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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Category-size Regency romances reached their peak in the 1990s. At that point, I had been writing full size historical romance for a decade or more while working full time at my accounting career, raising two teenagers, and renovating a 70-year-old house. I didn’t have time to squeeze in more books, even small ones, but I loved writing the Regency novellas my editor asked me to include in her various holiday editions. I’ve included three of them in this anthology, along with a short story I was asked to do for an enormous book with some of the best Regency writers of the day. Who wouldn’t want to be in such stellar company?

      All but the short story have been reissued in various e-book anthologies over the years. This is the first time they’ve all been together in one edition. I hope you enjoy a quick trip down memory lane!
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        Originally published in Full Moon Magic, Signet 9/92

      

      

      Admiring the image in the shop window of the well-dressed gentleman in gray top hat and velvet-collared cloak, Peter Denning straightened his broad shoulders. When the image did the same, he smiled, cocked the hat to a rakish angle, and proceeded onward.

      Despite the expensive tiepin, the absurd silk scarf dangling about his neck swung as he walked. He felt a trifle foolish tucking a bit of stick beneath his arm as the other gentlemen on the street were wont to do, but his side-whiskers were neatly groomed and his Wellingtons gleamed. He was satisfied that he had achieved the image of the perfect gentleman that he had set out to portray. He was no such thing, but there was no need for the world to know that.

      It was not that he meant to defraud the society in which he walked. He had as much wealth and more as the young gentlemen in the club to which he turned his feet now. Unfortunately, that wealth had not come about from the opportune demise of one of his relatives.

      His mother had been a lady’s maid who had never seen two coins to rub together in all her life. His father had had the courtesy to marry her before disappearing from their lives, but that had been the extent of his involvement in Peter’s affairs.

      No, the wealth that paid for a well-appointed apartment in Mayfair, a valet who had naught better to do than see to his master’s newly acquired wardrobe, and a rig and four that ate their worth in expensive feed had come from hard toil.

      Not to mention a certain shipping venture that had generated unexpected profits. Denning grinned to himself as he pushed open the elaborately carved door. A servant who had shirked his duties rushed forward filled with apology, bowing and scraping as Peter handed him his cane and hat.

      After all those years on the sea in the company of men who ate, slept, and breathed in their own filth, he was finding it pleasant to return to the cultured confines of an orderly society, one that he had only been able to admire from afar before he went to sea.

      He was learning to conquer these outer appearances very well. He had grown up on the estate of a wealthy lord, listening to the speech of his betters, cultivating their accents even more than his mother had. His mother had encouraged him, hoping one day he would find a position in the household for himself and so secure his future.

      But Peter had grown into a great strapping lad with ideas of his own, and bowing and scraping before effeminate lords and their vain ladies had not been among them.

      But he’d had his stomach full of sea now, and it was time to turn his mind to new pursuits. He had every confidence that he could achieve whatever goal he set himself, but this particular pursuit seemed to be dragging out to tedious lengths and prospects weren’t looking good.

      Denning sighed as he took his usual table, acknowledged the salutes of several of the younger gentlemen with whom he had spent time, and ordered his meal. He knew he would be joined shortly by several of the young idlers, and before the evening ended, he would have tried his hand at cards, downed a bottle of port, and no doubt toured one or more of the brothels near Haymarket.

      The gentlemen considered him a rare good sport, a dab hand at all the rigs, and an easy touch for a bit of the ready when needed. He could whistle the days away in idleness forevermore if he wished.

      But he hadn’t been bred for idleness, and as entertaining as the company might be, it didn’t ease the ache of loneliness. Denning had returned to England to discover his mother dead and himself alone.

      He had spent years at sea imagining a cozy cottage in England with his mother keeping warm by the fire and a laughing wife in the doorway waiting for his return, with curly-haired children at her knee. He hadn’t thought it would be difficult to find the woman of his choice once he had a home and a bit of savings to offer. He had never imagined returning with great wealth and the complications that would ensue.

      Sipping at his glass of port and cutting into his beefsteak, Peter attempted to avoid the ennui that haunted him, but he could not find a successful diversion for his thoughts. Great wealth should have opened all the doors that had been closed to him in the past, but he was discovering that there were doors behind doors and that breaching them was tedious business.

      The gentlemen accepted him for what he was as long as he had the coins to keep up with their play, but the ladies were entirely another story. He was caught between two worlds with this charade he acted, and he was beginning to doubt that he had set the right course when he had donned his expensive clothes and knocked on the doors of society.

      Coins opened that first set of doors and appearance allowed him to remain in those outer circles. To reach the inner sanctums where the ladies resided seemed impossible without the right credentials, and he couldn’t manufacture those as he had his image.

      At the same time, he had no real dealings with the layers of society to which he had been born. His wealth, appearance, and speech placed him outside their world, and any female servant would only look at him with suspicion did he ask to call. It was an awkward situation at best, one that Peter felt certain he would conquer with time, but it left him restless and alone while he sought the solution.

      As he finished his meal and his second glass of port, Peter was joined by two younger gentlemen eager to attend a prizefight on the outskirts of town. His tilbury was required to carry the light-skirts they meant to accompany them, and they gallantly offered to acquire a third for Peter’s use. Contemplating that evening of entertainment, he shook his head and bowed out with an excuse of other plans.

      It wasn’t a complete lie. The plan he had in mind didn’t include the tilbury or horses or loose women. The plan he had included a warm study, a good book, and the painting he had acquired last week. The more he thought about it, the more eager he became to seek that source of comfort.

      Setting out on foot for his apartment, Peter conjured up the image of his first artistic acquisition with satisfaction. Had he been told while lying in his bunk at sea that one of the first things he would do upon obtaining riches was to buy a piece of oil and canvas, he would have laughed himself to the floor.

      But that painting had called to him from the first moment he had set eyes on it. He was well aware that the great houses of the land had such paintings scattered haphazardly across their walls and stacked in their attics and buried in closets, and few were paid any attention no matter what their resting place. He couldn’t describe a single one of the oils that had adorned the house where he had attained maturity.

      But this painting hanging in a shop window had leapt out at him, caught his eye in such a fashion that he had to return the next day to be certain it was still there.

      And he had returned again the day after that. He had never set foot inside a gallery of art in all his life. He hadn’t even been certain one could buy a piece of artwork like that or if it had just been hung for the appreciation of all. But on the third day, he had pushed open the gallery door and walked in.

      He had acquired the canvas at an amazingly low price for the amount of satisfaction it brought him. He knew nothing about the cost of art. In all likelihood they had named an absurd price in hopes of obtaining half that, but Peter had merely signed the bill and walked out with the package and not questioned the cost in the days since. For all the money he had thrown away in gambling and drinking and whoring, not one cent had brought him the contentment of that painting.

      Arriving at his flat, Peter dismissed his valet for the evening. He retired with a bottle of madeira to the study he had purchased complete with books. Settling into his desk chair, he admired the framed canvas on the wall before him.

      The lamp lit below it cast the oils in murky shadows, but he knew every line and color by heart. Not that there was a wide range of colors. Almost the entirety of the background was filled with the broad gray stone walls of some substantial country mansion. The walls could only be seen from behind a forest of trees, shrubbery, and climbing vines, but the darker greens seemed to blend into the very nature of the building until, after a while, it became difficult to detect where nature ended and man’s work began. Peter delighted in discerning new and previously unnoticed quirks in the house’s exterior: the griffin on the lintel, a child’s toy in a window, a shutter painted with a rose in the corner.

      But the artwork he appreciated most in the picture had naught to do with house or grounds and all to do with a fleeing fairy figure in the forefront. In broad daylight the figure all but disappeared into the landscape of trees and overgrown shrubbery, but by night, with the lamp at just the right angle, she flew wild and free through that landscape, moonlit hair streaming in long cascades down a back as slender and feminine as any he had ever seen.

      That figure fascinated him. She held her arms up in glorious embrace of the night, head flung back, face turned toward the moon that couldn’t be seen anywhere in the portrait. And the face! Peter moved from his desk to the wall to better observe the delicate features.

      She shimmered with moonlight even from this proximity. Her skin seemed to sparkle with silver. Large, almond-shaped eyes danced with a darkness that made his blood shiver. Perfectly formed rosebud lips turned upward in a smile of welcome that stripped him of all pretense and left him longing for more. He ached to reach out and touch her, to know the warmth of that welcome, to feel at home in that house with rosebuds on the shutters and toys in the windows.

      How just one painting could bring him so much happiness and so much misery was beyond Peter’s ability to reason. It represented everything he wanted while disguising it all in shadows and mockery. There were times when he had drunk enough that he thought it might be best to destroy the canvas, to slash it from top to bottom and heave it from the window into the night. And there were other times, like now, when he only wished he could step inside the painting and became a part of it.

      Imagining being another shadowy figure in that forest of trees, one toward whom the lady was running, Peter smiled and lifted the canvas from the wall. He was not only growing maudlin, but fanciful.

      Perhaps the painting was a sign that he had chosen the wrong place from which to make his entrance into society. The country house and the trees called to him. He had always enjoyed the country as a boy. He could remember fishing in wide ponds, hunting in rolling fields, tumbling down snowbanks in the winter. The country was a good place to raise children. Perhaps the women were easier to meet and less arrogant in their requirements in a solitary place such as the one in the painting.

      Setting aside his whimsical fantasies, Peter pried at the back of the painting with his pocket knife. Perhaps he could find some clue as to the house’s origins. Much of everything in this world was for sale. It would be amusing to locate this place and see if anyone would accept an offer for it.

      The protective backing peeled off without a great deal of trouble, revealing a blank canvas and some spidery writing in one corner. Peter carried it to the lamp on the desk and tilted the frame until the light caught on the words and played them back to him: Lady Honora Chelsey, Rosebud Cottage, near High Wycombe

      Peter sat down in his chair and studied the name with a sense of satisfaction. Perhaps he had just found a home.
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      Several days later, Peter pulled up the collar of his redingote against the drenching downpour and cursed his moment of whimsy. He didn’t think it snowed in October in England, but the sharp chill of the wind certainly made it seem a possibility. He was beginning to think his soaked gloves and coat might be a little warmer should they freeze into solid walls.

      And currently, he didn’t give a damn where Rosebud Cottage might be or even High Wycombe. He would settle for a warm inn and a cozy fire and a return to London in the morning.

      His fancy city horses objected to the rutted roads and muddy puddles of this rural outpost. The leather seats of his expensive tilbury would no doubt rot into tatters before the night was over, if the delicately balanced wheels did not fall off first. He would not only return to London as soon as he could find a road that might lead in that direction, he would sell the damned painting at the first break of dawn. Imagine a grown man falling in love with a bit of oil and canvas! He had to be out of his bloody mind.

      Thinking he saw a gleam of light further ahead, he urged the horses faster, and as if they sensed a dry stable and grain, they surged forward, their long legs breaking into the matched strides for which they were famous.

      A second later, the steeds squealed in terror, raised up on their hind legs in frantic disobedience, and the light carriage skidded off the muddy road. It hit a stone and broke a wheel, throwing its occupant head over heels into the hedgerow as the wind howled gleefully through the trees.
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      “Shhh, Hodges, you’ll wake him,” the slight figure beside the bed warned as the manservant entered with a steaming kettle of water.

      “Don’t b’lieve the wrath of God would wake him right now,” Hodges grumbled as he poured some of the water into the basin, mixing it with the cold already there. “If I’m any judge of head knots, that one’s going to be sleeping for a while. You’d best rest and let him be.”

      Cecily used the warm water to remove more of the grime from the stranger’s mud-splattered face. Now that she could see his features she thought them very nice, if a trifle out of the ordinary. Drying now, his thick black hair was springing up in unruly curls. His short side-whiskers framed a square face with a determined chin that had just a touch of a cleft to it. His eyelashes were short and blunt, as were the fingers on the hands beneath his soaked gloves.

      But it was the slight scar on one side of his mouth that drew his lips up in a perpetual half-smile that fascinated her. Combined with the weathered lines around his eyes and the exotic bronze of his skin, that half-smile gave him a rakish appearance that she had only read about in books.

      “Do you think we ought to add more coals to the fire? He still feels chilled.” She took the heated cloth to his hands to stir the blood there. He had rough hands, a workman’s hands, for all that he had been dressed in the best of London fashion. She smiled as his fingers curled reflexively beneath her touch.

      Hodges gave the unconscious stranger a grumpy glare and turned to toss another piece or two on the grate. “Them animals of his are like to eat us out of house and home, and now you’ll have us using the last of the fuel to keep him warm. I say we check his purse to see if he will be properly appreciative.”

      Cecily sent the man an admonishing look. “Now, Hodges, we are not so desperate that we must resort to thievery. I’m certain the gentleman will be happy to reimburse us once he recovers.”

      “Well, he’s not likely to be paying you for your time in fretting over him. I’ll linger a whit and you get some rest. I’ll come fetch you should he wake.”

      Cecily smiled at that, and Hodges admired the increasingly infrequent sight. When she smiled, her thin little face lit up from within, and any fool could see that she was a beauty. But puddles of worry still lingered in her eyes, and the smile slipped away as quickly as it had appeared. He cursed the world in general as she once more became the brown little wren fussing over the blanket covers and wringing at the wash cloth.

      “If rest were all it took, I would rival the Toast of the Season. I’ve had naught but rest for too long now. I’ll sleep a little here and wait for him to wake. You’ll have to rise first thing in the morning to see if the river is down enough to fetch the physician. So go on with you. I’ll be fine.”

      Hodges gave the overtly masculine stranger a look of suspicion, then returned his glance to the young woman beside the bed. In the drab brown round gown with her hair pulled beneath a cap and held with pins, she looked like some frumpy old-maid servant. He growled at the thought, but he supposed she was safe enough. The blighter wasn’t likely to rise from that bed anytime soon.

      Cecily breathed a sigh of relief as the manservant left, then settled back in the comfortable chair and studied the stranger once again before she closed her eyes. Living alone as she did, she was given to odd fantasies, but none was so odd as this. Even her imagination had never conjured up a handsome, wealthy stranger practically crashing into her doorstep. If only she had some fairy dust. . . .
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      Peter suppressed a groan at the hammer pounding his head when he tried to move. He couldn’t remember ever drinking enough port to give him a head like this one. There had been a time in Antigua when he had entered into a little altercation with a sailor twice his size. . . .

      He tried to raise his hand to his head to see if it could be moved by other means. The motion stirred thin sheets and a cotton blanket that had no place in his memory. Worst of all, it brought about the realization that he was wearing a shirt with arms longer than his. Had he shrunk overnight?

      Not daring to contemplate that possibility or the alternative that there was a man somewhere nearby who was bigger than he, Peter located his hand in the billowing sleeve. He carried it to his aching head and pushed his empty skull sideways to determine if there might be some indication as to where he might be.

      Once he discovered that he had his eyelids squeezed closed, he recovered from the shock of total darkness and pried them open. The first sight of his new abode included a flickering candle and a slender maid curled in the corner of an overlarge chair.

      That wasn’t so terrible a sight. Relaxing, Peter closed his eyes again to relieve the pain and let the scene play along his eyelids. His mind’s eye found a maid’s prim white cap, a glimpse of soft brown hair, and an almost painfully thin face innocent with sleep. Raised as he had been, he was familiar with households that believed their servants could live on bones and gruel. It irked him that he was in the hands of such mean-spirited people, but he was in no condition to reprimand them.

      Succumbing to the pain, he returned to the realms of sleep.

      Some time later, Peter woke again. The room seemed noticeably warmer, and he struggled against the blankets before coming awake enough to remember his surroundings. Perspiration formed on his brow as he fought for a breath, then opened his eyes to the still night air. This time he didn’t need candlelight to see the slim white figure hovering over him.

      Odd, but he had thought his keeper wore brown. He closed his eyes and opened them again, but the pale figure remained, leaning over him with concern. Delicate moonlight tresses streamed over her shoulder with the movement, and Peter felt a shock of recognition.

      The image in the portrait. His head pounded and his breathing was strangely weak, but he managed to search the lovely features he had memorized from the painting. The dancing eyes lit with laughter at his perusal, and she drifted away, her thin gown flowing around her as she stepped from reach and almost out of his range of vision.

      He tried to speak, but his voice was a hoarse rasp, and she was gone before the words emerged.

      When next he woke, it was to the tender ministrations of the little maid. A cool cloth cleansed his fevered brow, and Peter sighed his appreciation. At the sound, she gasped and nearly whipped him with the wet cloth, but when he opened his eyes, she had composed herself again.

      “Good morning. Would you care for a cup of broth?”

      He rather thought being pitched into a snowbank might be more enjoyable, but the croak that came out didn’t deny or confirm her question. Frustrated, he glared at her, and she solemnly looked back.

      “Hodges has gone to find a physician. I don’t doubt that you’ll have a most virulent cold from your experience. I don’t know how long you lay in the hedgerow before we found you, but you were quite thoroughly chilled. I think a little broth will do you good.”

      As his body began to register the demands of the wine he had drunk with his last meal, Peter could only nod in hopes that she would quickly leave in search of the promised soup. She gave him a suspicious frown, then bustled out, leaving him blessedly alone to search for the chamber pot.

      By the time she returned, Peter’s head felt as if it would fall from his shoulders, and the raggedness of his breathing warned that her dire prediction had come true, but his lower regions were vastly relieved. He struggled with the lengths of shirtsleeves covering his hands and wondered at the size of the monster that must once have inhabited this garment. With effort, he found a reclining position that allowed his head to remain intact. When the maid returned, he even attempted a smile.

      She didn’t smile back but efficiently made a place for herself at the side of the bed and held a spoon of broth to his lips. “You must drink this all down. When Uncle Quincy had the pleurisy, the physician said he must have lots of liquids. And the meat juices will strengthen you.”

      Peter made a face, and she inserted the spoon when he opened his mouth to protest. Since he could produce few sounds other than grunts and groans and croaks, he surrendered the battle and allowed the admittedly tasty broth to go down.

      “You must tell us if there is someone we might notify of your accident. I would not have anyone worrying about your whereabouts.”

      As Peter shook his head to indicate there was no one, he felt a momentary return of depression. He could have died out there on that road, and there would have been no one to care. All that grand wealth he had accumulated would disappear into the pockets of some lawyer or government official in vain attempts to locate his heirs. It made one feel exceedingly small.

      Instead, he concentrated on the determined young woman forcing liquids down his throat. Her accent bothered him until he began putting two and two together. Although her accent had the polish of his, her clothes were too drab and out of fashion to belong to a lady of quality. Yet they were of good cloth, and her hands bore none of the signs of physical labor.

      A kitchen or upstairs maid would have work-roughened hands, and even in the best of houses she would not wear clothes of this fashion or speak in polished accents. But a lady’s maid wearing the cast-offs of her mistress and with no chore more difficult than laundering her employer’s linens could very well fit the bill.

      Satisfied he had solved the mystery, Peter reached to squeeze the maid’s hand when she set the bowl aside. She looked shocked at first, then offered a brief, haunting smile as she smoothed a cool hand over his fevered brow.

      “You’re quite welcome, sir. Now you must sleep until the doctor arrives. He might have some medicine to ease the aching in your head.”

      Well, so much for his attempt at seduction. Closing his eyes and insanely smiling to himself, Peter followed her instructions.

      When next he woke, it was to the shadows of twilight and the sight of a giant monster stalking the little maid. With a throat-wrenching cry, Peter swung back the blankets and tried to leap to the rescue, only to discover he hadn’t the strength to stand. Grabbing the bed for support before he could collapse into a humiliating heap on the floor, Peter watched through bleary eyes as the little maid gave a cry of concern and ran to his side, while the monster merely glared at him.

      He had at least diverted the creature’s attention, Peter thought grimly as he allowed the slender woman to boss him back into bed while the giant lingered in the shadows, forcing obedience with his presence. Perhaps he would be flung back into the hedgerow if he refused the maid’s orders. This certainly was an unusual household, but he was in no position to complain.

      “Whatever made you leap up like that?” More shaken than she would admit by the stranger’s sudden transformation from bed-ridden patient to large man in a thin nightshirt, Cecily fussed over the covers and ignored Hodges’ glowering visage. “Are you hallucinating? I understand people with high fevers suffer from deliriums. Would you like a cool cloth for your brow?’’

      The stranger grimaced as if in pain when Cecily touched her fingers to his forehead. He really was quite warm. She had the oddest notion that he had meant to come to her rescue when he leapt from the bed. She really had been alone too long with her books if she could think such a thing, she mused ruefully. A tentative smile curved her lips as his eyes opened, and she finally saw that they were gray.

      “Ask him what made the carriage crash.” Hodges remained in the shadows, but his voice was deep and husky and penetrated the gloom with the sound of thunder.

      Their patient turned his head to follow this sound, then attempted to rise to a sitting position. He shook his head in denial when Cecily tried to help him. Frowning, Hodges stepped forward, lifted the man’s shoulders, and shoved pillows behind him.

      The stranger didn’t look properly appreciative, but after sipping from a cup of water Cecily offered, he attempted some reply. “Spooked,” was all he could croak.

      That one word seemed to explain everything to this odd pair, Peter noted as they exchanged glances over his head. He thought he heard the monster whisper “the lady,” but the maid shook her head in warning.

      “That is only superstition, Hodges. A rabbit no doubt ran across the road. You said the horses were high-strung expensive animals.”

      Peter watched in amazement as the giant’s expression turned mulish, but he did no more than step back at the young maid’s rebuke. The man called Hodges could have picked her up and swung her through the air without any effort, yet he seemed to regard the slender young woman with respect. The lady had to be powerful indeed if her maid could command that much authority.

      “He’s here ‘cause of the lady, there ain’t no doubt in my mind,” was all the giant manservant said in reply before retreating toward the door.

      The maid ignored this parting retort and dipped the cloth in the wash basin. Peter meant to halt her, but the feel of the cool cloth against his brow was better than he had expected, and he closed his eyes and relaxed beneath her gentle hands.

      “Name?” he croaked, straining his sore throat to do so.

      He opened his eyes in time to see the shy smile in hers.

      “Cecily,” she replied. “And yours?”

      “Denning.” There, it was out, his ignominious ancestry. He didn’t suppose there was a Denning anywhere in the history of British bluebloods. Stripped of his clothes, he couldn’t even pretend to be what he was not. The maid would in all likelihood report his commonness to her ladyship and he would be out on his ear by morning.

      Instead, she merely reapplied the cold cloth and in that solemn owl-like way of hers—although he thought he saw the dance of laughter behind her blue eyes—and asked, “Denning who? Or is it which Denning? Ought I to know the name?’’

      Incredible. Peter relaxed and stretched his long legs beneath the covers. It just might be possible that he would live to see the day again. “Peter.”

      “Very good, Mr. Denning. Are you certain there is no one you might wish to notify of your mishap? Surely someone is expecting you?”

      He knew better than to shake his head in reply this time. With increasing ease, he replied, “No one.”

      “Well, I’d best not make you talk too much. Hodges says the physician was out, but he has left a message for him to call. I don’t like him very much,” she whispered conspiratorially, as if fearful the manservant would hear her. “He’s always wanting to apply leeches, loathsome creatures.” She shivered and made a face. “But I wouldn’t want you to be dreadfully ill because we didn’t do everything to help you.”

      Peter caught her slender wrist and forced her to meet his eyes. “No leeches!”

      The worried expression between her eyes instantly cleared, replaced by a reassuring look of agreement. “I’ll not let him bring them into the house.”

      Satisfied, Peter drank the cup of broth and fell asleep before he could discover more about this odd establishment.

      When he woke next, it was the middle of the night.

      The candle on the stand had guttered out, and he could discern little but the stream of moonlight through the uncovered windows. The cursed clouds must finally have cleared away, he decided as he tried to determine what had made him wake.

      It was then that he saw the movement, the elusive shimmer of silver followed by the scent of roses that he remembered from the previous night. Eagerly, Peter turned toward the movement, and she appeared before him, even more beautiful than he recalled.

      She was tall and slender, with a winsome smile that made a man want to fall at her feet. Her hair was caught in smooth ropes and held by strings of pearls tonight, and he wished she had left it flowing as before. He wanted to reach for her, but he was quite certain this was the lady of the house, and he had no right to offend her.

      “Hello,” he whispered, then cursed himself for such an uninspired greeting.

      She nodded, then glanced at the slight figure sleeping in the chair beside the bed. Peter noted the young maid then, and he smiled at the thin face so innocent in sleep. There was nothing of the owl to her now. She was almost pretty in repose without that solemn look of concern imprinted upon her brow.

      He turned back to the lady, and she smiled approvingly. Then, tugging at his bedcovers to smooth them, she stole around the end of the bed and disappeared into the shadows behind Cecily where the door was located.

      Oddly disappointed that she did not speak, Peter again glanced at the maid, and feeling unexpectedly tender at her constant watchfulness, he relaxed and slipped back to sleep.
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      “Hodges, you are making entirely too much out of nothing.” Garbed today in a gray wool with just a touch of black banding to frame her pale face, Cecily took the breakfast tray from the servant’s hands and placed it on the bedside stand.

      “It was the lady what spooked them horses and brought him here, and you can’t say nothing to make me feel different.” Stubbornly, Hodges remained where he was. “He’s the one what will save the house. Just see if he ain’t. The lady wouldn’t fail us.”

      “Oh, Hodges.” Cecily pushed a straying strand of hair back from her face, revealing the lines of worry upon her brow. “The painting is gone. There is nothing else we can do. It was our last hope, and even if I didn’t want to sell it, I would have. It’s too late now. I think fate is telling us that this is the end. I’ll have to see the estate agent when the roads clear.”

      “Chelseys have owned this house since it was built. The lady won’t let it go. You know that as well as I do. You go to that agent and we’re like to find the place in flames before you return.”

      Having woken to the thunder of Hodges’ last words, Peter looked from one stubborn expression to the other and wondered if now was the time to intervene. His fever had receded enough to enable him to realize the giant was a man and not a monster, but he still seemed terrifyingly dangerous to the slip of a female who defied him so persistently.

      “Where is the lady?” he threw into the breech before Cecily’s angry reply could leave her tongue.

      Both stubborn faces turned toward him, and Peter nearly laughed at the conflicting emotions replacing their earlier anger.

      “You saw her!” Hodges responded triumphantly.

      “She’s not here,” Cecily answered at the same time.

      The two glared at each other like brother and sister, and Peter had to pound his own pillows into an upright position.

      “Who is she?” he asked again, as long as they were providing answers of a sort.

      “Lady Honora,” Hodges answered defiantly.

      “Well, she is here. I saw her last night.” Peter lifted a challenging brow to the young maid, who slapped the breakfast tray down before him.

      “You couldn’t have. I was here all night and didn’t see a thing. Now eat and stop this nonsense.”

      “You were sleeping,” Peter politely pointed out. But the coffee smelled too fragrant to resist, and his interest in this quite insane argument was waning. For all he knew, he was ensconced in a house full of Bedlamites. There was no need to starve while they argued.

      “You were delirious.” Cecily’s curt tones ended the argument.

      Peter couldn’t resist giving her a challenging look. “Am I so beneath the lady’s notice that she wouldn’t show curiosity in my appearance on her doorstep?”

      That sent her into a fluster and Hodges almost grinned. “Lady Honora knows everything that goes on,” he said when it became apparent that Cecily wouldn’t deign to give a reply. “You be sure to tell her how good we took care of you the next time you see her.’’

      Cecily threw him a black look and stalked out. Peter was sorry she had gone. Now that his head felt more its normal size and his throat worked again, he would have liked to spend more time talking with her. It had been a long time since he had enjoyed the company of a well-brought-up young woman, even if she were only a lady’s maid. The good Lord knew he had no reason to look askance at conversing with a lady’s maid.

      “They don’t feed her enough,” Peter said conversationally when the dour Hodges offered no more insights.

      “She’s been ill.” Hodges flung more coals on the fire and stirred the embers, “Another winter like the last and she’ll not likely survive.”

      That startled Peter. But before he could question, the servant lumbered for the door, and the forbidding lines of his face warned against interference.

      As he ate his breakfast, Peter heard the sound of children playing on the lawn, and his heart felt a little lighter. Perhaps this wasn’t so strange a household as he had thought. Sun poured in the large windows, illuminating the mellowed wax of the old rosewood furniture. Better able to appreciate his surroundings today, he admired the coziness of the old-fashioned wallpaper and the delicate Queen Anne styles. An embroidered tapestry of a rose garden hung on one wall, and it was almost as good as looking out on a bright spring day. If he had to near break his neck and chill himself to the bone to arrive here, it was worth it to be inside a home again.

      He looked up eagerly at the recognizable patter of Cecily’s feet in the hall. He hoped she wasn’t too angry at their earlier disagreement, if it could be called that. She was an intriguing little thing, and he would like to know her better.

      She seemed to have returned to her normal self when she joined him, if this unsmiling owl-like creature was her normal self. Peter gave her a smile and she seemed startled, but she returned a ghost of a smile as she removed his tray.

      “I heard the children on the lawn. How many people are in the household?” Peter inquired by way of making conversation.

      The tray slipped and nearly dumped the empty coffee cup to his lap before Cecily righted it. Nervously, she set the tray back on the stand and tried to wipe up small spills with the cloth from the wash bowl.

      “Children? You heard children?” Not waiting for him to answer, she hurriedly continued, “There used to be many. Brothers and sisters and cousins, all laughing and playing when they weren’t fighting and screaming. You know how children are. But everyone’s gone now. It seems quite odd to be the last.”

      Peter stared at her in growing horror. She was mad. She had to be. Was that the illness Hodges had spoken of? Such a lovely young woman, and quite out of her head. He had just heard the children on the lawn and wondered about them, but she spoke as if they were all dead or blown to the four corners of the earth. He watched as she stood at the window overlooking the lawn.

      “Where did they all go?” he asked cautiously.

      “To war,” she answered sadly. “One way or another, war and violence were responsible. Why must men always fight? What makes them think it is a grand and glorious deed they do when they march off to kill other men? Have they no notion of what they do to themselves and those they leave at home?”

      Thinking of his own escapades and the mother he had left behind, Peter shook his head. “No, they don’t. Men think that everything will stay as they had left it. It isn’t real until you’re in the midst of it and suddenly realize that you may never see home again.”

      Cecily swung around. In the morning light, his square, blunt face wasn’t exceedingly handsome, but his eyes were wide and honest and filled with a pain similar to her own. Hodges’ old nightshirt looked ridiculous on him, but he had a stature to overcome that flaw.

      She had seen his fancy frock coat and waistcoat and frilled shirt and knew he would pass as a gentleman of means on any street in London once he was dressed. Like this, though, she could see that he was a gentleman of character as well.

      “I don’t understand how men can be so blind. Surely they must know that bullets kill and swords maim. Do they think their deaths won’t matter to those of us at home?”

      Peter wasn’t at all certain what this conversation was about, but he could tell the topic was one that she had brooded about for a long time. There wasn’t anything he could say to relieve her mind, though.

      “They think they are protecting their way of life. I wasn’t in India or Afghanistan, but I understand the enemies’ armies weren’t exactly polite to those they
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