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“Hand in hand, with fairy grace,

Will we sing, and bless this place.”

William Shakespeare, Midsummer Night’s Dream
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PROLOGUE
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Whitehaven, England

1817

Gregory Clarke, former Commander in the British Royal Navy, stared at the apparition before him.  Lynbrooke Manor.  It was a puzzle of a place, a mix of three periods of architecture, the original structure from the medieval period, one wing built in the Tudor style and the other wing more recently, most likely in the early Georgian period. It had been neglected and parts were covered in overgrown things that curled and clamped onto the stonework.  He suspected that some had made it through the crumbling parts into the building itself.  He shuddered.  And, lucky him, it was now his inheritance.

He immediately thought of turning around and heading back to London.

Or to the continent now that the war was over.

Better yet, he could re-enlist and sail far, far away.

Or, God help him, he could meet his destiny.  It wasn’t as if he’d hoped for this, prayed his cousin would die an early death.  But the bugger had died, along with his wife, in a boating accident just off the coast, leaving him next in line to inherit the viscountcy.  Home sweet home.  Heaving a deep sigh, he shifted his cloak closer as the damp winter winds whipped up now that the sun had sank into the sea off to the west.  Wiping his face, he turned back to the waiting coach and signaled for his luggage.  Behind him he heard the heavy oak door creak open.  He turned as an older rumpled man stepped outside, frowning down at him from the top step.

“Who ye be?” he growled, as he scratched the grey scruff under his chin.  

Always take the upper hand in these situations.  It was what had gotten him through the war years, and now he could use all the bluster he could scrape up to move forward in this chaos called his life.  It also helped that he was a tad taller than six feet and broad of shoulder.  Clarke tipped his head.  “And you are?”  

The old man squinted hard but didn’t flinch.

“Do you have spectacles?  It might help you see,” Clarke commented.

“Bah. I got me hundreds.  Just can’t find ‘em when I need ‘em.”  

“Well then, let me enlighten you.  I am Paul’s cousin and now the Viscount Lynbrooke.  Didn’t the solicitors notify anyone here?”  He stamped his feet and drew the cloak tighter.  If the man didn’t move soon, he would plow right through him in search of a fire and some brandy. A noise coming from the hall behind the man rumbled as several bodies pushed past the doors and lined up along the steps.  A round, plump woman, thankfully wearing spectacles, moved to the man’s side.  

“Benson, are you arguing with the Viscount?”

“Nah.  Just making sure he’s no imposter.  Seems to be the real lord.”  He turned back to Clarke and gave a slight bow.  “Welcome to Lynbrooke, my lord.  I’m Benson, the butler.” 

The woman leaned forward. “And I am Mrs. Hobart, the housekeeper.  Please, my lord, come inside.  ‘Tis cold and damp out here.”  She dipped a curtsey and swept aside as Clarke approached the stairs.  As he passed the others, he nodded and listened to their names and positions.  He glanced back at Benson.  “I could use a fire and a brandy would be most welcome, as well.”

Benson nodded and moved ahead as Mrs. Hobart led the way into the center hall.  He stopped and stared up into the shadows of the timbered ceiling, finding tattered flags fluttering in the cold drafts, ancient armor rattling .  He jumped when the heavy doors slammed shut and wondered for a moment or two if the place was haunted by warriors from centuries ago.  He shuddered.  It would be just his luck to be surrounded by ghosts holding grudges and possibly wielding lethal weapons.

Re-enlistment in the navy was looking better and better . . . 
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CHAPTER ONE
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Winsted House,London

Lily Maitland and her sister Marianne stood at the window overlooking the street and the tiny park in the middle of the square.  Both were barren as the third day of rain and fog wrapped the city in bleakness.  Unlike other springs in the past, this one left many feeling as if winter never wanted to release its miserable grip.

Marianne sighed and glanced at her sister.  “I suppose we’re never going to hear from either of them, are we?”  She frowned as her eyes drifted back to the grey skies and barren trees in the park.  “We are such dunces to hope . . .”

“Now stop that.  It is what it is and, as always, we will make the best of things.  The weather will shift soon, I’m sure.”  Lily didn’t dare look out the window again or else her resolve would slither away just like the drizzle that left trails of grime on the windows.  She shifted her attention back to her sister.  “You’ve been working too hard.  Let me see your hands.”  She took hold of one before her sister had time to hide it behind her back or in her pocket.  Peering down, she saw the bruised fingertips, felt the callused skin on others.  Marianne had a small yet steady following of customers who sought out her needlepoint and other handiwork.  “Oh, you’re working yourself to the bone, you dolt.  Here, let’s sit near the fire and stop looking at the dreariness out there.  I’ll ring for some tea and maybe we’ll have some sweets, as well.”  

As she gave a quick tug on the bell pull, her own fingers felt for the letter she’d received the other day.  It was time to tell Marianne her plan.  If only Aunt Bea, their deceased mother’s sister, was here to give her support in this.  But, either way, they needed the extra funds, so now was the time to break her news.  Turning back to the room, she heard the front door slam and sighed in relief.  Aunt Bea was home!  The door to the sitting room burst open.  Yes, Aunt Bea was a noisy woman who slammed things, dropped things and lived life to the fullest.  And she loved her nieces to no end.  Lily smiled to herself.  Reinforcement had arrived.

*   *   *
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“GREETINGS, LADIES!  How are we holding up in this big puddle we call London?”  Bea pulled off her soggy bonnet and tossed it on a chair in the corner as she made her way toward the fire, holding out her hands.  Glancing over her shoulder, she caught the expressions on her nieces’ faces and frowned.  It had only been since last fall that Lily and Marianne had moved into Winsted House.  Her brother-in-law, Lord Winsted, having decided to cut costs of maintaining two residences in London, had sold off the little house that her nieces had lived in.  Now they resided with her in Winsted House, which was fine by her.  She was not one who relished solitude, and often the place was empty except for her and the servants.  Lord Winsted and his second wife travelled frequently – hence the need for funds – and now her niece Anne was married and with child.  So moving Lily and Marianne into Winsted House helped to replace the emptiness with their youthful enthusiasm.  Bea moved over to her favorite chair, settled her skirts and waited.  Glancing over at the drinks cabinet, she spotted the brandy decanter.  Ah, now life was getting better by the moment.  But despite her patience, she heard nothing except silence and sighs.  Humph!  This would never do.

Bea ambled over to the cabinet and filled three crystal tumblers.  She distributed the liquid courage to the girls, took hold of hers and returned to the comfy wing chair.  “Now, shall we toast the spring?”  She held out her glass, watching the girls closely as they raised their drinks and the crystal glasses tinkled together.  “You see, spring is here, and we’ve just made a little welcome music,” she teased as she leaned back and sipped slowly.  “Well, come along. Don’t make me wait.  What is it?”

Marianne leaned forward.  “Lily is annoyed with me.”

Lily puckered her lips and rolled her eyes in frustration.  “I am not. I simply remarked on the state of your fingers, that is all.  Honestly, Aunt Bea, she works herself to the bone, but no more.  No more!”

Both women turned to stare at Lily, whose face was now bright red, she was certain.  This was not how she’d planned to share her news.  Yes, she was an excitable person, frequently going off on tangents and acts of silliness.  But not this time.  No, this time she’d planned and plotted.  And, more importantly, she had followed through on The Plan.  Now the end result was resting in her pocket.  Steady on, she told herself.  Take courage. “You see, I have an appointment.”  Her mouth was drying up and she looked down to see her glass shaking a wee bit.

Marianne frowned at her.  “What do you mean – an appointment?”

Lily sighed. “An appointment where one attends a meeting at a certain time, that’s what.  Where is your brain?”

Aunt Bea held up a hand.  “Now, now, let’s not get into a brangle.  Please go on, Lily.  Enlighten us.”  Good Lord, at this rate they’d empty the decanter and there were still hours before dinner.  “Wait, let me ring for some sustenance.”  She scurried to the bell pull and yanked hard, hoping she hadn’t ripped the poor thing from its position.  She was surprised that the thing didn’t just throw itself on the floor when it sensed her touch.  When the maid entered, she gave her request and returned to her seat.  “All right, continue, my dear.”

Lily had been pacing as she waited for the interruptions to subside.  Stay calm.  This was business.  She opened her lips, but nothing came out.  Good Lord, what was wrong with her?

A moment later there was a tap on the door and in stepped Jonathan Drew, a quite handsome young man whom they’d known for years.  He swept off his beaver hat and gave a deep, exaggerated bow.  “And how are my favorite ladies on this dreary day?”  When he looked up, he grimaced.  “Oh dear me, I’ve interrupted a serious situation, haven’t I?”  

Aunt Bea shook her head, smiling.  “Jonathan, you are such a clown.  Come, give your godmother a kiss hello, you scoundrel.”

Which he immediately did, after which he stole a sip from her brandy before heading over to Lily and Marianne to offer more kisses.  Although he tried the same tactic, Lily caught up her brandy and gave him a slight shove, laughing.  “Away from my drink, sir.”  

He eyed Marianne’s glass, but she scarfed it up and finished it off.  “Well, is that how you feel about me?  No kisses, no treats.  Perhaps I should take myself back out into the miserable, dreary . . .”  He stopped when Bea handed him his own goblet and told him to sit.  Leaning back, Jonathan made himself comfortable and scanned their faces. “I’m sitting.  See?  Now tell me what is going on here, all gloomy faces and such?”

Lily sighed.  “I was just about to tell my sister and aunt about my appointment before you burst in here.  Uninvited, I might add.”

He waved a hand.  “Yes, you might, but you won’t.  Pray, do not let me stop you, my dear friend.  Tell on.”  

Rolling her eyes, she clasped her hands and began.  No sooner had she got out two words, than Jonathan jumped in.  “Lily is going to be a famous artist, thanks to my connections!”  He jumped up and refilled everyone’s glasses.  “Isn’t that marvelous?”  He bowed, clapping his hand over his heart.  “No need to thank me.  Really, no need.”

Bea and her sister sat staring first at Jonathan, than at Lily.  She truly loved this family friend that they’d known since they were little girls.  He was always teasing and taunting them, but they knew he cared deeply for them as he had no siblings.  He travelled quite a bit and was a published author with a prestigious publishing company.  Some saw him as a bit of a fop, but she knew better.  “Well, it’s true.  My appointment is with Gilbert and Griswold two days from today.  I’m to show them my sketches as Jonathan had asked me to do.”  She turned and finally smiled at their friend. “And thank you.  You are the one who nudged me forward at a time I truly needed a change in my life.”  She blew him a kiss and laughed when he made a gesture to grab her kiss from the air above him and slip it in his pocket.

Marianne frowned.  “What kind of book will it be?  If it’s one of those Minerva novels, I don’t think you’d want to get involved with those . . . you know, those types of books.”

Jonathan leaned forward, one eyebrow raised.  “No, I don’t know, Miss Prim and Proper.  And more the question – how do you know about those salacious novels?” 

Bea interrupted.  “Tell me it’s not one of those chap books advising young women how to comport themselves and such.  God, I hate those preachy things.”

“God forbid,” Jonathan muttered.  “But no that’s not what I’ve written about.  On one of my trips to the Continent, I enjoyed reading the tales and folklore by the Brothers Grimm that is for children.  I immediately thought of Lily because her sketches tend to be quite light and whimsical, which is a perfect match for my upcoming children’s book on English fairytales.”

Lily started to chuckle, her excitement rising.  Slowly she reached into her pocket and pulled out the piece of vellum, holding it up.  There.  She had done it.  Now they knew.  

A tap at the door distracted them for a moment as the maid entered with a large silver tray filled with delicate cakes and such, as well as a plump pot of tea.  Nothing transpired until the maid scurried out of the room, closing the door behind her.  The three women sat for another moment or two and then pandemonium took over as Bea and Marianne pummeled Lily with questions.  She did her best to answer, to explain while she nibbled.  She was relieved to have finally shared her news.

And yet now the need to succeed was stronger than ever.

This was a promising enterprise that would help the two of them build up a secure future.  At their age and with the size of their tiny dowries, it was doubtful either of them would receive an offer of betrothal.  This spring would be their fourth—or was it their fifth—Season.  At that thought, she felt her heart pinch.  At one time not too long ago, they’d both thought they would be receiving visits from two gentlemen they’d met in the previous London season, both close friends of their cousin Anne’s new husband, but that had not transpired. Enough!  She had the future to look forward to, and she would not wallow in self-pity.  There simply was too much to do in these next few days.  With the letter tucked back in her pocket, she excused herself and retired to her room to begin gathering her best work.  She still had to get through the appointment and obtain a contract.  That is what Jonathan had schooled her in: business first, celebration later.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Hold still!  Goodness, you are in a flutter,” Marianne muttered despite the mouthful of pins protruding from between her lips.  She stepped back and frowned, hands on hips.  “This is the best I can do.”

Lily turned and examined her reflection in the cheval glass, admiring the alterations her sister had concocted to make an old day gown appear crisp and fresh. “It’s perfect.  Now hand me that bonnet and I shall head out for my appointment.  I don’t want to be late.”  

“Oh no, not that thing,” Marianne muttered as she held up a floppy-brimmed bonnet that had seen better days, the brim filled with faded silk flowers that looked as if they’d wilted years earlier.  Marianne turned to her aunt.  “Aunt Bea, don’t you have something Lily can wear today?”  

Aunt Bea nodded, her mouth full of dainties, bits of crumbs stuck to her lower lip.  She quickly wiped her mouth with a napkin and coughed.  “Yes . . . um, yes, I have just the thing.  Let me ring for the maid.”  When the maid appeared, Aunt Bea said something quickly to the woman and waved her off, then turned to examine her niece.  “Oh, Lily, you look so serious, so confident.  That gown does wonders for you, my dear.  My bonnet should be the finishing touch.”  

Lily frowned.  She and Marianne were quite familiar with their aunt’s chapeau preferences – large feathers, tons of silk ribbons that fluttered so furiously that walking became a hazardous feat. “Perhaps I’ll simply remove these flowers and leave the bonnet plain.  After all, this is a business meeting, not a spring outing.” 

Marianne started gathering her pins and needles, placing them carefully in her sewing basket.  When she heard the maid return, she looked up and breathed a sigh of relief.  The bonnet was quite simple with nary a decoration except for a slender velvet ribbon in a deep blue that matched her sister’s eyes.  She nodded at Lily.  “Perfect.”

Lily sighed in relief, wondering where this little beauty rested in her aunt’s wardrobe.  Probably tucked deep into the depths of the top shelf.  “Is this the first time the poor thing has seen the light of day?”  She loved teasing her aunt; she loved teasing period.  Life was short, so why not laugh and tease once in awhile?  She settled the bonnet on her head and her sister adjusted the angle, then stepped back.

“You’re ready, dearest.  Now go forth and conquer,” she whispered to Lily.  

As she headed for the hallway, she kissed her sister and Aunt Bea, then tripped merrily along until she stepped out onto the pavement.  It was then that the wave of nerves rose up, threatening to drown her.  She held still and breathed deeply, then turned and looked up at the window of the sitting room.  Marianne and Bea waved at her, then held their hands in mock prayer.  She waved back, then stepped into the family’s carriage that would carry her to her future.  A future she hadn’t planned on.

As the carriage rumbled toward Paternoster Row, she pushed those thoughts away for the time being and pressed her leather portfolio close to her chest.  Now she would focus on the years ahead and that meant money.  It was becoming more evident that women were pushing the barriers in several areas of the arts, whether it be poetry or art, and she intended to follow their example. Reaching into the pocket of her Spencer jacket, she felt the envelope that held the appointment information.  As the carriage pulled up in front of the building, a quick memory of a tall, handsome man smiling down at her as he’d led her into a waltz made her pause for a second.  No, not now, please.  He no longer exists in your future, she told herself.  What’s done is done.

*   *   *
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LILY SAT IN A STIFF chair facing the cluttered desk of Mister Gilbert.  As she waited for the gentleman to commence, she clutched the portfolio tighter, then released it, not wanting to crush the sketches.  No, that would never do.  She tapped her foot, adjusted herself on the thin cushion and sighed.

“Nervous, Miss Maitland?”  

She jolted at hearing her name and looked up at the man on the other side of the desk.  “Me?  Oh no!  I’m fine, sir.”  She stopped as her voice grew shrill, even to her ears.  Closing her eyes, she paused and opened them, smiling.  “Yes, I suppose I am.  I’ve never been interviewed before, you see.”

He nodded, adjusted his spectacles and pulled out a sheaf of papers, rifled through them and paused at one piece in particular.  He held it out for her to see.  “When you sent this along to us, we were quite astounded.  Tell me, how did you create these little creatures?  They are delightful.”

Lily leaned forward, putting the portfolio on the floor by her chair.  “Well, you see, I was playing with my young nephews at picnic last summer.  As they cavorted through the meadow, surrounded by wildflowers and birds and such, I simply started sketching them, as well as the flora and fauna.”  She pointed to the sketch he held in his hand.  “And that is what evolved using the watercolors later.”

He smiled and laid the paper aside.  “Well, my partner and I are pleased to offer you an assignment, if you decide to take it.  Mister Drew wants you to provide a dozen or so sketches to accompany his writings.”  He paused and studied her for a moment.  “There is a deadline for publication and, of course, Drew and myself would have final say in whether we can use your artwork.”

Lily took a breath, nodding.  “Naturally, sir.  I understand.”  

“Good.” He named a sum and mentioned a bonus if sales were healthy at year’s end.

Lily leaped up, then promptly sat down.  “Truly?”

Mr. Gilbert chuckled.  “Yes, truly.  However, remember we also have the right to reject them if we feel they’re not up to par.  If that occurs, which I seriously doubt, we will give you a small sum for your trouble.”

Quickly running through her inventory of art paper, sketchbooks and paints, she straightened her shoulders and smiled back.  “May I ask if Gilbert & Griswold will provide me with a stipend for supplies – papers, paints, brushes?”  She held her breath as she knew her supplies were running low.  If necessary, she could borrow funds from Aunt Bea or Cousin Anne, but she preferred not to.  If this was to be her profession, then she must learn to barter and make demands.

Mr. Gilbert leaned back in his chair, fingertips pressed together as he thought.  If she kept holding her breath, she’d soon pass out.  Trying to relax and give the appearance of serenity, she leaned back in her chair, smiling back at him.  She started counting, but before she hit ten, he leaned forward and pointed at her.  Good Lord, he looked peeved.  She gulped.

“You’re not afraid to make sensible demands for your needs.  And those needs will give us a beautiful book for the children of our country.  Yes, by all means, we will provide you with fresh supplies.  Make us an itemized list, including costs, and send it over to us by week’s end.  Can you do that?”

“Yes, sir, I can.”  She clasped her hands for fear he’d see her shaking.  “May I ask where this assignment is located?”

Mr. Gilbert stopped, looked at another paper and frowned.  “I’m afraid it’s quite far from London, perhaps some three hundred miles northwest of here, quite close to the Lake District. It’s Lynbrooke Manor, which is situated in a small village not far from Whitehaven.  Lord Lynbrooke has agreed to the artist’s visit and you’re welcome to stay there for the duration of one week.  Mr. Drew claims the area is rampant with old folklore about fairies and such.  I’m sure he can tell you more about that.”  He looked up at Lily.  “Will you be able to travel to Lynbrooke?  Perhaps Drew could accompany you?  We, of course, will pay for your travel expenses and reserve rooms at reputable inns along the way.  I suggest you ask Jonathan as he has traveled around that area extensively.”

“My family has an estate on Lake Windermere, so my journey will begin from that point.  I do believe Whitehaven is not too distant, but I will rely on my uncle, Lord Winsted, to advise me how best to make this journey to Lynbrooke Manor.”

“Good.  Now I’ll give you some papers to take home with you.  Have your solicitor look them over and, if there are no worries, sign them and have them delivered to us, along with your list.”  He stood and came around the desk, extending his hand.  “Congratulations, Miss Maitland.  I look forward to seeing your work.”

Moments later, Lily stood outside the building, breathing in the cool afternoon air.  Across the road was a small park with benches, so she walked over there and sat in the dim sunlight, breathing slowly.  She had done it!  A contract, complete with fees earned with a prestigious firm.  She couldn’t wait to tell her sister and Aunt Bea.  Soon they’d be heading north to join the rest of the family at Winsted Manor.  She jumped up and brushed out her skirt, adjusting the portfolio under her arm.  Squaring her shoulders, she marched off down the park path to the waiting carriage, her mind filled with thoughts and ideas about fairies, gnomes and trolls.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Lynbrooke Manor

As planned the previous night, Aunt Bea remained at the local inn until Lord Lynbrooke agreed to accommodate her chaperone as well as herself, and now Lily was enroute to the manor house.  Her nerves had gone from a case of the jitters to a persistent clanging.  She was sure her heart was ready to break through her corporeal form and clatter around the interior of the carriage.  But as the carriage rounded a bend and started climbing up a shaded lane, she leaned to her side to see the outlying terrain.  Land filled with oak and chestnut trees, the glitter of streams here and there caught her eye.  This morning the sun had rose and the day was bright but not warm as the winds whipped about, shaking the carriage now and then.  When they made the last turn and approached manor house, she held her breath for the sunlight glazed the façade with a magical shimmer.  Thick groves of trees gave way to a broad lawn that was in the process of turning green, patches of winter sere still evident.  The carriage rolled over a small bridge and followed the curve of the lane to come to rest at what appeared to be a medieval castle . . . or at least a part of a castle.  Well, if she was looking for fantasy and fairies, this seemed to be the perfect setting!  
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