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Prologue

Current Year






From Elaina Wattell’s vantage point, lying on
the grass in the park adjacent to her mother’s apartment building,
she gazed up at the cerulean skies of a warm August day. Fleecy
clouds dotted the brilliant blue above her. Things were as perfect
as could be. And why not? Everything that she’d been working for
these past two years was almost in her grasp.

Almost. She was so excited she could hardly
keep still on the picnic blanket. But she didn’t want to jinx
herself or her good fortune. She didn’t have to be nervous. Her new
hair salon was almost in the bag.

As if to dispute her thoughts, a crow,
magnificent with its uniform black feathers, disturbed the quiet
with a loud, droning caw. Several caws. It fluttered its wings, and
then lifted up from the overhead oak tree’s branches. She watched
it majestically fly out into the sun.

“Don’t you wish that you could soar like a
bird?” Leila Johnson, lying next to Elaina, swept her arm up and
out to encompass the dazzling hue of a tranquil blue sky. “Rise up
and fly over the rainbow to escape the madness? Soar up there and
be free?”

Elaina looked over at her friend and shook
her head. “No, I don’t. First of all, it’s a clear day; there is no
rainbow, right? And tell me, why would I want to escape when I’m on
the verge of getting exactly what I want? Exactly what I’ve been
working for?”

“Oh, you.” Leila lifted up onto an elbow and
swatted at Elaina’s shoulder. “Rub it in. It’s your birthday,
you’re moving into the loft above the new hair salon you’ve been
planning on launching for ages, and, not to forget, you’re going to
get a proposal from a Duke.”

Elaina rocketed up from her reclined
position. She had to set her friend straight. “It’s not that kind
of proposal, Leila. Jimmy and Nathan Duke, cousins you know, are
talking about financing my startup costs, helping me get the
permits I need. Things like that. There’s nothing romantic about
it. Besides, they’re rather ruthless; they certainly don’t mix
business with pleasure. But...”

She couldn’t help sighing.
“Yep, I am wishing on a Duke. For a Duke. Wishing one of the cousins...
or both... come through with their promise to get my salon business
up and operating.”

Going from a stylist in a stable of stylists
to a sole ownership was a big deal. A huge deal. But Leila knew
that; they’d known each forever. Ever since Elaina’s second
birthday, with Leila ringing in two years older.

Now, today, Elaina turned twenty-four. And
yep, things were going her way for sure. She’d secured an excellent
location for her business on the Lower East Side; her building
stood in the shadow of the stately Manhattan Bridge. Maybe not the
lowest crime area, but the rent was affordable, in addition to
having the loft upstairs. Nearby were the neighborhoods of
Chinatown, Little Italy, and, not too far away, Greenwich Village,
so there were plenty of trendy, upscale customers to frequent her
full-service salon.

All she had to do was get the word out. “Get
Pampered” was her new shop’s name. Or it would be the name once all
the licenses and permits were in place.

The only thing she didn’t like about it was
that she’d be living by herself, at least for a while. After
college, she’d moved from her mom’s apartment to a two-bedroom
walk-up with three roommates. Crowded, but fun. Now though, when
she moved again, it would be only her in the loft. Honestly, there
wasn’t enough room for anyone else.

She shivered. Being on her own would be... a
challenge, especially because she was still in therapy after...
after what had happened when she was just a toddler, but she’d
manage. She’d gotten her therapy sessions down to once every other
month. She’d conquer her fears; she’d be just fine.

Leila also sat up. She
brushed bits of grass and dirt from her gorgeous mane of
highlighted, or, to use a stylist’s word, balayage colored hair.
One of Elaina’s specialties was balayage treatments for long hair,
and Leila had been a guinea pig--a happy guinea pig, thankfully.
Her long tresses had been transformed from an ebony brown color
graduating to a pale champagne blonde down to the ends. With her
long gold hoop earrings, she looked très exotic.

Beautiful!

Elaina’s own hair remained virgin chestnut
brown, but maybe one of these days, she’d give herself a balayage,
too.

Leila tugged on Elaina’s arm. “Wait. It’s
quiet here in the park. I have a perfect idea for what we can do
before Tessa, your mom, tells us she’s ready for us to come up to
her apartment. We have two hours before the celebration begins,
right?”

Then, oddly enough, Leila spaced out, staring
at a few children having fun in the nearby playground. She seemed
to be lost in thought as she watched the group of kids with their
happy antics.

Elaina could understand the distraction.
Swings, monkey bars, slides, sandbox, running through the
sprinklers on this hot August day... these were wonderful reminders
of the joys of childhood.

Leila then came back to life. “Listen, I’ve
gotta say I think it’s really odd that Tessa wants to recreate the
party she gave you when you were two... except that it’ll be in her
apartment, instead of being on a campout. Actually, that’s a kinda
creepy idea.”

“Yep, it’s pretty strange, for sure. But
Mom’s insisting on doing it this way. She’s invited everyone who’d
been there at the campgrounds twenty-two years ago. You, neighbor
twins Johnny and Patty--they must be twenty-nine now, and also my
cousin, Carrie, who’s thirty-one.” Elaina shrugged. “Mom still
feels guilty about the... you know, the accident.”

“Yeah, I was only four so I don’t really
remember it, but my mom always talks about how you were found in a
ravine three days later.”

Awake but in deep
shock. Honestly, Elaina hadn’t opened her
mouth to speak for almost a year afterwards--at least that was what
her mom always said. But that was so very long ago. Elaina took a
deep breath to keep that trauma buried.

“Anyway, this is what I
had in mind, mi chica.”
Leila toyed with a crystal pendant around her
neck. “I’ve been studying self-hypnosis... on my own, y’know. You
remember I told you one of my long ago ancestors used to dabble in
the stuff. Anyway, I had an idea that I might be able to help
you... plus, you could be my
guinea pig. How about if I hypnotize
you?”

Hypnosis? Elaina felt as
if her stomach dropped. The very idea of that gave her a major case
of agita.

“It’s quiet here,
chica, and peaceful. No
one can really see us under this copse of trees or hear us speak.
I’ll just go into the script, and you try to relax and follow
along. Maybe, just maybe I can fix you.” Leila fluffed out her
flowing hair. “Wouldn’t that be a super birthday
present?”

“Well--”

“C’mon, you. Let me do it. It’s meant to be.
Just look at this.”

She reached around the trunk of the huge oak
tree and pulled out a leafy, green... and fragrant shrub. The aroma
in the air was like something from a French chef’s kitchen:
pleasant, pungent, earthy.

“It’s the herb thyme, Elaina! My grand-grams
all down the line used this herb a lot. It’s sort of like a family
tradition. Anyway, thyme is supposed to help with courage and raise
our vibrations to a higher level. It’s also supposed to protect
against psychic vampires.”

“Psychic vampires! Well, we don’t want any of
those, do we?” Elaina bowed to the inevitable; she knew her friend
wouldn’t give up so she got comfortable on the squishy grass under
the blanket. Heaving a deep breath, she then folded her hands
across her tummy.

Her blue jeans, frayed on the edges, and her
sleeveless, scooped-neck top allowed the summer breezes to travel
up her bare arms, to tickle her ankles and toes, and to twirl a
strand or two of her loose hair about her face.

“Okay. I’m ready. Do your worst. Or rather,
you’d better do your best, Leila!”

“Wait, wait. I found something else.” Leila
reached around the trunk of the tree in the other direction and
pulled something else out of the ground.

She handed over a green-stemmed white daisy.
“It’s a wishing daisy. Y’know, ‘He loves me, he loves me not.’ You
pluck the petals and make a wish. I’ll get myself in the zone, and
then we’ll begin.”

“Sure.” Elaina rolled her eyes but took the
daisy.

What would she wish for other than the Dukes’
supporting her business? Shrugging, she concentrated on the “He
loves me, he loves me not” portion of the daisy tradition.

As her friend gave instructions about being
comfortable and relaxed, about being peaceful and open to healing,
Elaina finished with the daisy petals. She ended up on the glorious
phrase: “He loves me.”

Good. At least that was out of the way.

Lying there on the blanket, she allowed
herself to drift on her friend’s soft and monotone voice.

Some kind of vibration sounds floated through
the air; Leila had selected this “music” from her phone. “This’ll
relax you, okay? It’s a mix of delta wave frequencies and it helps
with healing and deep-seated pain. It also accesses your
unconscious mind.”

“Cool,” Elaina murmured. Honestly, she
thought all this was a bunch of mumbo-jumbo.

But...

Hmmn. She did feel peaceful so she adjusted
her sunglasses resting on her nose and concentrated on
breathing.

The sounds of chirping birds, the thunder of
a passing Metro-North commuter train, and the laughter from
children in the playground all faded in the distance. Even the
aroma of thyme seemed to grow fainter.

“Close your eyes, Elaina, and take three
slow, deep breaths. Focus on what you want. What you need to heal
yourself. Focus on your wish.”

A strange thought invaded
Elaina’s wellbeing: wishing for a
Duke. Maybe that was what she’d use
the wishing daisy for. She couldn’t help
smiling. That was what she’d said to Leila just a few minutes
ago.

“Now I’m gonna count from ten to zero,
Elaina. And when I finish, you’ll be back in the past where you
need to be healed. I’ll ask you some questions, and you’ll answer
me. And then, when we’re done, I’ll count up to three, and you’ll
come out of the trance. Okay? Do you hear me?”

“Yes. Yes, I hear you.” Elaina continued to
take long breaths as she listened to her friend’s countdown from
ten to zero.

Once zero was reached, Leila must’ve leaned
in closer because Elaina felt warm breath dance across her face.
“Elaina, tell me. What do you see?”

Elaina felt her eyelids flutter. “I see...
children. Young children. Johnny and Carrie. Patty and you. I see
me. I have tears in my eyes. I see... I see...”

Nothing. The picture from the past
disappeared and she saw nothing. Felt nothing. Tasted nothing.
Heard nothing, not even the delta wave frequency. It was as if she
was in a void.

The only sense that was alive was the sense
of smell. She smelled the aroma of thyme.

And then, there was nothing again. She
completely passed out.






~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Chapter One

Where Was She?


Elaina woke up to an insistent tugging on the
lower edge of her sleeveless top.

“What the...?” She opened her eyes to see the
startling blue-eyed gaze of a young boy with a mop of curly nutmeg
brown hair staring at her.

“Good-O!” he crowed. “You’re awake! I shall
keep you! What an excellent stroke of good luck!”

He released her top and then stood over her
with his small fists placed against his tiny hips. “Ho!” he called
out into the forest surrounding them, obviously not afraid to raise
his voice.

Then he lifted his head up toward the
overhead azure blue sky and shouted, “Wait ‘til Edgars sees what I
found on the grounds!” He then looked down at her. “Edgars is the
head gardener. He’s always telling me there are no surprises in the
gardens, not since he’s tended Wolfeshire Park, but ha! I sure
found one! You!”

Elaina shook her head to try and clear it.
Where in the world was she? While Leila, with a monotone voice, had
read her script, Elaina must’ve fallen into some kind of trance,
some kind of sleep.

She wrinkled her nose. No, that couldn’t have
been right. After all they’d both been together in the city park
right by her mother’s apartment. She looked around. Leila... well,
she certainly wasn’t here now.

But, where in the world was here? The nearby
flanking trees weren’t of the familiar oak variety like the ones
she’d sat under to take shelter from the afternoon sun. These
trees, majestic and huge-trunked, were gnarled together, huddled
closely as if afraid to strike out on their own.

Were they beech trees? European beech trees?
No matter, whatever they were, their branches with verdant green
leaves reached over to touch their fellow trees as if protecting
themselves from being alone.

Elaina could relate to that whimsical
thought.

Truthfully though, her surroundings were
primitive, elemental, overwhelming... almost spooky. In no way,
shape, or form were these trees like those memorable oaks in her
neighborhood park.

And oh, by the way, where was Leila?

Elaina glanced up at the boy. Before she had
a chance to ask him a question, a frown turned down his rosebud
lips.

He looked at her with a quizzical expression
and hopped all around her as she sat. “Tell me, girl, why are you
here at the Park, dressed in your undergarments?”

Sitting up, Elaina wrapped her arms around
her bent knees and looked up at this active little boy. She was
decently dressed--jeans and a top; in all her years she’d never had
her summer clothes mistaken for underwear.

This boy... not only did he have a British
accent, but he was dressed so oddly, like an anachronism: with a
loose, long sleeved white shirt, and baggy knee-length breeches
with a flap in the front, not a zipper. His shirttails were
untucked from his pants to then freely flutter in the breeze.

Sticking out of his unruly hair were twigs
and leaves, almost as many as if he’d planted them in his mass of
curls himself. As if he were a hybrid between a Human boy and a
piece of shrubbery! He looked quite wild, untamed.

She doubted that he had decorated his hair
that way. His angelic face protested his innocence.

No. Not angelic. She wouldn’t be fooled by
his innocent looks. This lean boy, perhaps six or seven, was
probably a mischievous devil in disguise.

The devil spoke. “I asked you a question,
girl. It’s your duty to answer me.” He lifted his chin as if he was
used to adults obeying his childish commands.

She smiled. “You’re right. Sorry. But first I
think we should introduce ourselves. I’m Elaina Wattell.” She held
her hand up for a shake.

The boy stared at her hand for a moment, and
then shook it forcefully. “I’m... Robert Burnley.” He then grinned.
“Yes, you may call me Robert.”

How regal! She grinned back at him. “How
about if I call you Robbie?”

His eyebrows met at the bridge of his
well-formed nose. “Robbie? No one’s ever...” He darted his
bright-eyed gaze to the left, then right, and then nodded. “Yes.
Good. You may call me Robbie.”

What a pip! “So, Robbie, where is this place?
I was with my friend and then all of a sudden, boom, I woke up
here.”

She had no clue about what had happened.
After all, it wasn’t typical to fall asleep in the company of a
best friend and then wake up in an entirely different place. Even
the air smelled different, better: fresher, purer, full of natural
scents.

Wait. What time was it? What about her
birthday party? Was she late? Had her mother called to remind her
and Leila?

Without thinking, Elaina glanced around at
where she sat. No blanket and no cute, colorful handbag in sight,
and that meant... her smart phone, wallet, apartment keys were...
She swallowed a ragged breath... were stolen.

Oh no. Oh good gosh.

Fear plummeted down into her lowest levels.
What had happened? Did she somehow walk or stumble into the
forested area of the park? Or had she been abducted? Hit on the
head and pirated away?

Was it a long ways back to her mother’s
apartment?

Never mind that.
Where was Leila?

Robbie touched Elaina’s bare upper arm. “Your
garments, girl. Why are you not wearing a proper morning gown? Were
your clothes stolen? And your feet! Why, your toes are showing.
I’ve never seen footwear like that.” He shook his head, scattering
his tree-infested hair. “And your spectacles, I’ve never seen black
lenses. Are you blind?”

“Don’t call me ‘girl’. My name’s Elaina.”
Sure, she was a little curt with him, but honestly, didn’t she have
a reason to be?

Oh what a monumental headache.

Standing, she smoothed down the material on
her shirt, brushed back her loose hair, and then set her sunglasses
on top of her head. “These are sunglasses, okay? I’m not blind. And
where I’m from, jeans and a top are what’s usually worn in hot
weather.”

She wiggled her toes. “These are sandals. I
mean, it’s summer, isn’t it?”

“Summer, yes. August. I shall call you Elle.”
He then shrugged his puny shoulders. “This is my home. Wolfeshire
Park. The Duke lives here. It’s one of his many estates.”

Duke? Which one, Jimmy or Nathan? Did they
somehow bundle her up in a car and then leave her out in the
wilderness? But why would they want to do that?

This whole thing was so very odd... and
scary... and well, honestly, it was a mystery, and that certainly
wasn’t what she wanted for her birthday.

But at least she wasn’t alone.

Robbie grabbed at his midsection. “Oh, I’m as
hungry as a hunter! Let’s go back to the Main Hall. Perhaps it’s
time for supper. I hope so. I’m done with running away... for right
now, anyway.”

Her stomach growled as if answering him.

He held out his hand and wiggled his fingers.
“Come... Elle. You’re with me. I’ll make sure you get fed.”

“Thanks.” She wrinkled her nose. What a
strange little boy. Rather full of himself, wasn’t he?

Taking his small hand, Elaina increased her
pace to keep up with him. He pulled her along as if she were a
recalcitrant dog on a leash. Wherever they were headed, she was
sure she’d get some answers to her immensely important questions.
And then, one way or another, she’d hitch a ride back to her
mother’s apartment.

* * * *

If Elaina thought she’d get her questions
answered, she was sadly, sadly mistaken. In addition to whatever
questions she had before, she now had a gazillion more. Oh yeah,
her mind was reeling.

Robbie had led her to a back entrance of a
huge house. A mansion, really. Or a mansion’s mansion. Honestly,
she’d never seen anything as big or as grand.

After opening the solid wooden door, he
pulled her through into a lobby or entryway of some sort. The
inside wasn’t as impressive as the outside. Once the door had
closed, the quiet of nature’s physical rhythm was at an end, now
replaced with a jumble of household noises.

Someone, an older woman with frizzy grey
curls, a frumpy hat, and a roomy gown jumped up from a chair set
against the unadorned plaster walls. “Master Robert! Where ‘ave ye
been? I’ve been lookin’ everywhere for ye!”

The woman’s shaky voice could scarcely be
heard above the hubbub around them. As if there was a Christmas
sale going on, men and women dressed in old-fashioned clothes
rushed past them, to and fro, and back again. The women wore long
dresses in the sprightly colors of black and grey, along with white
aprons, and the men had dingy stockings and baggy breeches with
very long vests. These folks scurried about the corridor, obviously
busy, but not too busy to stare at Elaina, or rather, they stared
at what she was wearing.

Honestly, she felt almost naked, even though
she was completely covered except for her arms. What was wrong with
these people? Oddly enough, none of them paid any attention to the
little boy by her side.

“Master Robert!” The grey-haired woman
squeezed the boy to her matronly breasts in an obviously unwanted
hug. “Ye be the death o’me. Yer ol’nanny has been in queer stirrups
since ye been a-hidin’ from me.”

Robbie wiggled his way out of the woman’s
grasp. “Don’t be silly, Price. I told you, it’s tedious in the
house with no one to amuse me. So outside, I played hide and go
seek... by myself, and look what I found?”

He held up Elaina’s hand as if she was a
trophy.

Elaina pulled her arm away. “Listen, um,
ma’am, I’m a bit confused. I woke up--”

“Ack! Oh, my eyes!” The woman’s watery eyes
widened and she squawked, “Wot ever will we do? This... This doxy
be soilin’ Wolfeshire Park.”

Doxy? Elaina straightened her back. “Hey now.
Wait just one minute--”

“Madam,” a deep, sonorous male voice carried
down the corridor.

Elaina turned toward the voice. Walking
towards them was a rather grand personage wearing dark trousers, a
dark tailcoat, a shiny satin vest, white gloves, and a fancy bunch
of cloth around his neck. His salt and pepper hair slicked back,
his grizzled sideburns long and fuzzy, he had a look of distaste on
his ruddy face.

The man stopped in front of Elaina, gazed
down his large nose at her, and then snapped his fingers.

Someone suddenly appeared by the man’s side.
A younger man in similar clothing who might’ve been the same age as
Elaina, handed the first man a woolen blanket. The older man then
draped it around her shoulders.

“Now, Madam, follow me. I will have a word
with you in the pantry.”

Yikes. She felt like she was going to get
scolded. But this man probably had the answers she was looking for.
Holding the blanket close against her chest, she turned to go along
with him.

Robbie pulled on one of the man’s black
tails. “Mr. Doyle, wait. This is Elle. She’s mine. I found her.
She’s a good egg, and hungry, too. As am I. Mrs. Parsons is making
something special for me, I can just smell it. I want to share my
supper with Elle.”

The man, Mr. Doyle, sniffed. “Young sir, you
shall go forthwith to your bedchamber. Directly. No stops. A bath
is being prepared for you. After you are clean, and only after
that, you may enjoy the supper Cook has prepared for you...
alone.”

Robbie stomped his foot. “No! You’re only the
butler. I don’t have to listen to you. My father--”

“Your father has left me the honor of dealing
with you when you... shall we say, misbehave?” Mr. Doyle leveled a
stern gaze. “Now, Master Robert, accompany your nanny up to your
bedchamber.”

The boy made such a comical pouting face,
complete with protruding lips and rolling eyes. Elaina wanted to
laugh, only Robbie really did need a firm hand. Laughing would be
rewarding his bad behavior... or rather, misbehavior, to use Mr.
Doyle’s words.

She gave a wave of goodbye to Robbie and then
headed out of the entryway with Mr. Doyle for parts unknown. She
actually had learned something during the battle of words between
Robbie and Mr. Doyle. This humungous residence employed a nanny, a
cook, a head gardener, and a butler, among plenty of other staff
members.

* * * *

The butler led the way down a long corridor
and past many open doors. One doorway revealed a frenetic kitchen.
It also emitted scrumptious aromas.

In response, Elaina’s tummy growled.

Mr. Doyle then turned right into a suite of
rooms, the first of which was a beautifully organized area filled
with wine racks, crystal goblets, fine china, and a wall safe. This
must’ve been the pantry. Truthfully, it was a very impressive room.
With all the wood cabinets and paneling on the walls, it also
absorbed whatever sounds were made by the commotion outside.

Like Robbie’s howling. As he made his way to
his room, his wail of displeasure followed him. Honestly, the
child’s crying was almost eardrum-splitting in intensity.

Mr. Doyle sat behind a polished wooden desk
and indicated for her to stand in front of him. Evidently, he
wasn’t going to offer her a chair.

She shrugged. Ah well. Pulling the blanket
tighter around her, she broke the silence. “Listen, Mr. Doyle,
there’s been a misunderstanding--”

“Madam.” His small eyes narrowed as he looked
at her. “State what your business is at Wolfeshire Park.”

She nibbled on her lower lip. “That’s just
it. I don’t have business here. I was someplace else, resting on
the grass in a city park. I-I fell asleep, and then when I woke up,
I was here, in these woods. Robbie found me.”

“Master Robert,” the man corrected.

She skewed her lips. “Sure. So, where is this
place? How far am I from the city?”

The man cleared his throat. “The city lies to
the north of Wolfeshire Park, as the crow flies. Fifty miles.”

“What?” Fifty miles north was New York
City?

She took a deep breath and visualized a map
of the tri-state area. Did this mean she was in New Jersey? Maybe
around the oceanside resort of Asbury Park? But how could that be?
How in the world...

The sting of tears burned her eyes so she
rapidly blinked them. How did this happen to her?

“Madam.” Mr. Doyle stood and then moved a
small bench over for her to sit on. “You have had a shock. May I
pour you a glass of sherry?”

“No, no, but thank you.” She sat, slumped her
shoulders, and massaged her forehead.

What was she going to do? The only thing she
could think of was to use the phone here and call her mother, or
Leila, and have them or someone come pick her up.

Yep, this was an emergency times ten.

She heaved a heavy breath. But still, it
wasn’t so bad. She could get her identification replaced. Cancel
her smart phone and credit cards. Replace her keys. Things like
that. It wouldn’t be such a big deal.

“Madam,” the butler said again as he returned
to his seat behind the desk. “What is your profession?”

Honestly, what did that have to do with
anything? “I’m a hairstylist. You know, snip, snip.” She imitated
scissors with her fingers. “Soon, very soon, I’m opening my own
full-service salon.”

Fingers crossed. This “little” detour was
bound to set her back, but for just how long, it was hard to
tell.

Mr. Doyle solemnly nodded. “I see. A
coiffeur, or rather a coiffeuse. Are you French?”

That was a non-sequitur! “No, American.
Why?”

He sat back in his chair
and linked his stubby fingers together, resting his hands over his
chest. “For some inexplicable reason, the Bon Ton favor the French
style over the English. If you do intend to open shop, I advise you
to be addressed as a mademoiselle.
Mademoiselle Elle, is
that correct?”

“Oh, I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Elaina
Wattell.” She extended her arm across the desk to shake his
hand.

He looked surprised but
completed the handshake. “Mademoiselle Elaina, yes?” In a low
voice he muttered something about the title adding
respectability.

With that out of the way, she got to more
important matters. “So, Mr. Doyle, I’m like a fish out of water
here. Obviously. May I borrow your phone to call my mother? I need
to return home.”

His heavy eyebrows lifted. “A phone, you say?
What is a phone?”

“A smart phone? Cell phone? Telephone? You
know, to make calls?” She almost snorted. This was peculiar beyond
belief. Who hadn’t heard of a phone?

Standing, he slapped his
hands on the desk. “Mademoiselle
Elaina, we do not have this ‘phone’ here at
Wolfeshire Park. Come. The first order of business is to find you
garments suitable for a fashionable coiffeuse. I shall turn you
over to Mrs. Riddles’ capable hands. She is the housekeeper; she
will handle everything. After you are appropriately dressed, you
shall have supper.”

While Elaina
was hungry, and her
tummy certainly reminded her of that fact, she was absolutely
floored by what the butler had said. It boggled the mind. No phone?
No phone in the entire house? How in the world...?

She also stood and adjusted her blanket.
“Where... I mean what country are we in, Mr. Doyle?”

“The King’s
country, Mademoiselle Elaina. England, of course. George IV is awaiting his
coronation. But first the King is trying to get his unfortunate
marriage dissolved.”

Elaina opened her mouth but she couldn’t
speak. It felt as if all her circuits had gone on overload and had
now been fried. George IV, also known as Prinny the Regent, had
taken over the reins for the English monarchy for the very ill and
failing George III from 1811 to 1820.

Mr. Doyle
couldn’t have been
talking about George IV. After all, how could that be? But then
again, George IV was who Mr. Doyle had mentioned.

As the man gently guided her out of the
pantry and into the corridor, she could only blink. She’d had
enough unpleasant surprises for the day. She needed to eat and then
rest. Maybe if she slept, she’d awaken from this madness and
everything would be normal again.

The butler stopped to talk with a stout,
matronly woman who wore a somber black gown. Dangling from her
waist was a grouping of chains holding an assortment of keys, a
pair of scissors, a watch, household seals--metallic things that
jingled when the woman walked.

Mr. Doyle and Mrs. Riddles
chatted about proper clothing and nourishing food. Then he told the
housekeeper that when Mademoiselle
Elaina was ready, to send her to the nursery or
Master Robert’s bedchamber.
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