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  Chapter 1

Peg


Fleeing that bleak Christmas night through the winter storm, it was near the dawn of St. Stephen’s Day before I reached my destination. I passed no other souls on the road as everyone slept off their festivities. Forcing one foot ahead of the other through the deepening, deadening snow, my only compan- 
ion was the old children’s song that echoed relentlessly through my head.
On Stephen’s Day, on Stephens Day,
The wren and the robin came out to play...
I shivered, and it wasn’t just the biting wind cutting through my thin cover. That song sung by the innocents when they blacked their faces and murdered hapless wrens, dangling the tiny bodies on poles as they begged coins from their betters – I’d always hated the senseless cruelty of this tradition.
But here we were on Stephen’s Day and the bitter irony was not lost on me, for every day belonged to Stephen, Lord Ardery, and every day I was the wren, no life to call my own. I rued the day we’d met in the forest, the chance meeting that had changed my life forever as if the stain of his touch was indelibly inked on the pages of my life story. He’d awakened my lust and imprinted himself on my very soul, but had also shown me that only ruination lay down that road. Hence my flight into the unknown through this winter blizzard – I was run- ning for my very self.
The clouds were just lightening, a hesitant promise of daylight as I rounded the last hill and there, the haven of Waverly spread out before me. Nestled with- in a small valley, the snow lay perfectly untouched all around like a comforting down quilt. It was a solid house of stone, unpretentious and modest, lying in the midst of a working farm. A small stream of smoke drifted from the large central chimney carrying with it the homely odor of baking bread, evidence of a caring presence even on the one day of the year servants were allowed to rest from their duties. The smell went straight to my stomach, and I realized I was gut-foundered, having not eaten since noon the previous day and after tram- pling through miles of snowy roads.
I shook the snow from my shawl and stamped my feet to get the circulation going before beginning the final leg of my lonely journey.






  
  Chapter 2

Peg


I arrived at Waverley in one piece, surprising the housekeeper when I showed up at the kitchen door hours before my expected arrival. She asked no questions though, merely helped me dry off and served me with hot soup and the bread fresh from the oven. 
Her name was Mrs. Jacks, and she was right happy to welcome me into the fold.
‘We’re a small enough house,’ she told me as she watched my food quickly disappear. She spoke with the comforting rough country vowels of my child- hood, no grand airs or inflections needed in the General’s home. ‘We all pitch in with whatever needs doing. You look young but if you can cook, as they say ye can, ye’ll be easing my load to no end.’
I nodded as I bit into the last crust of the heavenly bread, my eye caught by old book lying on the shelf over the fireplace. It was sure to be a book of recipes; painstakingly hand written and added to over generations. Every kitchen had one. Cook had taught me everything I knew about cookery, and what I didn’t know was probably written right there in that dusty tome, enough to tide me over as I settled into my new role. I sent a silent prayer to the nuns, for the first time ever grateful for their harsh teachings in forcing me to learn my letters.
‘And sweets,’ I added, hastily swallowing. ‘Cook said I’ve an uncommon light hand with pastry.’
‘Well,’ Mrs. Jacks chuckled. ‘The General and his lady will be pleased to find this.’
Her eyes twinkled and she pushed herself from the table. ‘But today you rest, and let those clothes of yours dry out. Come, I’ll show you to your room.’
As she had said, they were a small household, not nearly grand enough to have an aristocracy of upstairs staff versus downstairs, so the politics which had haunted me at the castle were nonexistent.
And men? There were none here to tempt me, just the old gardener and the groom who was solidly married to Mrs. Jacks, and for that I was thankful. I’d seen where lust and sexual urgings led, and had no desire to rekindle the chaos they inevitably brought to my life. Perhaps in my bed at night I sometimes woke from dreams of Ardery and found myself sweating and almost satisfied, but in the light of day I was able almost to forget him. Here, I was simply Peg and hap- py I was to be her.
I’d expected the General to be a fierce military man, as befitted a soldier at the head of England’s armies, but my new employer was rotund and gentle, more interested in his vast library of books than warfare. The General and his soft-spoken wife were nominally the heads of this house, but they treated us more like family than employees, and thus they won the devotion of all us ser- vants.
They especially encouraged my experiments with sugar and flour. His work had caused them to live on the Continent for some years before retiring, and the General’s wife excitedly told me about the meringues and caramels to be had there. She dug out more recipes from her travel trunks in order that I could recreate her favorites in the heart of the English countryside, and advised me on how each confection should look, which ones should have sugar dusting, and the colors of the cream icing for the petit fours. I honed my pastry skills perfect- ing these concoctions for the household, and for this I will forever remember the General and his good lady with fondness.
For my stay was not a long one. I worked there for a full three months into the New Year, and was finally relaxing and allowing myself to think that the Master had forgotten about me and moved on to another unfortunate to tor- ture with his whims, when the bell rang from the General’s parlor one bleak spring day.
A moment later, the maid came clattering down in a breathless flurry. ‘It’s you they’re wanting, Peg,’ she told me, her eyes wide. ‘There’s Lord Ardery with the General, and he’s in a fury. He claims you stole from him before you left his employ!’
She watched me with trepidation as if torn between what she knew of me, against the word of the great Marquis, Lord Ardery.
My heart sank at her words, for I knew I was finished.
I, who had never stolen anything in my life. I could protest my innocence all I liked, but I knew how the upper class would stick together. The General could never take my word over the Master’s even if he believed me, for it just wasn’t done to call a Lordship a liar in his world. My beloved employers would be forced to throw me out, so I had better gird my loins for I would be homeless now, and there were few prospects open to a servant with no references, espe- cially one accused of theft.
Would he go so far as to have me taken before the magistrates? Yet he could have no proof of my thieving, for I had stolen nothing. With this thought, I straightened my shoulders proudly and brushed the flour off my dress.
As my legs slowly climbed the stairs up from the kitchen, my mind raced on ahead. Could I return to the hovel in the woods? Were Ma and Pa and their sons still there? I shuddered at the thought of that bleak shanty. No, even if I were welcome there, I could not do it, could not stoop that low. I had risen above that station and would never go back. I was no longer Peg, the bastard child of a dock whore – I had worked in a castle. I had valuable skills – my let- ters and my ability to create fine sweet concoctions, I would land on my feet. Somehow.
At the parlor door, my resolve faltered, yet I forced myself to knock. I heard the General’s kindly voice bid me enter.
It was a cozy enough room, a fire glowing in the grate, the curtains pulled against the drafts of the wet spring day outside. And it held two men, the elderly General and himself. Stephen, Lord Ardery.
I allowed myself only the merest glance at him, but in that second I hun- grily drank him in. Oh he was as handsome as ever, even if his unshaven face showed he’d been up all night drinking or travelling or both. Dishevelled as he was, his broad frame filled the room, his presence commanded all attention as he took center stage by the fireplace.
I stood before my employer with bowed head and hands clasped before me. ‘Now, Peg, what is this I hear?’ He was a kindly soul, and there was worry in his voice.
‘There you are, finally,’ the Master cut in. I could feel his glare burning into me. ‘The thief. My house took you in, gave you clothing, work and food when you had nothing, and this is how you repay me. Ungrateful wench.’
‘My Lord, I stole nothing,’ I said in a firm voice though I was quaking inside.
‘Nothing,’ he said, the sneer dripping from his words. ‘Nothing, is it? And whose cloth made that dress?’
I could hardly believe my ears, and looked down at the itchy gray wool, the bodice by now showing its wear. I would as soon burn the rag and the memo- ries it held for me, but it was my only covering, and my eyes jerked up to meet his. ‘This frock you mean, Sire?’
‘The dress provided by my household,’ he said with triumph in his voice. ‘As you had nothing when you arrived from the nunnery.’
Did he want me to remove the clothing right here, in front of the General? Were there no limits to the embarrassment he would cause me? I drew a deep breath, and commenced to untie the stays of my bodice.
‘Now, dear chap, I hardly think...’ The General’s protests were weak, and he looked from one to the other in horror. ‘Perhaps we can find another frock. Let me ring the maid.’
‘That won’t be necessary, thank you, General,’ his Lordship informed him in a clipped voice. ‘I will take the offender and the evidence direct to the Mag- istrate. Come!’ This last order was barked at me.
The jailhouse then. And if he would take the only dress I had, that stone building would be terrible cold in the middle of winter. ‘My Lord,’ I spoke up. ‘If I may first fetch my shawl?’
‘No,’ he replied shortly. ‘I haven’t time to wait on you. Come directly.’
He turned to the General, and barked out his regrets for his trouble, that such a one as me had lied her way into his house. And then we were outside in the biting wind to where his large travelling carriage awaited, loaded down with the trunks and cases used to transport his personal items to the city. He must have found me out just as he was leaving the estate, and the delay would have added to his foul mood.
To my surprise, I was ushered into the carriage and not expected to travel next to the coachman outside. I sat across from his Lordship, huddled into the corner as far away from him as I could, not daring to take warmth from his bra- zier in the center of the coach. As the coach drew away from this place I had called home for such a short while, I could see the whole household gathered at the door to watch us leave; the General and his wife, the Jacks, the maid and even the gardener. I lifted my hand in a half-hearted gesture of farewell, and watched as Mrs. Jacks brought her hankie to her eyes and turned to her hus- band for support. The kindness they had shown me touched my heart, but this was no time for tears. I had to turn my back on them, and be wary for my future.






  
  Chapter 3

Peg


The smell of whiskey came off him in waves, he must have had a heavy night and the state of his head would contribute to his foul mood but... was this really necessary, to grab me and thrust me before the Magistrate on a trumped up charge for the sake of a frock he had no use for? The man’s spite knew no bounds. 
‘I apologize for the trouble I’ve caused.’ I stiffened my spine to give me courage. ‘But I wasn’t aware you had need of this dress.’
‘Don’t speak unless spoken to,’ he said, not looking at me. ‘That is your first lesson, and you would do well to heed it.’
Lesson? What was this then? I lowered my eyes and shut my mouth. We travelled for an inordinate amount of time – surely we should have arrived at the town by now, for the evening was drawing in. I could feel the darkness still emanating from him, but he said nothing the whole while, so neither did I, re- signed to my coming fate. At one point he tossed a warm clean woollen blanket my way, and I gratefully used it to cover me against the drafts.
Finally the coach came to a stop and the door opened. His Lordship exited the carriage, then looked behind at me impatiently. ‘Well then,’ he said. ‘Will you stay there all night in the cold?’
I hurriedly jumped out and followed him inside a great coaching inn





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
A DARK REGENCY ROMANCE NOVELLA, BOOK 2 -

LILITH MACK






