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Author’s Note
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Although the journal entries and the letters in this book are written by English characters, the spelling I used throughout is American. Except the use of “arse”, naturally. One simply can’t say no to that word.
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FREDERICK BISSET’S JOURNAL

11 November—Today’s passing-through ghost: one unfortunate consumptive seeking his old home this morning, looking awfully confused and sad but refusing to speak with me when I ventured to communicate and offer my help. He simply stared ahead and continued his irregular hobbling, his attention fixed on something I couldn’t see, though very likely it was the old corpse road as it appeared to the poor man. 

“Where are my children?” he kept asking. “Where’s my poor little Sally? She’s waiting for me.”

I gathered Sally was the ghost’s wife—obviously long gone if he continued to follow that invisible corpse road home. I had to step aside and allow the dead to go on and find his own way. I whispered a quick prayer for him if such a thing would even help the restless dead at this point, though his appearance made my heart feel heavy. 

Nero the Mad has become my trusted assistant when it comes to these momentary visitations. He’s perhaps the fiercest of Aunt Prue’s trio of cats, and considering how absolutely fearless and bold Mr. Brummell and Nicodemus are, that’s truly saying something. Aunt Prue did say Nero the Mad is the youngest of her mousers, so she suspects he’s simply taken to me being also the youngest of my family. 

I really have no idea how my aunt’s logic works out, but there it is.

So that absurd (though marvelously soft and cuddly) creature stays at my side every time I venture out to the garden and try to speak with the wandering dead. Nero would sit down at my feet, his massive and rather plush bulk pressed against the side of my leg, and he’d quietly and patiently watch the proceedings. Attention fixed, eyes wide, body unmoving—it’s astonishing to behold. 

I daresay he sees a great deal more than anyone else who isn’t a medium like me, which makes me utterly grateful he doesn’t challenge any wandering spirit that momentarily stumbles into our garden from nowhere. 

Every now and then, however, he does raise a giant paw and attempt a half-hearted batting at a passing specter (who never notices him, by the bye, and simply carries on). When he does, I’m always torn over whether or not I ought to feel sorry for the creature, who’s only seeking out new amusements besides pissing on mystery graves and vexing the dead with his impudence. 

I suspect he, along with his brothers, misses that hanging monk and is now likely searching for a new ghost to play with. Saucy brat. If it were possible for me to disabuse my aunt’s beloved pets of their misplaced affection for eternal playmates, I’d do it in a second. But without learning how to speak cat, I’m afraid I can only hope that no other ghost would appear hanging from a noose. 

That said, all three of them are absolute delights. My family never had pets largely because Mamma never liked non-human companions, though Papa and Aunt Prue grew up with a dog and a pair of cats. Now it feels as though I’m making up for lost time, and I quite like it. 

Even Brody adores them all, and it’s most terrifying watching him playing roughly with all three enormous felines. He’s even emerged from a too-sprightly moment of play all scratched up and bloody, grinning ear to ear and declaring how much of a better world it would be if we were all ruled by cats. 

Brody brushes and cleans my suits, which are looking more and more cat-like with all the fur clinging to the fabric by the end of the day. I suppose he enjoys such a tedious task, though if it were up to me, I’d learn a new spell on ridding every article of clothing of cat fur. 

11 November (continued)—I’m awfully tempted to write to Mrs. Smedley and see if she has any recommendations as to how best to keep everyone’s suits and dresses free of all things cat.

*
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JONATHAN BEVERLY’S LETTER TO FREDERICK BISSET

My darling, I’m less than a week from traveling back to Hoary Plimpton and to you, and I’ve quite a number of new books to add to your ever-growing collection from my folklore adventures. I do reassure you, however, that none of them are of the pornographic variety your dear aunt finds entertaining. She still doesn’t know that I know of her reading habits, does she?

I’ve also taken the liberty of purchasing your faithful Brody a large note-book which he can use to practice his writing and even drawing. I caught him once attempting to master a paragraph on a sheet of paper that had been torn in half, and it truly moved me. No, he doesn’t know I saw him hard at work, but once he receives the note-book, he certainly will. 

I’ve observed him and am convinced he isn’t the slow-witted boy everyone—including your dear aunt, I’m afraid—believes him to be. Indeed, his deficiencies have everything to do with his poor education brought on by his poverty and his own family’s indifference to their children’s well-being and improvement. He’s told me his sad story at my request, and as a former schoolteacher, poor Brody’s improvement has weighed upon me, hence the gift of a note-book.

Indeed, all one needs to do is spend a bit of time with him in deep conversation, and one will easily discover just how thoughtful Brody is in the way he expresses himself. I wouldn’t be surprised if he were to fill up his note-book with paragraphs of some depth despite his troubles with spelling and other things. I suspect the fellow will prove to be quite the revelation over time. 

Perhaps sometime I shall spend an hour here and there helping him in his efforts at improvement with your aunt’s leave. I know I won’t need your permission, my darling, for you’ve shown your deep affection for your servant, though I still hope for your blessing all the same. 

Do you remember the little sketch he made of the priory garden? Do you still have it? The dear fellow ought to be more careful when he chooses to unleash his creativity, seeing as how forgetting to hide scraps of paper crammed with astonishingly good drawings only serves to betray his secrets. 

On my return, I also need to discuss a new matter concerning one of my neighbors, whose ancient hall stands at least two miles away from my uncle’s old manor (which I’m still having a difficult time referring to as mine). There’s a haunting going on there, I’m afraid, and it started around the time of the Great Occult Event in the garden (pray see what I’ve done with our joking references to that remarkable adventure). 

I’ll provide you and dear Mrs. Honeysett all the information you need if you’re still up to the task of helping these lost souls find their way back across the veil. Then from there, we can determine how best to move forward with things either way. 

But be patient, my love. I’ll be back soon. Take good care of your aunt and do give her my best. 

Always your

Jonathan

*
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PRUDENCE HONEYSETT’S JOURNAL

12 November—I never thought I’d be able to say this in my lifetime (whatever the devil’s left of it at this point), but the priory garden is now very much complete. Trees, bushes, stone urns, stone benches, stone monks, flowers, grass, and the sad remains of my poor, poor well are now well and truly done to my exacting standards. Almost exacting, anyway, since I’m quite mad for a studied negligence in the way things grow and bloom. 

Mr. Hilliam and his men—and I’m sure the fellow’s gone nearly mad from relief—have outdone themselves, truly, and I’ve properly compensated them all. With a good deal of tea and cake thrown in for good measure, by the bye, as an underhanded way of bribing them into staying till my demands have been fully met, and I’ve approved of the results. 

I’d normally laugh at their reluctance in completing their work, but I’m afraid the reputation of my home has spread far and wide after that disaster less than a fortnight ago. And with Mr. Hilliam’s penchant for waving about a cross and throwing handfuls of salt wherever he believes evil spirits dwell, that comes as no surprise. 

I suppose I should be grateful no one’s dared show up at my door, begging for Freddy’s help in tossing ghostly arses back across the veil-thing for good. Or no one’s come around to threaten me for making rural life several shades more colorful by unleashing an army of ghosts on the countryside.

I confess I’m now very much tempted to dress up one of the servants and boot them out into the world, pretending to be a wandering farmer or milkmaid (whatever rustic character might work in the minds of the villagers hereabouts) and spy on everyone. Dr. Comstock has given us a succinct account of reports coming from all over the immediate vicinity regarding sudden hauntings. None of his accounts, however, have said anything about terrified villagers coming together and storming my unholy fortress with torches. Perhaps a spying servant would give me a much better idea of how things are truly coming along out there. 

I could always, of course, take the trouble of venturing out and taking walks to discover the truth for myself, but what gentlewoman of my age and standing does that, pray? Out in the heath, too? Surely one wouldn’t mistake me for a windblown, dull-witted, passionate, and headstrong heroine from an overwrought and poorly written romance! Indeed not! Even if I were to dress up in disguise, my true identity would be known.  

I’ve begun the tedious and excruciating task of rewriting my will as I’m determined to name dear Freddy as my heir. Antigonous and Lucinda have yet to discover their disowned child’s whereabouts, and I’ve left it to the boy to decide when and how (if at all) his parents should be told. 

Poor creature’s still heartbroken by their rejection, but at least he’s got his older brother to depend on now that Linford’s been told Frederick’s story. Like me, Linford’s leaving the revelation up to Freddy, and he’s given us his word not to speak of his recent visit here and of his knowledge of Freddy’s living situation. I trust him, of course—certainly far more than I can ever hope to trust Trevelyan. 

Linford appears not to judge his youngest brother, and before he left, he confided in me about Freddy’s preferences for the male sex, and we’ve enjoyed a bit of a fond laugh at the discovery of our shared suspicion of the boy from when he was still a great deal younger. Linford, bless him, is quite the worldly sort of young gentleman though he’s ever the staid, solid, and level-headed heir, and he’s seen and learned enough to be open to his brother’s nature. 

He’s also been told of Freddy’s gift as a medium, and while Linford certainly said nothing antagonistic about that, he did express concern about Freddy’s safety. 

“Please keep a close eye on him, Aunt Prue,” the young spark half-whispered to me on his way out. “I don’t like to see my brother fall prey to unscrupulous people, particularly those fashionable spiritualists who entrap the gullible rich with their absurd theatrics.”

“Like that Vasilyev of Kiev fellow, you mean?” I whispered back.

Linford only sighed and rolled his eyes. “I need to have a word with Trevelyan. And Father, of course. And most likely Mother as well.”

I’ve shared his father’s most recent missive about that Kiev spiritualist, and as it’s been nearly a fortnight since my nephew and I conversed, I’ve no idea how the séance turned out. Linford hasn’t written me with an account, which is greatly vexing, to be sure, as I’ve been dying for a lengthy missive from either him or Antigonous, for a good, long, hearty laugh is always welcome. 

In the meantime, I shall have to devote my time now to beautifying my walls with new art. I’ve held off while the garden was still being improved upon, and I can now breathe more easily and set my sights on real paintings and portraits. I’ll speak with Freddy about a trip somewhere for some art-shopping. The boy should be delighted, for I’m certain a turn to same-gender love also translates easily into a refined taste in all things artistic. 

Truly, I’ve seen other men’s taste in art—unless a detailed painting depicts the overly “masculine” sport of running a terrified little fox down for gruesome slaughter, men would sooner not fill their castle walls with anything else but dour shades of paint. A decapitated deer’s head or two to reassure themselves that their middle legs truly aren’t that deficient, perhaps, but nothing more. Or perhaps a nude of their mistress cleverly posing as an Olympian goddess. 

Men. Heaven goddamn help us all. 

*
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FREDERICK BISSET’S JOURNAL

12 November—The east garden’s now very bright and sunny because Mr. Hilliam did a good deal of work ridding the area of a few dead trees and cutting away excess branches. 

Oh dear. Now Jonathan and I have no place to go for our moments anymore. Of course, the entire garden looks wonderful now, so I shouldn’t complain too much, but how troublesome it is not to be able to kiss one’s love in the shadows. I know he’ll only laugh at this, for he’s blessed with such good humor and can find much of it in the strangest places or situations. 

Unless he invites me to spend a bit of time in his new-old manor, of course. I’ve yet to see his home, and I confess to losing myself in daydreams picturing just how it would be if he and I were the only ones there, living together like an old married couple. 

Lord, this is awfully tempting. I shouldn’t think too much about it, or Aunt Prue will suspect something amiss with me, and heaven knows, she can intimidate the truth out of anyone (unless it happens to be a ghost). And speaking of which, I’m beginning to suspect her ghostly headless chaperone is growing quite bored with his situation. Not that I blame him, really, for what else can a headless man do in the afterlife? 

All right, now that I’m thinking more about it, does Charles simply need to be led through the veil? I mean it stands to reason that missing one’s head makes it awfully difficult to find one’s way around. Of course, the fact that Charles is missing his head makes it equally difficult for me to gain his attention, and I daresay tapping his shoulder for that purpose would be an exercise in futility. Not to mention stupidity. 

Where on earth am I going with this? I don’t even know. 
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Chapter 2
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PRUDENCE HONEYSETT’S JOURNAL

13 November—I’ve just decided to add a couple more stone benches flanked by urns elsewhere in the garden following the picturesque success of such an addition to the north garden. One set of bench-and-urn-pair will be placed in the east garden, and the other will be in the south garden, where the stone monks stand. Indeed, I’m also considering moving those monks elsewhere to keep the south garden from getting too crowded. 

With the east garden finally opened up to sunlight and fresh country air, the open space beyond the well ruins looks ridiculously bare despite the new rose bushes that now compensate for the murdered one (which I continue to mourn, by the bye). With that part of the priory grounds being dedicated to all things roses, it stands to reason that I keep up with the theme and make that area even more romantic with the addition of a stone bench and urns. 

Those urns, of course, must burst with a profusion of something. Ferns, I believe, but I should first confer with Mr. Hilliam about how best to make use of such things while emphasizing the east garden’s natural beauty. 

I suppose I should make each part of the priory grounds thematic. The east garden, being ruled by roses, should be called the rose garden. The north and south gardens, though—I’ve yet to come up with something clever for each, which can be a tricky thing to do because neither of those is defined by anything specific. 

Devil’s bollocks. I should have thought about this first before moving forward with the priory’s restoration. Perhaps I can persuade Mr. Hilliam to work his magic and attempt a few adjustments to the north and south gardens. That might be a bit of a miracle in and of itself given the trouble this property’s already caused him, generous compensation notwithstanding. 

I must be creative about this. 

13 November (continued)—Ah. It appears that my decision to turn the east garden into the rose garden works to my advantage. I’ve noticed Freddy hanging about the east garden more and more often, observing the newly planted rose bushes with an air of melancholy. Such a daydreamer that boy is. But it’s just as well, of course! With the addition of the stone bench there, he’ll be rather spoiled for choice should he be in the mood for some quiet reading and sunshine (and flowery fragrance as well as color). Come spring, what a lovely corner that rose garden will be for a young romantic like him. 

The only concern I have is that confounded well—whatever’s left of it, anyway. That blasted woman (I shan’t name her again, the interfering hornswoggler) has truly ruined things for us by blowing that ridiculous door to the world of the dead wide open. Now poor Freddy’s obliged to acknowledge (with a respectful and kind greeting) just about every ghost that finds its way through that crossroad-door-thing and see if he could help them turn around and get their priorities sorted out.

He shouldn’t be constantly distracted by dead people stumbling about in a mystified daze while he’s trying to enjoy some much-deserved quiet time in the garden—especially when the weather’s good. I could always pull him aside and say something extremely detailed and perhaps offensive about that, of course, but seeing as how the boy appears glad to be of service to the confused dead, it would be shabby of me to discourage him. 

Stars above. I suppose given all the trouble we’ve been through to help Freddy master his gift, it’s only right to allow him to be the kind of medium he was meant to be. 

I just hope he knows how to rein things in and set strict limits. Surely dead people with no sense of direction ought to understand that a nineteen-year-old boy with his whole life ahead of him shouldn’t be at their beck and call all day, every day. Let him sit in the sun amid the roses with a good book or be lost in conversation in the company of someone else without any supernatural interference for a good stretch of time. 

If not, I shall have to hunt down and kill another medium, burn their carcass, and throw their ashes into the well again to plug that damnable door once more for another century or so.  

*
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ANTIGONOUS BISSET’S LETTER TO PRUDENCE HONEYSETT

Remember that Vasilyev of Kiev medium who was set to help us sort out our ghostly troubles hereabouts? It appears Trevelyan’s opinions and recommendations mean absolutely nothing in the end, for the man’s turned out to be a right scoundrel. Just as I’ve suspected, of course, though my dearest darling Lucinda continues to be persuaded by his theatrics. 

My sweet bride! That villain’s a shameless counterfeit whose absurd performances have convinced her of the legitimacy of the spiritualist movement. Now Lucinda talks about nothing else but ghostly this and occult that without a pause for breath. 

I’d give you a detailed account of our so-called séance if I had the time or the patience to recall the wretched event. Suffice it to say, it was attended by not just that Vasilyev of Kiev disgraced aristocrat dunderhead, but by me, Lucinda, Trevelyan, Linford, and that spiritualist’s assistant. I think the creature’s name is Pearl Mottershead, and I suspect she’s Vasilyev’s wife, though they both acted like they weren’t a sneaky, married pair. Utter nonsense. 

There was a good deal of chanting, eye-rolling, spasming, and fainting before the required trance-like state was achieved. And that was an absolute sight to behold, for it appeared to demand a high-pitched, reedy voice to be used by the medium as he pretended to be the restless spirit allegedly troubling my household. 

And who was this restless spirit, you ask? 

A very unhappy and ill-treated butler’s ghost, according to Vasilyev and assistant. Now had they done proper research on my family’s history, they’d have discovered no such butler existed, seeing as how our family never kept one for a full century. And beyond that, this house hadn’t been built yet, with our ancestors living elsewhere in far humbler conditions. So there I’ve exposed the charlatan for what he is, and he’s been chased out of the house with a proper threat while Trevelyan’s given a right earful for his “recommendation”. 

Alas for me, Lucinda’s currently influenced by the dark arts, and she’s grown obsessed with spiritualism. Now, in addition to keeping my home from being torn apart by some apoplectic ghost (if such were the case, and I’ve yet to be fully convinced of it), I’m trying to ensure that my darling little wife keeps her wits about her and prevent her from running off to join some caravan of mediums. 

For all this, Trevelyan appears not to be discouraged—let alone apologetic, the preposterous brat—and has promised to seek out more promising help. I told him not to bother, but you know that boy. He never listens. None of them do. Why the devil am I cursed with three of the most irrational and ungrateful sons ever to be born? 

Antigonous Bisset

*
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FREDERICK BISSET’S JOURNAL

14 November—Today was a lovely surprise. Aunt Prue brought me along to look for framed art to hang on the walls of the portrait gallery, and we ended up in a bustling town called Hopthwaite around fifteen miles south of Hoary Plimpton. Apparently the town’s most famous resident is an artist known for pleasing landscapes that echo Constable’s rustic paintings. 

It took us a bit of time looking through Mr. Quigley’s astonishing collection and pulling those that we both agree on, and Aunt Prue even directed me to find three that I’d like to have in my own bedroom. I confess it was confusing at first as I’ve never been allowed to make that kind of decision before. I chose three rustic scenes with dirt roads, abbey ruins, and old cottages—quite bucolic and innocent in their own way, and I know they’ll be very soothing to look at as I try to ease myself to sleep. 

Aunt Prue found a few enormous landscapes for the gallery, and she’s also keen on seeking out older paintings—preferably art that’s at least fifty years old just like the old paintings we found in the priory’s attic that now hang on some of the walls. 

We parted ways momentarily after she finalized her purchase from Mr. Quigley’s studio, and I spent my time in a bookshop while Aunt Prue wandered off to looking for more art to buy. I found a couple of beautifully designed note-books for Jonathan, thinking that he’d be using them for his ongoing research on local legends and occult tales.

I don’t care if he’s already collected two dozen still-unused note-books. I quite enjoy buying him gifts, and I suppose he can always persuade me to stop. I’ve got a few ideas of my own on how best to achieve that. I’m not above being kissed to submission, after all. 

Anyway, by the time I was done with my own shopping adventures, Aunt Prue appeared to collect me, looking terribly pleased with herself. She carried something small, rectangular-shaped, and wrapped in brown paper. 

“I found a few items that I never considered before,” she said. “You know how many of our furnishings come from the previous—even original—owners of the priory? Well, going through some of the items being sold inspired me with ideas on how best to celebrate the priory’s history as well as its current residents.”

As to what she might be referring to? 

“I discovered a few antique curiosities,” she replied. “Most of them are too large to bring with us, so I’ve arranged to have them delivered to the priory. However, I do have this, and I’ll show you what it is when we’re in the carriage.”

I glanced behind her and shook my head. “Whatever you have in your hand, Aunt Prue, is haunted. There’s a particularly irate old gentleman standing behind you, and he’s awfully cross at seeing his great-grandfather’s handmade missal in your hands. I don’t know what he died of, but his skin looks a dreadful shade of orange-gold.”

Aunt Prue narrowed her eyes at me.

“I see. Will his infernal ghost be haunting my arse if I were to bring this bloody missal home?” 

Yes, I replied. By the time we boarded our coach, she’d returned everything she purchased and exchanged them all for newer items designed specifically to look like relics from centuries past. I reassured her that at least her acquisitions have no supernatural elements attached to them and that counterfeit antiques are all the rage. The thunderous look she gave me told me she wasn’t convinced. 
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