty-one. Cat just nattered. Clare, as always, purred and cuddled and murmured to him or her invisible companions. The tyke under the table woke in the commotion and her round eyes blinked.

      “It is past their bedtimes. I have kept them up in hopes you might arrive as promised.” Scorn and disapproval laced every word out of the prim and proper teacher’s mouth. “Even their nursemaid has gone to celebrate the night of Christ’s birth.”

      And the governess had chosen to celebrate with candles and evergreens and probably a burning cauldron, aye, right. Malcolms were descendants of druids, and this was a pagan ritual if he ever saw one.

      “I don’t believe the drunken carousal belowstairs can be called worship. I had to beat on the kitchen door to gain entrance.” He loved his children, but he was tired, soaked, and furious enough to take umbrage at a mere governess’s disapproval.

      With the anger of righteousness, he tossed the twins over his shoulder. To their squeals of delight, he stood. “Enoch, my lad, lead me to your room so I can tuck you in properly.”

      “Will you be here in the morning?” the governess asked in tones of ice. “They have gifts for you, and it would be a disappointment if you disappeared before they woke.”

      He’d have punched a bloke who spoke to him like that. Curbing his notorious temper, Simon attempted the courtesy his poor ol’ mam had beat into him. “I’ll be taking them with me when I leave in the morn. The nursemaid can have them dressed and ready. You’re free to sleep late and go back to your infernal school whenever you choose.”

      She froze. Her eyes formed shards of blue ice. “We will speak of that after the children are in bed.”

      “Or what? You’ll hex me?” He marched off, thinking he should be wearing his dirk and guarding his back.
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      Olivia carried Evie to the trundle bed in her own room. She was only guessing at Evie’s age, but everyone who’d known the child before Olivia adopted her said she was four or five. She gabbled softly in her special language and rested her head on Olivia’s shoulder. Tears lined Olivia’s eyes as she recalled another tawny head that had once rested there. Bobby would never see another Christmas.

      She tucked Evie in, kissed her forehead, and gave her Snuggle Bunny to hold.

      Then she returned to the schoolroom, prepared to face her inebriated employer. She’d met his cousin, the inventor Andrew Blair, and had never expected the children’s father to be this. . . this black-bearded brute. Andrew had seemed a perfectly civilized gentleman, a trifle busy and absent-minded perhaps, but by no means a crude giant with a rude tongue.

      Square-jawed, unshaven, broad-chested, with shoulders that would fit an ox, Simon Blair was the sort of drunk who heaved people out a tavern window. She’d seen the like and knew them well.

      She should be afraid, but she wasn’t. She’d faced the worst and survived. She was a viscountess, after all, no matter what the damned earl and his ignoble son claimed. She was granddaughter of a baron and had every right to be treated with respect. She was acting as governess as a favor, not because she needed the coin.

      Well, coin was always convenient. Someday, she hoped to hire a lawyer. After Bobby’s death, she’d lost incentive, but for Evie’s sake, she should try again. She wanted her home back. After a lifetime of virtual homelessness, she needed a nest, and so did Evie.

      In the meantime, those beautiful charming children would not be left at the mercy of a drunken barbarian. She had promised to keep them safe, and she would, even if it must be from their own father. She owed their Malcolm mother, the one haunting poor Clare, that much.

      She heard the children chattering, too excited to settle down. In the other room, the brute sounded weary, impatient, and then spoke a little too sharply for her taste. The children so badly needed their father’s attention—but as she knew well, fathers were not mothers.

      When Clare began to weep, Olivia gave in. She swept into the nursery, picked up the quiet twin, and rocked her. “Hush, darling, your daddy’s tired, just like you. Tomorrow is Christmas. You need to sleep so you can see your presents after church.”

      She kissed a teary cheek and tucked Clare in. Catherine was still chattering. Olivia placed a finger over her lips, whispered in her ear, then kissed her too. With a Cat-smile, the child settled down.

      Enoch was talking earnestly to his father, who nodded as if he was listening. Olivia placed a finger to her lips again and indicated the sleepy twins. Dark-haired like his father, Enoch scowled, but his mother had raised him well. He said good-night and slid under his covers. Olivia wanted to kiss his cheek too, but the brute was in her way.

      Mr. Blair caught her elbow and practically dragged her back to the schoolroom.

      “What the hell have you been teaching them? We’re hiding them because bastards are calling them witches and trying to kill them. And you have them talking to ghosts?”

      “Only Clare talks to ghosts, her mother, apparently,” Olivia corrected. “Cat sees auras and might detect the presence of an apparition, but she cannot speak with one. And as far as we’re aware, Enoch only levitates objects. I’m sure your wife explained this.”

      “They were playing with the devil’s toys around a fire! I expected a bubbling cauldron! You’re supposed to keep them safe, not make them targets.”

      “And you were a day and a half late and arrived drunk! You obviously have no idea what that means to a young child. I had to keep them amused. And they’re far better off learning to use their gifts than ignoring them. Those gifts will keep them safe.”

      “Their gifts are abnormal. All the world knows that! Letitia’s gifts got her killed. I’m taking them home. They’ll be safer with me than in this cavern with lunatics. Good-night, Mrs. . . .” He hesitated, obviously having forgotten her name.

      “Lady Hargreaves,” she said spitefully. Her brother-in-law might deny her status, but Owen had married her in a church, in front of a man of the cloth, and she would never pretend otherwise. “And you will not take those children anywhere with only an elderly servant to mind them. Clare becomes ill with the train’s motion. Cat falls almost catatonic. Enoch will slip away when you’re not looking. I was hired to keep them safe, and I shall.”

      “I don’t trust a bloody damned Malcolm who teaches them to play cards!” He kept his voice to a muted roar. “We will catch the first train in the morning.”

      She was a lady. She did not roar. Nor did she kick and punch. She fought the first flush of rage as she’d been taught and smiled up at his broad, unshaven visage. “They will attend services on the day of Christ’s birth. Then we will exchange gifts, as promised. They are very excited by the ones they’ve made for you. If you forgot to bring them anything, you may beg sweets from the kitchen to wrap. And then I will pack our bags, and we will take the afternoon train. They will need to rest in Edinburgh before going on, so I will telegraph my cousin that we are coming. I will see them to a household where they are safely looked over by people who don’t drink and forget their existence.”

      She swung on her heel and stalked back to her room, shutting the door in his furious face.
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      How the bluidy hell could a woman with the face of an angel sound like the wicked ice witch of the north country?

      Simon wearily ran his hand through his muddy hair and let himself out of the nursery. The butler had not been happy with his appearance. The housekeeper had haughtily sent a boy to show him to a room on the nursery floor. He vaguely remembered where it was.

      He needed a bath, but the water was long cold when he arrived in the chilly room where he’d left his portmanteau. He’d washed in worse. He didn’t dare hope for warmth in the morning if all the staff gathered for services. He’d never been in a duke’s castle before. He had no notion of how things worked.

      He just needed to hang on to his temper and use his wits and he’d be out of here with the children in the morning—without the nagging governess—as soon as he could find the carriage house. He was not a poor man by any means. Now that transportation was available, he could bribe his way to the train station.

      He was nearly naked and clean when someone rapped at his door. He yanked on fresh drawers. A young maid bobbed a curtsy and asked if he had clothes or boots needing polishing. Simon handed over the sodden mess, never expecting to see them again. He’d leave barefoot if necessary.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In the morning, when Simon dragged his heavy head out of bed, warm water awaited him. As if left by fairies, his newly cleaned and pressed suit hung from the door, and his boots, beautifully polished, sat beneath his clothes. He was so grateful that he left a large tip and hoped it reached the right hands.

      Perhaps duke’s castles had advantages.

      Carrying the gifts he’d brought, Simon set out down the hall, hoping to spirit his children away in the early morning dawn. Instead, the bluidy governess had raised them from their beds, and all he saw was their backs as they bounced down the stairs. The girls wore their hair in plaits and bows, and Enoch was in a new suit. His son had grown these past months and probably needed new everything.

      Maybe he should take a little more time to reacquaint himself with the children he’d barely seen in a year.

      The governess and the cherub followed behind them. The lady wore a dark tartan skirt that seemed somehow both too frivolous and too solemn for the occasion. Layers of petticoats swaying, she held the hand of the lace-bedecked little girl, who in turn held a prayer book. The governess. . . Lady Hargreaves. . . wore her fair hair in a simple chignon with some flat piece of gauze and nonsense on top. She strode so straight and graceful that he could very well believe she was a princess.

      Hargreaves. . . surely not. The titled bastard he’d been attempting to reach was in London. The governess must be some shirttail relative or widow, judging by her dark colors.

      Simon glanced down at the gifts in his hands, shrugged, and proceeded on to the nursery. The evergreen bough looked more innocent in the light of day, adorned with ribbons, oranges, and candy. Small gaily wrapped packages snuggled among the needles. He added his offerings. Then with a growing sense of doom, he followed the others down the stairs for the services he seldom attended at home. He’d grown up with the teachings of the church, but he didn’t have time for it these days.

      But he didn’t want to let his children out of his sight for fear they’d be spirited away again. He didn’t trust a devious Malcolm. He had loved Letitia, only she’d proved as devious as the rest of them. And his cousin’s wife was a Malcolm. Lady Phoebe appeared as open and charming as a child, but she had driven off murderous thieves with ferrets and ravens and rats. There was nothing innocuous about her. And Lady Hargreaves had already shown her defiance.

      Restless, the children spotted him at once. The household had gathered in a parlor where, adorned with candles and gifts, a pagan evergreen filled a corner of the cavernous room. While the vicar preached, Simon’s disobedient bairns slipped through the servants to take his hands and bounce impatiently. He could steal them now. . .

      But they expected gifts and sweets and a holiday, and he could deny them nothing.

      His heart broke knowing Letitia would never share these special moments with him again. She might have Malcolm blood, but she’d been a cheerful saint who’d made his every day a joy. He hated that their children would never really know her.

      Clare tugged his hand until he lifted her. “Mama loves the tree,” she whispered, nestling against his shoulder. “She’s happy you’re here.”

      Simon figured it was more a matter of Clare loving the glitter and sparkle and the happy occasion, but he let her words warm him anyway.

      As much as he’d loved Letitia, her so-called prescience had nearly got them all killed and did get her killed. Prescience might exist, but this past year had convinced Simon that it was safer to let the world see that his children were normal and not the least bit dangerous.

      He avoided being introduced to the duke’s household—thank all the heavens the duke and his family weren’t present—by leading the children out the instant the vicar stopped speaking.

      Undeterred, the governess was close on his heels, leading the plump angel, who smiled so broadly at nothing that Simon feared she was the least normal of the lot.

      His brats raced each other to the schoolroom. The slow one followed on chubby legs. What was she, five or so? The governess did not look old enough to have a child of that age.

      “Did I add a fourth child I didn’t know about?” he asked, watching the tribe race down the hall.

      “Evie is my adopted daughter. Her mother died, and she had no one else. And yes, she’s simple and doesn’t talk clearly yet, but your children have been kind to her. You have no notion of how blessed you are to have such good-hearted, well-behaved offspring.”

      Lady Hargreaves had a pleasant, heart-shaped face with pink lips that curled in a cupid’s bow when she was pleased. Last night, they had been drawn in a grim, straight line, and those sky-blue eyes had shot icy blades. Simon vowed not to be fooled by her placid expression this morning.

      Shrieks of excitement emerged from the schoolroom. Apparently, the governess had not allowed them to see the gifts before services.

      “I thank you for caring for them,” he said stiffly, minding his manners now that the fury had worn off.

      “It was my pleasure. Children need to be surrounded by loving adults who will protect them until they’re grown enough to take care of themselves.” Petticoats swishing, she swept into the schoolroom, leaving him to make what he would of her declaration.

      Simon was pretty certain it had been a pointed jab at his absence.

      “It has my name on it,” Cat cried, waving one of the Christmas crackers he’d bought for her in Edinburgh. “How do I open it?”

      Simon showed her and Clare how to tug the ends of the crackers. The explosive bang sent them reeling, then giggling, as hard candy and a tiny doll fell out. Enoch eagerly hunted his own cracker and popped it himself, spilling out a whistle he immediately blew.

      Simon hadn’t brought one for Evie, but she didn’t seem to mind. She climbed into a rocking chair and hummed and rocked and smiled at the festivities.

      Lady Hargreaves placed a floppy package in her adopted daughter’s chubby hands, then took a seat on a bench to watch as his children tore into their gifts.

      Enoch solemnly presented Simon with a messy but colorfully wrapped box.

      “I’ll wait until you’ve all opened your gifts, shall I?” he asked, watching the twins squirm with anticipation as they found their names on more packages.

      The children nodded hasty agreement and tore into their presents.

      The governess had obviously made the cloth dolls and dresses the girls cuddled. Simon looked over his son’s shoulder as he unwrapped a handmade book with pictures cut from various children’s magazines. The words printed below the illustrations were simple and direct enough for a seven-year-old to read on his own. And apparently, the topics of astronomy, trains, horses, and dogs were the sort that pleased Enoch, for he immediately settled on a bench and began to read.

      There was no package for the governess. Simon frowned uneasily as he juggled the gifts the children placed in his hands. She’d seen that they remembered the importance of giving and that they thought of him, but no one had thought of her.

      His packages contained a crudely painted mug, a painting of what appeared to be the home they hadn’t seen in a year, and a badly sewn handkerchief. The governess clearly had no hand in sewing it, judging by the neatness of the stitches in the clothing of the dolls she’d given the children.

      He crowed over his loot as if it were worth all the gold in China, but he felt rotten that the governess had nothing.

      So he was blind-sided when the quiet, unassuming lady stood and asked, “What time must we be at the train station? I believe the Edinburgh train leaves at two, does it not? I can have the carriage brought around at half-past one.”

      We? Since when had there been any we in the equation?
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      Olivia had not grown up with a drunken traveling gambler of a father without learning a few valuable lessons.

      She’d had all their trunks packed and ready last night. After breakfast, she had footmen haul them down before Mr. Blair even considered the necessity.

      When Daisy arrived with their Christmas luncheon, Olivia slipped away to pack up the gifts and toys the children would need on the train. She may not have been trained to be a teacher, but she knew how to travel.

      She’d been mildly impressed with Mr. Blair’s performance over the gift unwrapping, but she still did not trust him to know how to deal with the children through the exigencies of a long journey. Perhaps, if she decided he wasn’t a total reprobate, she might allow him to leave her in Edinburgh while he took the children and Daisy home. She wasn’t yet certain where that home was. If it was all the way up in the Highlands, he’d have to hire more help to go with them.

      After lunch, the twins were ready for naps, but that couldn’t be helped. She dressed the children in their coats and hats, donned her own pelisse, and was ready when Mr. Blair arrived with his portmanteau to take them downstairs. In daylight, with his grubby beard shaved—although his hair unfortunately still brushed his collar and dark sideburns—he was presentable. His coat and boots were new, and his top hat suited his height. Had he arrived like that last night, she might not have been so concerned.

      She refused to give herself a headache by reading his aura when his expression was plain to see. The journey would be long enough as it was.

      “You should enjoy the duke’s hospitality a little longer,” he said, bullishly. “I’ve been given to understand that you are welcome here.”

      “You would not last two minutes with the children on your own. Daisy, if you’ll take the carpet bag, Enoch can lead the way to the carriage. Clare, Cat, take each other’s hands and follow Enoch, please. We’ll be right behind you.” She knew how to do this. Mr. Blair could bluster and protest all he liked, but Olivia was reasonably certain he would not bodily heave her over the banister in front of the children.

      “I can handle my own weans,” he whispered irritably from behind her as they descended the stairs. “They’re just bairns.”

      “Which shows how much you know. Watch more closely. Enoch is apparently very much like you, hardheaded and recalcitrant. He looks like a dark angel, but he has a clever mind all his own. They have grown since the babes you last tended.”

      She knew his wife had died a year ago, that he’d immediately given the children to his cousin in the city while he drunkenly raged around the countryside, hunting for a killer. He’d seen them sporadically since then, when they would have been on their best behavior. But children were untamed beasts, no matter how polished their manners.

      And she wouldn’t let him stifle their natural exuberance.

      Which, admittedly, was none of her business, so she shut up.

      The man behind her fell silent. It had been a long time since a gentleman had stood this close to her. Owen had not been tall, and they’d both been young when they married. Mr. Blair was a physically mature man of more than thirty. She rather resented his intimidating strength.

      “Daisy’s valise is not normal,” he decided. “It does not hang but rather. . .”

      “Floats,” she finished for him. “We are teaching Enoch to use his gift discreetly to help others. Left to himself, the chandeliers would be swinging and the portraits up and down the corridor would be pitching like a drunken ship.”

      She regarded Mr. Blair’s silence with smugness.

      Smugness did not last long under the pressures of traveling with four small children. The carriage ride to the train station was relatively uneventful. Confined in tight quarters, the twins bounced from lap to lap while Enoch strained to watch the horses. Even Evie babbled excitedly and clapped her hands.

      Mr. Blair had wisely insisted on borrowing one of the duke’s horses for the journey into town.

      Once at the station, he arranged for a compartment, but train seats didn’t provide sufficient room for putting the twins down for a nap.

      Half an hour out of the station, Cat whined with weary irritability, “Clare’s turning gray on purpose. Make her stop.”

      Olivia hastily produced the pail she had brought for this reason. Clare cast up her accounts into the receptacle, driving Enoch to join Mr. Blair in the narrow corridor. That provided sufficient room for Olivia and Daisy to put all the girls down for a nap.

      But it was only one small rail car, and there was little entertainment to be found in the closed doors of first class. Mr. Blair soon returned. He had Enoch take a seat on the floor between their feet, while he loomed over them by leaning against the frame of the open door. The belching smoke, rackety wheels, and rough swaying, combined with her employer’s towering presence, left even Olivia unsettled.

      Enoch read through his books, played with his soldiers, and was denied use of his new whistle. Olivia would have suggested mathematical games with the cards, but Mr. Blair seemed opposed to innocent pieces of cardboard. She rummaged for paper and a pencil and set the boy to doing written problems. He sighed, shot his father a resentful glare, and practiced—unsuccessfully—writing without using his fingers.

      Olivia worked on mending she’d brought for the journey. Unprepared for empty hours, Mr. Blair bounced and swayed with the train, looking as if he could use a good drink. She gave him credit for refraining.

      She gave him extra credit for not disturbing the girls and claiming a seat. He hadn’t earned enough credits yet to counterbalance his drunken arrival on Christmas Eve. Even after all these years, she had vivid memories of traveling with a father whose occasional nips at the flask turned into a constant need for alcoholic fortification. It had not ended well.

      Eventually, the girls stirred. Olivia set a sleepy Evie on her lap. The twins cuddled next to Daisy, and Mr. Blair finally sat down—next to Olivia, with his long legs out the open door. She clenched her molars at his solid presence and dug into her basket of food.

      The hours seemed to stretch into eternity. They had nothing to say to each other that wouldn’t sound snappish. Olivia just let him stew while she entertained his children, and Daisy kept them wiped down and cleaned up and in some modicum of control. Mr. Blair did not condescend to clean up Clare’s bouts of sickness, but he did answer their eager questions as best as he was able.

      “Mama says I should have salt crackers,” Clare declared at one point.

      Mr. Blair shifted uncomfortably at this talk of the ghost of his late wife.

      Olivia could appreciate that. The presence of a spirit watching over her caused cold shivers if she thought too hard about it. She rummaged through her basket and produced the salty hardtack she’d had the cook make for the journey.

      She was reading to them from Oliver Twist when the train finally pulled into the Edinburgh station. The execrable lighting in the car made it almost impossible to see as the winter sun sank from sight. Olivia took a moment to close her eyes and sigh with relief as the train halted. If she weren’t so determined to see the children to safety, she’d almost willingly abandon their intimidating father and escape to the School of Malcolms where she’d be surrounded by friendly, familiar—female—faces.

      Mr. Blair had telegraphed ahead, so his cousin Andrew, and his wife, Olivia’s cousin Phoebe, waited for them at the station—along with Olivia’s aunts, the owners of the school. Olivia’s heart dropped nervously to her stomach at the sight of the two somewhat prescient matrons. The ladies did not often stir from the home they’d turned into a seminary.

      She did not know Phoebe well. The Malcolm family tree was large. They were distant cousins and had only seen each other occasionally in passing. But Phoebe and Andrew had cared for Mr. Blair’s children in the months before they’d been sent to Castle Yates.

      Evie clung to Olivia’s hand as they climbed down, but upon seeing Phoebe, she cried, “Feeb, Feeb!” until Lady Phoebe scooped her up and hugged her. They’d been neighbors once and Phoebe had rescued the child—twice—before Olivia adopted her.

      “She knows your name,” Olivia said, smiling wearily.

      “I am grateful she does not call me Feeble,” Lady Phoebe said wryly.

      Tired, the Blair children were bundled into a waiting carriage with Daisy. Again, their father refused to ride inside, choosing to sit beside the driver.

      Phoebe and Olivia’s aunts ominously took seats in a separate vehicle. Trying to look unconcerned, Olivia climbed in with them and set Evie on her lap. She nervously straightened her skirt and petticoat and leaped into the fray. She knew these women and saw no reason to intimidate herself by reading their auras.

      “I do not trust Mr. Blair to care properly for his children,” Olivia stated as steadily as she was able.

      “They are not your children,” Aunt Gertrude said sternly. The older and larger of the two ladies, she sat stiffly straight and regarded Olivia through her pince-nez. “You are in danger of becoming too involved with them.”

      “I am too involved with them,” Phoebe said cheerfully, attempting to adjust her frilly hat on top of her masses of chestnut hair. “They are wonderful brats. I’d love to have them again, but the university is claiming much of my attention, and Drew is spending way too much time playing in his new workshop. Children need more care than we can provide.”

      “Mr. Blair could hire a proper governess and more nursemaids,” Lady Gertrude said disapprovingly.

      “He won’t, though,” Lady Agnes countered. Short, rotund, with her graying hair piled in loops and ribbons, she was the more even-tempered and pleasant of the two. “We have talked about this, Gertie, and you know perfectly well that there are other forces at work.”

      Olivia couldn’t discern her aunt’s expression in the dim light, but she heard the resignation in Lady Gertrude’s voice.

      “I wish you would not provide these vague predictions on which it is impossible to act logically.”

      “But you wrote to Letitia’s family. You know what they said. Mr. Blair will not ask for help. It is not in his nature. And our Olivia has unfinished business there. It’s written in the stars,” Lady Agnes replied in an unusually firm voice.

      “Unfinished business?” Olivia asked warily. “Where?”

      “Greybridge, of course,” Phoebe answered for her aunts. “That is where Mr. Blair lives. I believe you are familiar with it?”

      Greybridge—where she and Owen had been so happy for so little time. Why Greybridge?
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      “She what?” Simon roared, holding the whisky glass his cousin had just provided.

      With the children safely settled in Andrew’s nursery, and Lady Hargreaves on her way back where she belonged, Simon had been feeling more mellow.

      The rail journey had been as tedious and difficult as the damned woman had predicted. He loved his bairns, but Letitia had had the care of them. He could see that he’d have to hire a younger nursemaid. Daisy was getting on in years, and so was his housekeeper. They weren’t up to the task.

      Drew had thoroughly disturbed his contented musing.

      “That piece of property you’ve been trying to buy belongs to land once owned by Lady Hargreaves’ late husband,” Drew explained a little more clearly this time.

      Simon still felt bewildered. “I never met the lady before yesterday. I know all the people in Greybridge, and I’d have remembered if I’d met her.”

      Remembered golden tresses, sky blue eyes that iced to gray, pink bow lips that tightened. . . Simon shut off that part of his brain before he reached the lady’s curvaceous figure. He’d had difficulty enough not watching her every movement all those hours on the train. She wasted no motion, and each action was a graceful ballet. His gut tightened simply recalling the way she glided from the train while everyone else stumbled and bumbled.

      “You own the mine, but you never lived in Greybridge until recently.” Sitting at the desk in his office, Drew sipped his whisky. “Her husband died over two years ago, and she left town shortly after. You may have even dealt with him when you were first buying up land. They weren’t married long. The viscount was young when he died.”

      Simon slumped in the leather chair and pondered those days when he’d been operating on guts and shoestrings. He’d put together his land from small holdings, avoiding the landed barons who viewed a self-made man like him with contempt. “Assuming you mean Viscount Hargreaves, I doubt that I met him. So, the teacher is a viscountess?” he asked in incredulity. No wonder she’d developed that icy air.

      “It seems so from what Phoebe has pieced together from her muddled aunts. There was some to-do about Lady Hargreaves’ marriage lines. The current viscount pitched her out, along with her small son, after her husband died.”

      “Son? She has an adopted daughter, not a son. Maybe it’s not the same person.” Simon couldn’t explain his relief, even to himself.

      “The son died. He was simple like the child she’s taken in. It’s the same woman, no doubt,” Drew assured him. “And she knows the people of Greybridge the way you do not. If anyone can help you buy that strip of land, I’m wagering Lady Hargreaves can.”

      Simon needed that strip for access to a new mine he wished to dig. And the current viscount did not answer his letters.

      A viscount who pitched out his sister-in-law did not sound like the kind of man he wished to have any dealings with, but the land would save him hundreds of pounds and earn him thousands, while the mine would provide employment for half the valley.

      “You want me to take Lady Hargreaves home with me as a teacher?” he asked, hiding his incredulity—and his sense of doom.

      “Unless you want to make her your wife,” Drew said cheerfully.

      Simon spewed his fine whisky.
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