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      Can a straitlaced engineer, three psychic children, and a lonely witch find love?

      

      “You mistake me,” a plummy feminine voice declared in icy hauteur from the foyer.

      On his way up the stairs to wash before attending yet another business meeting, Drew hesitated.

      The rounded vowels continued, “I am Lady Phoebe Malcolm Duncan. I will not use the servants’ entrance.” The lady’s cool tones conveyed imperiousness without once raising her voice. “If this is how I am greeted, then you may tell your master that he may find someone else to educate his children.”

      Oh no, he wasn’t losing another nanny before she was even hired! He’d had to throw out the last one when he’d found her drunk in the kitchen after the episode with Clare and the ghost.

      He hastened down the stairs despite the fact that he was missing jacket and cravat and his shirt was coated in oil and his worst nightmare was at the door.

      The apparition in his foyer almost brought him to a halt. He had expected aristocracy at its worst—billowing skirts and soaring tresses and condemnation permanently engraved in her expression.

      Instead, the visitor had no resemblance to any female he’d ever encountered. He couldn’t precisely gauge her height since she appeared to be wearing high-top shoes with heels beneath her too-short skirt, and her porkpie hat—adorned with roses—teetered above a stack of chestnut curls. A black duster hid most of her gown, but he was positively certain it didn’t conceal layers of petticoats. In fact, he was quite convinced the skirt was somehow. . . divided.

      She was holding a high-wheeled bicycle. And her pocket was. . . squirming.

      Now he was mesmerized.
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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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      Writing fictional history is an interesting amalgam of fact and fiction. Thanks to the University of Edinburgh, I have a veritable treasure trove of old maps and photos to work with. But fiction requires action in areas that fit the story—without forcing my characters to spend hours traipsing all over Edinburgh. So for the sake of condensing time and pages, I have not attempted precise historical accuracy in street structure. Margaret’s Wynd did not exist, for instance, but others like it did. The veterinary schools were located near what is now Multree’s Walk. They not only existed, but they were located a short distance from each other, just as in the story. New Town was established as a system of Georgian terraces, so while Drew’s house might be imaginary, it represents the beautiful areas of town that can still be seen today.

      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 and labeled them generically, just as my heroine calls her pets by their generic names.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “A wife, my kingdom for a wife!” Andrew Blair muttered from under his work table as a wrench floated past his nose. Drew shoved out to glare at his cousin’s six-year-old son. What in thunderation was the brat doing in here?

      A wife would keep the blasted weans where they belonged, right?

      Snatching the wrench from the air, Andrew Blair applied it to the undercarriage of his frustratingly useless pterotype. “My cousin should have blown up the mine,” he said crossly, focusing on his newest mechanical contraption and not his partner’s business discussion.

      “Blowing up the mine would have put Simon’s miners out of work, an effect I thought our consortium is attempting to prevent.” Hugh Morgan nudged Drew’s shoulder with his boot. “You need to come out and sign this contract.”

      “Simon would rather the dastards blow him up? He’s been hunting for evidence for almost a year now! If he’d give up on the mine, he wouldn’t have to be living in fear of cowards—”

      A floating screwdriver slammed into the table leg and toppled to the floor. Drew shut up about the child’s father.

      “You won’t have a kingdom if you don’t sign these contracts,” Hugh informed him. “And if we don’t start work soon, we’ll go broke, and you’ll never find a wife.”

      Hugh had a mathematical mind in the muscular body of a blacksmith. He didn’t socialize well, but he spoke fluent business. Any form of social commentary indicated rebellion on the horizon.

      The tool-shifting brat slipped into a corner of the workroom and closed his eyes, as if that made him invisible. Generally, the children didn’t exist to Drew, but they were easier than contracts. “Enoch, get back to the nursery where you belong! Where’s your damned nanny?”

      “Nanny says damned is a very bad word, and you will go to perdition,” the boy said, eyes closed and forehead furrowed in concentration. As if drawn by imperceptible strings, a screwdriver rose unsteadily from Drew’s neatly organized toolbox.

      Not making any progress on the pterotype, Drew caught the inexplicably floating screwdriver, pushed from under the table, and stood. “Be damned to nanny. You’re too young to be in here. Where are your sisters?”

      Holding a stack of papers, Hugh blocked his access to the brat. Where Drew was long and lean, Hugh Morgan was barrel-chested and shorter. They’d fought with fists as boys, neither of them coming out the winner. Now, they tangled over stacks of legal documents. Being an adult didn’t have a lot to recommend it.

      “Nanny has a megrim. The twins are in the attic,” Enoch announced, scampering out of the workroom before Drew could haul him out.

      “What’s a megrim?” Drew asked idly as he scrubbed his oily hands on a rag.

      “Something nannies get, apparently. I’ll never understand why your family thought you should take care of the three-headed monsters.” With more assurance now that they were back to business, Hugh showed him where to sign.

      “My family believed I was getting married,” Drew said with a shrug.

      Hugh snorted. “And they wanted to scare her off? Brilliant.”

      His partner knew Drew’s cousin, knew his circumstances, and that Simon had gone mad crazed with drink and vengeance after his wife’s death. There were times when Drew had wondered if the children had driven his cousin to madness first.

      Drew couldn’t really blame his ex-fiancée for not wanting to set up housekeeping with an instant family. Now that he considered it, Rose probably would have had megrims and retired to her room too.

      He didn’t need a wife. He needed an army sergeant—at least until such time as Simon regained his senses and took the weans back, which might be never.

      “You’ll not find a wife willing to put up with them,” Hugh said darkly. “We need to start this project so you can someday afford a dozen nannies. Right now, the tenants don’t pay enough to cover the enormous maintenance of those tenements. We’re losing buckets of money. And you have a meeting with the consortium in an hour.”

      “That entire medieval cesspool of derelicts and rats should be razed to the ground,” Drew complained, shrugging into his cutaway tweed jacket. “I fail to perceive how sinking all my funds rebuilding will earn me enough to buy food.” Although he had ideas of mechanical improvements. . . That had been one of the reasons he’d agreed to investing in the project—a mechanical lift.

      Hugh was his investment manager. Without him, Drew would be living in a garret. Tinkering with ideas was not a sound financial policy, he’d learned. Some of his inventions paid off well, some not at all. He had to eat in between. He had to listen when Hugh spoke. He didn’t always understand. He simply went to business meetings and hoped to learn.

      “Because you’ll be involved in restoring a historical city. They’re demolishing the old wynds and money is pouring into High Street. We’ll start in Canongate, where the investment is lower. Imagine rows of new terrace houses winding up the hill. You’ll earn more than on that tatty machine you’re working on.” Disgruntled, Hugh shoved the contract back into its folder.

      Aye, right, that’s what he’d been thinking—refilling his coffers for his ever-needy family.

      “My pterotype has universal applications more important than money. Just imagine how much faster your fancy contracts could be prepared if they could be written by my machine.” Drew looked around for his cravat, and not finding it, stalked toward the parlor door.

      A man with his plebian background couldn’t step outside his house without a cravat and polished boots, looking like the gentleman he wasn’t. He’d have to go upstairs and straighten his attire before he went anywhere. He should probably check on the nanny and the children while he was there. By the time he attended the meeting, he’d have to forget lunch, again. He didn’t want to have to hire another cook, but this one had a schedule that never suited his.

      He reached the foyer just as the maid let in his neighbor— Blood and thunder! Aware of his non-existent cravat, Drew felt like a half-naked barbarian. A pale young thing peered out from behind his broad-beamed neighbor, and his stomach cramped.

      “Mr. Blair, I’m so glad I caught you.” Mrs. Dalrymple rustled across the parquet. “I’d like you to meet my niece—”

      A scream reverberated down the stairwell, rattling the excellent foundation. Almost relieved at the excuse to ignore the little mouse and her aunt, Drew dashed for the stairs, leaving his visitors gaping in the foyer.
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      “There you are, Mrs. Mac, a letter that will melt the heart of the most heartless son.” Phoebe Malcolm Duncan capped her fountain pen and shook the linen notepaper to be certain it dried without smearing. The old lady liked to pretend she lived in a fancy house by using Phoebe’s stationery.

      The hunched pencil seller in faded mourning and black lace gloves curled her fingers into her palms and shook her scraggly gray curls. “You send it, my lady. I daren’t touch it.”

      Spoken through toothless gums and in a broad accent, her request was barely comprehensible, but Phoebe had heard the language of the slums since childhood and understood enough to nod and fold the letter for later mailing. Mrs. Mac’s son never responded, but a mother never gave up hope.

      Picking up her penny farthing, she climbed on the towering seat and arranged her split skirt to fall over her high-top shoes. Before she could continue on to her next stop, Phoebe heard Raven screech a warning overhead. She froze and opened her senses.

      The rats were rushing out of Margaret’s Wynd as if their tails were on fire. Even the simple-minded pigeons were aflutter. Holding on to her porkpie hat, Phoebe tilted her head to search the sky. There—right over the wynd where she’d grown up—flocks of pigeons surged upward, circling in panic. Her stomach clenched in alarm, knowing the pigeons only performed that aerial act if seriously disturbed from their roosts.

      The only home she’d ever known was in the center of that medieval winding lane. Pumping the bicycle pedals, balancing the high wheel, Phoebe raced into crowded Canongate in the direction of the palace. On this main road, she dodged carts and pedestrians and curses, then shot across in front of a carter’s horse, into Margaret’s Wynd.

      All looked normal in the grim dark lane of towering ancient edifices. A business-suited patron smoked outside the cigar store. The professor in his aging black coat lifted his top hat to her, heading for the university. An urchin played in the gutter. Clothes fluttered from the lines strung across the narrow alley.

      Only she noticed the silent pigeons circling frantically in the almost invisible sky and the rats racing from their tunnels in the courtyard middens.

      She heard the ominous rumble before she could see around the narrow curve to her tenement. What in all the holy saints— she pedaled faster.

      A horrendous crash followed by a thick cloud of dust nearly pitched the bicycle over. Raven screamed imprecations. Even Piney whimpered a sleepy protest in her pocket.

      Phoebe halted, planting her boots firmly on the shaking ground. In horror, she watched as the front wall of her home crumbled into a mound of brick and stone. The professor raced back down the street to join her. People spilled out of the shops and taverns. The noise nearly drowned the screams and cries of the tenement inhabitants in their now frontless building.

      Gaping, not quite believing her eyes, Phoebe gazed upward at the eight-story edifice she called home. Her flat—and all the others—were completely exposed to the September wind. Draperies blew, exposing ancient furniture. The medieval façade had simply fallen off the structure.

      How the holy. . . By all the saints, what did she do now? Panic sank into her bones at sight of her books blowing in the breeze.

      But people came first. How many were hurt? Acting instinctively, she set aside her bicycle and headed for the rubble.

      In the back of her head, a voice wailed, Where will I go? Everything I own, everything I love, gone. . . My books! Daddy’s portrait!

      A woman’s screams halted any further hysteria.

      Neighbors crowded around Mrs. Tarkington, holding her back as she tried to reach the mound of rubble still emanating centuries of thick, rock dust.

      “My baby!” the mother cried. “My baby!”

      Oh no, not Evie! Phoebe had watched little Evie grow from infancy. The child wasn’t entirely right in the head—her mother was an alcoholic prostitute who may have passed on some disease—but that didn’t mean the bonds of love weren’t strong. She might not be able to save her home, but Evie. . .

      Biting her finger, Phoebe fought past her rattled nerves. She slipped the pine marten from her pocket, whispering soothingly, and mentally focused on an image of Evie’s golden curls. “Please, Piney, find her.” She knew the animal didn’t understand the words so much as the pleading tone and the image she planted in his head. A member of the weasel family, Piney could squeeze into the most impossible crevasses. Maybe, if they could find Evie quickly enough. . .

      She set the marten free in the shadows. She’d raised him since she’d found him as a baby in a deserted nest in one of the few remaining trees by the ancient cemetery—a dying pine. She’d hoped to someday find him a mate, but his natural habitat had been nearly eradicated by the growing city. She didn’t stand much chance of finding another pine much less a marten.

      The slender mammal wiggled from her hand and scampered over the stones to squirm under the mound of debris. Mrs. Tarkington’s screams reverberated over the echoes of the crash. The neighbors not in shock tried to steer the distraught mother away. Phoebe could say nothing that might console her. All she could do was pray and concentrate on tracking her pet.

      And not think about the appalling loss of her only home.

      She had to focus on Piney so she didn’t lose him. Overhead, Raven squawked and complained. The old bird had a right to protest. He’d made his home on the tenement roof. With the front wall gone, he’d be subject to every cold wind that battered the crumbling mortar. He’d lost his mate last winter, despite all Phoebe’s efforts to keep them warm.

      The wind seemed chillier than usual. Phoebe wrapped her arms around herself, grateful for the old coat she wore over her fraying gown. She had a little money, but living here, there was no point in flaunting the fact or wasting her meager savings. She had resisted applying at the veterinary college—called Dick’s Vet School by the locals—for fear her mother might need more funds if her consumption worsened.

      After Phoebe’s father had died, her mother had created their nest egg by selling the entire tenement building to a consortium that could manage the tenants better than she could. Malcolms had lived in the once grandiose edifice for centuries—behind the ornate facade that was currently collapsed in the street. Part of the sales agreement had given them a life estate in that flat. What would she do without it? Phoebe started to shake.

      Concentrate. Follow Piney through the dust and debris—hear a child’s whimper. Evie was alive!

      Not daring to raise anyone’s hopes, Phoebe slipped over to old Michael and gestured at his shovel. The cemetery worker frowned but signaled his younger assistant. As the crowd gathered in the street, wailing, arguing, or just gawking, Phoebe led the diggers to the farthest end of the rubble, where she sensed Piney nosing what could be the child’s skirts. She started pulling at the crumbling stones with her gloved hands, showing the men where to dig.

      These people had known her from birth. They knew her family. She didn’t have to explain herself. Men instantly followed her actions, gently pushing her aside so they could paw at the gravel and debris with their bigger, rougher hands, helping the grave diggers.

      She hadn’t realized she was crying until a wet spot dripped onto her dusty sleeve. She rubbed her eyes and cried more.

      Piney slithered out of the debris, and she gathered him up, hugging the tiny animal as the men shouted and a mat of filthy hair appeared. Hearing Evie’s whimpers, Phoebe shuddered in relief. She was no physician. She could do no more but pray.

      If she’d learned nothing else in her hard world, it was that she had to act swiftly and think later. Her life, all that she owned, was in ruins at her feet. She couldn’t stop to grieve.

      While the hysterical mother gathered up her child, Phoebe slipped Piney back into her pocket. Everything she loved and treasured—except her mother—was in that building. And her mother might die of heartbreak if she should learn they’d lost even the family portraits.

      Shivering so hard that she could barely move her feet, Phoebe crawled over the crumbled mortar and stone blocking the lane. She didn’t dare attempt to enter the tenement through the gaping front, but the rear staircase in the outside tower should still be solid, if she could reach the alley further down.

      Around her, people wept and cursed and bewailed their wretched fates. She wanted to weep with them, but she had no one to rely on but herself. Crying would not protect her books and the artwork. She’d save hysteria for later, when the impact of homelessness fully hit her. She’d sit down and have a good howl then, when there was nothing left to be done.

      She had no idea how she would cart a few centuries of belongings down three flights of crumbling stone stairs.

      She did, however, know what she had to do after she’d accomplished the impossible. She simply hated sacrificing her independence to do it.

      That produced a fresh spate of useless tears.
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      Wiping the sweaty grime from her forehead, Phoebe closed the lid on a trunk holding her meager wardrobe. She’d squeezed in the cloth rabbit her father had given her as a child and the ink sketch of her mother and as many small items as she could manage, but she couldn’t afford to be too sentimental.

      She was relieved that her mother had the cottage in the south of France so she needn’t see this. Phoebe wanted her mother to get well and come home—but not just yet, please.

      She looked around through a blur of tears. The mahogany inlaid vanity was covered in dust and debris. The Chippendale chairs she’d always hoped to have re-upholstered were buried in rubble. Portraits of noble ancestors. . . she’d saved the best. Grief gnawed at her middle more than hunger.

      And the worst was yet to come. She mentally berated herself for thinking like that. At least she had a place to turn, hat in hand. Most of her neighbors did not.

      As the laborers gathered to haul the last of her boxes down, she gestured at several lifetimes of family belongings and told the men to help themselves in payment for their work. The place would be scavenged by daybreak in any case. Her boxes of books, artwork, the family silver, and her mother’s wedding china were in the cart already.

      Back in the street, she paid the carter and his ancient mule with a beautiful pewter oil lamp.

      Using an almost-clean handkerchief to smudge the dust from her face, Phoebe took one last glance at her home. Raven circled overhead, hunting for new territory. She stroked Piney in her pocket, blinked back a threatened waterfall of tears, and walking beside the mule, gulped and nodded at the carter to proceed.

      She led the way from Margaret’s Wynd, down Canongate, and through a maze of backstreets to the small close near the palace where her aunts lived. Like Phoebe’s mother, her aunts had each inherited an entire building inside the medieval walls of the old town. The family had built in Edinburgh centuries ago, when the town had first started growing. Unlike her mother, who had married a handsome, courageous, and penniless earl, her aunts had married well enough to retain their neighboring townhouses.

      Over the years after their husbands passed on and Cousin Max disappeared, Lady Agnes and Lady Gertrude had remained in their gothic horrors. They’d knocked out walls and combined their two homes to form a School for Malcolms. They might as well have called it a School for Witches. Everyone who knew their family understood Malcolms weren’t normal.

      The school’s street level floor had been turned into a giant repository of books and artifacts few thieves would wish to steal. Praying there was room for her belongings, Phoebe entered the stairwell in between what had once been shops. She climbed to a brightly-painted blue door and rapped the ornate brass knocker.

      A young girl answered, bobbed a curtsey, and gestured her inside. “You’re expected, Lady Phoebe. The ladies are in the parlor.”

      She could hear the laughter of young girls in a schoolroom overhead. Still in her filth—she couldn’t exactly have changed in a building without a wall—Phoebe curtseyed to her aunts. Sitting around a parlor table with their flowered tea set and plates of crumpets, her mother’s older sisters beamed welcomingly but wisely didn’t stand to hug her.

      “Phoebe, there you are! Come sit down, child. Let the staff carry your belongings inside. We’ve cleaned a space in the library for your books while we were waiting. There’ll be room below for your boxes, but I’m afraid if you want many of your things in your room, you may not be able to turn around. We’ll leave that to you. We’re so glad you finally came to us! That building has always been a disaster waiting to happen. The mortar should have been maintained. You should have rented out that flat. You were never meant to live there!”

      This recitation bounced back and forth between her prescient aunts. They had a habit of speaking as one. Phoebe had often wondered if they read each other’s minds as well as everyone else’s. She waited patiently until they wound down before she answered.

      “You are all that is kind, my dear aunts. I shall try not to impose upon you for long. I’ve decided I must find a solicitor to demand reparations. A lifetime lease cannot be absolved simply because the owner did not maintain the structure. I need to wash before I can sit down with you. I apologize.”

      She’d learned at an early age to push past her aunts’ chatter to what she wanted or she’d go quietly mad. She was quite convinced that was why her beloved Cousin Max had taken off for darkest Africa and never returned. She loved her mother’s sisters, but they were. . . overwhelming. She curtsied again and followed a student—she was pretty sure the school didn’t have maids—to her assigned room, leaving her aunts still protesting and explaining and weaving a world of their own.

      The tall, narrow townhouses were a warren of tiny rooms cut up even more as the family grew and the school expanded. The address had once been prestigious. Like much of old Edinburgh, the neighborhood had been deteriorating since the English came into power and the palace fell into disuse. At best, these days most of the area inside the city walls could be called a slum, but everyone knew her family. Phoebe had never felt threatened.

      Her aunts might not be wealthy, but they maintained their house well. The threadbare tapestries on the walls kept out the damp and cold. The thick old glass in her bedroom window was covered by heavy velvet draperies. The poster bed was laden with downy covers so only a minimum of coal would be needed in the grate on a chilly night. All in pretty shades of blue and adorned with forget-me-not prints, the bedchamber had obviously been chosen for Phoebe.

      She couldn’t stay here. She’d suffocate. She’d spent the last five years on her own, with an entire flat at her command and all of the old city as her dooryard. Under her aunts’ roof, she’d have to obey their expectations and pretend she was a proper lady, wearing corsets, crinolines, and bonnets and never going out unattended. She would fail, of course. One could not tend ailing animals in crinolines. And she’d have no place where she could tend to them. She might as well be locked inside a cage with her creatures.

      She needed a windfall to set her free, preferably one that would allow her to attend Dick’s Veterinary School. Maybe if she sued the consortium she could obtain a lump sum to pay the tuition. Then she need only find a closet somewhere to sleep.

      An elderly housekeeper and her young son carried up her clothes trunk. One of the students brought hot water. Wearily, Phoebe realized the entire day had gone by without time to eat. She hugged Piney and settled him into a dresser drawer with his box of pine branches and a dinner of berries she’d saved for him. Night was his most active time, but she didn’t know if the students would appreciate him stealing into their rooms in search of bugs and rodents.

      Changing into a gown and petticoat from her adolescence that fit a little too tightly across the bosom, she traipsed back to the parlor, where her aunts had arranged dinner.

      “I will help tutor, of course,” Phoebe announced as she spread her skirts on the faded stripes of a Regency chair. “I will gladly help with correspondence or in any other way to return your kindness in taking me in on such sudden notice.”

      Short, rotund, with her graying hair piled in loops and ribbons to better show off her enormous earrings, Aunt Agnes waved away Phoebe’s prepared speech. “I’m sure you will be an asset to our little school. But we have been talking while you dressed.”

      Aunt Gertrude nodded, her dyed black tresses bobbing precariously. Taller than her sister, she was more stout than round, and the pince-nez she wore on a chain gave her an air of authority. “We have received a request for a nanny. It’s most unusual, admittedly. In the past, we haven’t actively recruited students, but it seems our gifted family has achieved some claim to fame.”

      “Terrible, of course,” Aunt Agnes said. “Ladies should never be noticed or talked about.”

      “But we’re Malcolms,” Gertrude continued. “And people are becoming more interested in the spiritual.”

      To prevent her head from bouncing like a ball, Phoebe interrupted. “Spiritual, as in the fake clairvoyants and mediums who rob people of their money and their faith, you mean? That’s preposterous. We’re not carnival shows. We do not sell our gifts.”

      “Of course, we do, dear.” Aunt Agnes patted Phoebe’s hand. “We simply do it in a more genteel manner. Our family is our foundation, so we needn’t actually sell our gifts for money. But we do use them in various ways that enhance our fortune. You deliberately give away your gift rather than expose it to the world, but the knowledge you obtain from animals earns you the respect of your neighbors.”

      “And perhaps a little fear,” Aunt Gertrude acknowledged. “The lesser sorts do not harm you because they believe you’re a witch. Word is already spreading that you saved that little girl’s life, even though they have no inkling of how you did it. Anyone attempting to harm you would be thrashed within an inch of their lives. People are not stupid.”

      Phoebe squirmed and concentrated on her food. She was starved, after all.

      She had never wasted much time wondering how people thought of her. Her life was simply too busy taking care of her animals and her neighbors and her mother and. . .

      “But this letter offers us an opportunity to branch out,” Agatha continued.

      “It offers Phoebe an opportunity to branch out,” Gertrude corrected. “She is young. She needs to see more of the world than these crumbling walls and a past that will never be resurrected.”

      “Queen Victoria is extensively renovating Holyrood,” Phoebe argued, not wishing to be talked around. “The kirk is being rebuilt on High Street, and they’re razing entire blocks to modernize the streets. We are more than crumbling walls.”

      “We are not blind to what has become of our home. The old town is an overpopulated slum,” Gertrude said bluntly. “Poverty and disease are rampant. There are scientific reports declaring the death rates are beyond control. You have no idea what life is like outside these walls, and you need to learn.”

      Yes, she did. The new part of town had veterinary schools. Phoebe had bicycled there, studying the neat buildings with longing. She’d never seen a woman near them, and she’d lost her courage to go up and make inquiries among so many men, knowing she hadn’t the funds to pay tuition.

      But the direction of this conversation had taken an alarming turn that she must cut off at once. “My friends and family live inside these crumbling walls,” she protested. “Why would I have any interest in fancy terrace houses and parks where I don’t belong or in shops I can’t afford?”

      Or a college she couldn’t get into. . .

      Aunt Agatha produced a letter from her pocket. “Because we wish to broaden our horizons, dear. Our little school has no room to house more students. This offers us an opportunity to teach the gifted outside our limited space.”

      Phoebe scanned the small, neat lettering. The writer did not include a single flourish. Each letter was as precise as a printed book. Tedious. She frowned as she read it a second time. “He wants a nanny for his cousin’s children? And he writes to you, why?”

      “Because he recognizes our family, of course,” Gertrude said with satisfaction, raising her pince-nez and taking the document to re-read. “We have verified his credentials, naturally. Until you came along, we’ve been uncertain how to proceed.”

      “Mr. Blair is an engineer, a very wealthy one,” Agnes said. “His family is from Glasgow, but he attended the university here and has made quite a name for himself. It is a credit to his character that he took in his cousin’s children after they lost their mother.”

      “But why us?” Phoebe asked in genuine bewilderment. “There are other perfectly respectable agencies who hire out servants.”

      “His wards are gifted, dear.” Aunt Gertrude folded up the letter and regarded her with severity. “Their mother was a Malcolm descendant, although the relation to us is far in the past. Her family has recommended that the children be sent here, but they are much too young for classes.”

      Terror yawned wide as Phoebe recognized the direction of this conversation. “I am not a nanny!”

      “Of course, you’re not, dear.” Gertrude patted her hand again.

      “You’re a gifted teacher,” Agatha said complacently. “But instead of tutoring the poor in the streets, you will be teaching gifted children. Present yourself as a governess. You may tell Mr. Blair that once his wards are prepared for school, we will welcome them. Until then, they are no more than young heathens and simply not acceptable.”

      Appalled, Phoebe realized her aunts were serious. They meant to send her into the new city to mix with the elegantly garbed ladies and gentlemen of business who lived there. She wouldn’t know a single soul. Her freedom would vanish, and she’d be trapped like an animal in a zoo.

      That thought almost caused her to brighten. She was an animal to those staid citizens. They’d recognize that the moment she darkened their doorsteps.

      And they’d shoo her away as if she were no more than a mutt of little consequence.

      She actually smiled as she envisioned how she’d assure that outcome.

      And then she would knock on the door of Dick’s Vet School and ask if they took scholarship students.
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      “You mistake me,” a plummy feminine voice declared in icy hauteur from Drew’s foyer.

      On his way up the stairs to wash before attending yet another business meeting, he hesitated. The tone was more refined than his meddling neighbor’s. Mrs. Dalrymple and her niece hadn’t returned since the hysterical screaming incident he’d blamed on a nanny afraid of mice.

      The rounded vowels continued, “I am Lady Phoebe Malcolm Duncan. I will not use the servants’ entrance.”

      Lady? Aristocrats did not darken his doorway, especially ones with the condescending speech of royalty. He had the urge to duck and run.

      The lady’s cool tones conveyed imperiousness without once raising her voice. “If this is how I am greeted, then you may tell your master that he may find someone else to educate his children.”

      Oh no, he wasn’t losing another nanny before she was even hired! He’d had to throw out the last one when he’d found her drunk in the kitchen after the episode with Clare and the ghost. He hadn’t found another since. He didn’t even know where the damned children were at the moment.

      He hastened down the stairs despite the fact that he was missing jacket and cravat and his shirt was coated in oil and his worst nightmare was at the door.

      The apparition in his foyer almost brought him to a halt. He had expected aristocracy at its worst—billowing skirts and soaring tresses and condemnation permanently engraved in her expression.

      Instead, the visitor had no resemblance to any female he’d ever encountered. He couldn’t precisely gauge her height since she appeared to be wearing high-top shoes with heels beneath her too-short skirt, and her porkpie hat—adorned with roses—teetered above a stack of chestnut curls. A black duster hid most of her gown, but he was positively certain it didn’t conceal layers of petticoats. In fact, he was quite convinced the skirt was somehow. . . divided.

      She was holding a high-wheeled bicycle. And her pocket was. . . squirming.

      Now he was mesmerized.

      She glanced over the maid’s shoulder and spotted him. “Sir, are you aware that the children are playing on the roof?”

      How the devil did she know that? Did she fly in on a broom? No, on a bicycle.

      When he didn’t instantly respond to her warning, she brushed past the maid and headed directly for the stairs—and him. She might look as if she’d just emerged from the gutter, but there was no disguising the aristocratic arrogance with which she looked down her—rather enchanting—nose at him.

      Good Gad, like the veriest bampot, he was falling into a pair of huge cornflower-blue eyes enhanced by lush dark lashes. What the devil was the matter with him?

      Drew hastily stepped aside to let her pass. She smelled of roses, and he glanced at her hat to be certain those were silk. No, they weren’t. She had real roses on her hat. And she was marching past him as if he were wallpaper.

      He wasn’t a vain man, but he knew he wasn’t exactly invisible. Intrigued more than panicked, he followed her swinging duster up the stairs. How the devil did she know where to go? She lifted her ankle-length skirt to reveal trim ankles in striped stockings. Striped. Red and white. To match the red roses?

      This was Lady Phoebe?

      He didn’t mix with the aristocracy. He had a working man’s distrust of inherited power and wealth. But he was fairly certain, no matter how she styled herself, that nobility did not ride penny farthings and wear striped stockings.

      Not that he’d ever divested any aristocratic ladies of their stockings. He spent his few spare hours with working girls.

      Tilting her head as if listening for the children, his uninvited guest unerringly located the doors to the servants’ floor, the attics, and the roof. Even he hadn’t known there was a door to the roof. Of course, he didn’t spend much time in the attic—but the children did.

      Lady Phoebe scampered up the rickety stairs to the roof as if she were one of the brats. More reluctantly, Drew followed.

      He’d spent a bad few hours clinging to the crow’s nest of a towering mast in a storm as a stupid young man. He’d learned the sea wasn’t for him and had turned his ambition to his studies. But hours of watching the wind and waves roil in a world out of his control had left him unable to shake his fear of heights. He was a man who kept his feet solidly on the ground these days.

      He could hear a crow squalling on the roof. Lady Phoebe’s skirts temporarily blocked the scene outside, but he heard her gasp. She nearly threw herself into the channel between the slate peaks of the roof in her rush to reach whatever the scamps were perpetrating now. Accustomed to his young wards’ depredations, Drew forced himself upward at a more pragmatic pace.

      Apparently Simon’s son and heir had taken to levitating one of his little sisters. Drew supposed the next step would be flying, which might be interesting, except the lady was behaving as if Enoch were committing murder.

      “You dropped her!” she scolded the shame-faced boy. The tranquil pond of the lady’s blue eyes now blazed with unholy fire. “What if you had lost concentration while she was over the parapet, and she dropped down four stories? Did you think of that?”

      She was hugging one of the twins. Drew thought it might be Catherine. Cat was the more bold of the two and looked a little perplexed at the commotion. Clare, the quieter one, sat feeding pigeons and watching the scene with interest.

      “No, ma’am,” Enoch muttered. “I didn’t mean for her to drift.”

      Drift? Blood and thunderation. . . Floating wrenches was one thing, floating his sister off the roof. . .

      Drew narrowed his eyes at his young cousin. “Would you like to know what it’s like to levitate?”

      Enoch glanced up, surprised. “Yes, sir, I would.”

      Drew grabbed him by the seat of his pants and hauled him into the air so fast the child didn’t have time to gasp. While the females gaped, he swung the boy back and forth until he looked as if he might puke. “Now imagine floating off the roof like that.” He dropped the boy’s feet to the ground.

      Enoch sat abruptly. The lady glared at him, instead of the boy. “Mr. Blair, that is completely inappropriate.”

      “Not if he thinks twice before doing it again. Will you think before you act next time?” Drew demanded of the boy. “You could have killed your sister.”

      Still looking green around the gills, Enoch nodded.

      “Mama said the angels won’t take Cat until she’s very old,” Clare offered.

      “Mama didn’t tell us the angels were taking her,” Cat argued after the lady returned her to her feet. “I want to see Mama.”

      That plaintive statement nearly brought Drew to his knees. The four-year-old twins seldom spoke. He had not once considered how these orphaned children felt. He’d simply inserted them into a nursery, hired servants, and went about his business. They were infants. Infants were of no interest until they reached an age of comprehension.

      Simon’s children were there already.

      “Your mama watches over you, even if you can’t see her,” Lady Phoebe admonished. “Do you want to make her sick with worry? You are not to practice any of your talents unless an adult is there to guide you.”

      The girls looked blank. Enoch spoke for them, as usual. “Nannies scold us if we try. Clare talks to mama sometimes, and they spank her for saying so.”

      “Spanking is not acceptable,” Lady Phoebe said, taking the hands of the twins and glaring at Drew. “You did the right thing by writing my aunts. You did the absolute wrong thing by disregarding what ignorant servants were teaching them. Now, let us go down and have a spot of tea.”

      As the lady swept his wards downstairs and dragged him along in their wake, Drew had the distinct notion that his household had been hit by a tempest worse than any he’d met at sea.
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      Still quivering with indignation and a touch of horror at almost watching a child fly off a roof, in the presence of a gentleman who could upend a reasonably stout little boy with one hand, Phoebe chose the time-honored defense of steadying her nerves by hiding behind a teacup. What would have happened had Raven not seen the children? And if her host’s walls had not been filled with mice to tell her in which direction to go? Nannies weren’t an answer.

      She took another steadying sip of excellent tea.

      The children were much too young for the parlor, of course. She’d settled them into the nursery with their nursemaid and ordered tea and biscuits.

      Now she was attempting to figure out, by all that was holy, how she would deal with the children’s guardian and her own situation. Mr. Blair had taken time to don a stodgy tweed jacket and proper cravat and looked every inch the stiff, staid gentleman she despised, but she’d seen him in dishabille—and in action. Mr. Blair was no gentleman.

      Mr. Blair was the most gorgeous male animal she’d ever set eyes on. The taut, sinewy muscles of a true thoroughbred, the black eyes and coat of a temperamental stud, the square whiskered jaw of. . . a pure Scottish warrior. All he needed was a plaid. She gulped and sipped the scalding tea.

      She needed to flee like the wind.

      She couldn’t desert those children to ignorance and superstition, not any more than she could have abandoned Piney in his dead tree or left Raven crying on the ground after being thrown from his nest. The young needed nurturing.

      Her wretched, manipulative aunts had known that.

      “I believe we have not been properly introduced,” Mr. Blair said, in his stiff Glaswegian accent. He’d pulled his chair out from the tea table to give his long legs room and sat with his back straight, giving an impression of an authoritarian prat.

      Phoebe didn’t deal well with authority. She nodded, and a rose petal dropped from her hat. “As I said earlier, and I believe you heard me, I am Lady Phoebe Malcolm Duncan. You wrote to my aunts at the School of Malcolms requesting aid with your wards. They sent me. They do not have the facilities to work with young children. They have asked me to speak with you in their stead.”

      Mr. Blair tilted his head in acknowledgment of her introduction. “I am Andrew Blair, guardian for my cousin’s children. As you have ascertained, they are gifted in ways most nannies cannot comprehend, but your family seems attuned to. I am a man of business and do not claim to understand their talents, but I acknowledge that the children have been raised. . . to be unusual. Talking to ghosts and levitating objects are the activities of foolish spiritualists in my book.”

      She supposed she must give him credit for not calling them weird. When he let down his defenses, he spoke with a delightful lilt and rolled his r’s.

      Idly, she plucked a raisin from her biscuit and fed it to Piney in her pocket while she sought the right words. “I have never tutored young children and certainly not gifted ones.”

      There, she could hope he would send her on her way. Surely her aunts could find someone more adept at schooling. She’d only taught street urchins their letters and numbers and occasionally attempted to instruct their elders. Teaching was not easy. Teaching gifted children with talents beyond hers. . . would be an enormous task.

      Her host considered her words, irritatingly unoffended by her eccentric attire or her refusal to cater to his whims. Of course, the man was no doubt desperate.

      “You have already taught them a lesson and settled them in where they belong, a task no one has successfully accomplished to my knowledge,” he countered. “They have inquiring minds. Curiosity is a family trait, I fear. I’m prepared to offer room and board and a salary commensurate with the task, that is, if ladies accept salaries.”

      She heard a hint of spite in that last part. She needed to ask her aunts more about Mr. Blair’s antecedents. They had only told her of his accomplishments, which were considerable. He’d come from no family worth mentioning, managed a university education, and had invented contraptions for the railroad that had launched him into the highest circles.

      “I am in need of funds to pay tuition,” she said, not revealing her desperation but her goal. “I am prepared to take a position until I’ve earned what I need. I owe my aunts a great deal, and if this is where they send me, then I’m obliged to consider the offer.”

      “Taking a paying position with a single gentleman cannot be considered respectable. Will you require a maid or companion?”

      Despite looking like a hot-blooded warrior, the citified engineer still sounded like an officious mug. Phoebe bit back a laugh at his concern. He might as well know what to expect. “If my attire doesn’t give you a hint of my opinion of proper protocol, perhaps Piney will.” She produced the marten from her pocket and smoothed his ruffled fur.

      Mr. Blair didn’t quite drop his teacake—he made a quick catch.

      “I talk to animals,” she merrily continued. “Although talk is a human word and doesn’t actually define what I do. Communicate is probably a better description. I can tell you that Piney is interested in testing everything on the table. I have taught him to eat berries and nuts, but he will happily rid your house of rodents and insects.”

      “Anyone with knowledge of animals could say that,” he objected.

      “Yes, of course. If you will put some raisins in your pocket, I’ll show him where to find them. He won’t jump in your pocket without incentive, I fear.” Phoebe was perfectly aware that no one understood her gift. She’d always been happy to leave them in ignorance. She didn’t know why she was attempting to impress—or frighten—this man.

      “I’ll take your word for it,” he said dryly, eyeing the animal on his tea table. “I assume pockets are not where he normally lives.”

      Not certain how to take his acceptance, Phoebe explained, “He belongs in a pine forest, but there are few trees left in the area.”

      “There is a small pine in the park,” he said, looking more interested than he had since they’d sat down. “He would have to dodge dogs and horses and stay out of the road though.”

      “Small pines are unlikely to have hollows for nests, and he will be very lonely, but if I can keep him with me, I can introduce him to the concept,” she agreed. In some ways, the newer part of town had advantages her medieval stone village did not, unless she wished to trespass on Queen Victoria’s grounds. So far, she’d resisted the temptation.

      “I will have my business partner draw up a contract. How soon can you start, my lady?”

      A contract. She gulped. That didn’t sound like something she could escape from easily. Hastily, she looked for wiggle room. “As I said, I wish to take classes. A restrictive contract might interfere. Can we not simply agree to go along as we must?”

      “I don’t do anything without a contract. Discuss your requirements with Mr. Morgan. My housekeeper will show you available rooms if the nursery doesn’t suit. You will need to park your bicycle in the mews. I have appearances to keep up if I’m to retain my investors. It would be preferable if the children are taught not to display their. . . talents. . . in public.”

      Phoebe didn’t often get angry, but her temper flared. “You want them to hide who they are? Are you ashamed of them?”

      He looked taken aback. “No, of course not. They’re children. But the world is full of dangerous characters, and I don’t want some sick mind to think a child who speaks to spirits or levitates objects might be marketable.”

      She deflated again. She had never considered the world a particularly wicked place, but she could see the potential in the elevated atmosphere of New Town. In her part of the city, the wealthy mixed with the poor and everyone knew everyone, so there was no clear class distinction.

      On this side of the gardens, the poor saw expensive clothes, enormous townhouses, and purses of gold, and coveted a bit for themselves. She nodded thoughtfully. “That’s very sad. I had not thought in those terms. Our family is well known in the old part of the city, but here. . . It’s a different world. I shall try to adapt.”

      “My cousin’s wife was gifted. The village where she grew up appreciated her abilities. But talking to the dead and the Sight are acceptable traditions. I’m not certain even Simon realizes what his son does. I don’t suppose you know of any male tutors who might have better insight into what a boy like Enoch needs?” He almost sounded human with that question.

      “I’m sorry, no, I don’t. Our world tends to be peculiarly female. It may be up to you to show him how a man’s world works. But he’s young yet. Let’s bring him up
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