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Author’s Notes
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Although the journal entries and letters in this book are written by English characters, the spelling I used throughout is American. Except for “arse”, naturally. A touch of anachronistic vocabulary is also used for comedic purposes.

*
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And who was Ameinias? In Conon’s Narrations (No. 24), Ameinias was a young man who fell in love with Narcissus but was spurned by him. Not only that: Narcissus gave Ameinias a sword in answer to his pleas, which the unhappy youth used on himself—but not before praying to the gods for vengeance. Narcissus then falls in love with his reflection in the pool, the hopelessness of his situation leading him into thinking it was his payment for his treatment of Ameinias. He then kills himself, according to Conon’s version of the myth.

This book isn’t a literal retelling of the Narcissus-Ameinias legend, but it does make several subtle references to the idea of tragic love between a very beautiful young man and the plain-looking fellow whose heart he owns. As with the original series, humor is paramount in the story but without sacrificing the gravity of the love story too much. 
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FELICITY SMEDLEY’S LETTER TO PRUDENCE HONEYSETT

My dear Prudence, please do extend my sincerest apologies to our darling Master Freddy for being unable to attend his birthday celebration. I’ve been run off my feet, you know, and I’ve no idea why my humble little shop’s suddenly enjoying this surge in sales. My nephew’s nearing the end of his rope, I’m afraid, as the boy’s humor continues to suffer resistance at the hands of intractable and insufferable older customers. 

“Why, Aunt Felicity, do people lose their good humor as they age?” he’d groused once following an impassioned exchange with a particularly “testy old hag” (as he’d called Mrs. Swinebourne—appropriately in this case).

I’d defer to you for a proper answer, Prudence, but since you weren’t around at that moment, I simply quoted you: “People lose bits of their souls as they age, Rowland. By the time they reach thirty, there’s nothing but a black, pungent abyss left.” Did I do that correctly, my dear?

Anyway, point taken, he said, but we really are dreadfully exhausted from this most astonishing spike in sales. I daresay it’s got a lot to do with aging bones not at all taking to the shift in English temperatures now that we’re about to enter autumn. I saw a good deal of pain-easing syrups, tinctures, and tablets flying off the shelves lately with a few of my more arcane offerings finding their way surreptitiously into someone’s purchases. 

So I’m afraid Rowland and I are unable to come by to share in Master Freddy’s celebration, but I’m enclosing this letter with a special package for the young man. I daresay waking up suddenly twenty years old might be a bit of a disappointing shock to the darling creature, seeing as how not much really happens at the end of one’s adolescence and into the early years of young adulthood. He’ll be in for a lot of unsavory surprises, however, when he reaches thirty, but we’ll sort it all out when we get there, won’t we? 

For the time being, I hope he enjoys this hand-picked collection of delights. He does need to curtail his turn to greedy indulgence where baked goods are concerned, my dear, but the cookbook I acquired specifically for him would give him the best in Europe’s gluttonous history of desserts. Pray have Mrs. Drummond understand she’s to be very, very restrained in using this book. I know just how convincing Master Freddy can be when he puts his mind on a goal, and I refuse to be instrumental in that young man’s sudden circumferential expansion. 

Other things in the package will please him greatly, I suspect, and we’d love to hear an entertaining account from him of his birthday celebration in the near future. I’ve also enclosed a proper list in the package, so you can check each item off as it’s unpacked. 

I hope you all have an especially lovely time, my dear friend.

Yours,

Felicity

*
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FREDERICK BISSET’S JOURNAL

13 September—In another week, I’ll no longer be an adolescent. I think. How does one’s biology change from one decade to another, anyway? I’ve known people who behave like fifteen-year-olds at twenty and a few years (Trevelyan comes to mind immediately), and I’ve also known people who behave like twenty and a few years at fourteen (Linford in this instance)! 

Funny, I don’t feel any different throughout these waning days of un-childhood, but every time I say something to Aunt Prue about it, I only get this apologetic, mournful look and a slow, sad shake of her head. 

“Oh, Freddy,” she’d say glumly. “If you only knew what full-on adulthood has in store for you.”

I’ve learned quite quickly to drop the subject, but I suppose it isn’t difficult for everyone in the priory to see just how excited I am to celebrate my birthday here. Has it been a year since I ran away from home? And now I’m a practicing medium, too! Well—whatever “practicing” means, anyway, as my methods are rather questionable at best, and I tend to stumble and falter more than advance, but I think I’ve gotten better in my stumbles and faltering. Not meaning to boast, but I’m rather good at them (or at least they’re more easily masked in front of ordinary folks).

My darling Jonathan will be coming by tonight for dinner, and he said he’s got a proper surprise for me for my birthday. I doubt, though, if that’s got anything to do with my body, which has gotten well and fully acquainted with Jonathan’s since his birthday over three months ago. 

He did try to satisfy my curiosity regarding courgettes and how a man can use one (based on what I’ve read in those saucy all-gentlemen smut-pieces I now proudly own), and I fainted dead away when he was patiently explaining it to me while holding one up. 

At least he didn’t attempt to demonstrate the act as I’d have surely fainted all over again. So consider my curiosity satisfied—or something. 

For the time being, I’ve grown so used to his girth that I’m able to ride on Jonathan’s (recently improved) cart without cursing his name and without the mortifying use of a pillow or two. Velasco probably suspects something, but that magnificent horse is too polite to look askance at me whenever I stare at the cart while rubbing my backside. 

Aunt Prue has been true to her word in accepting my love for Jonathan, and she surprised us both with miniatures she’s commissioned back in May. They’re meant to be kept in the lockets Jonathan and I now own, along with each other’s lock of hair. I have his likeness and hair in mine, which I treasure above all else, and he has mine, which he also wears under his shirt. I never thought I’d be so lucky in not only finding a good man to fall in love with and who’ll love me back, but a family who’s willing to accept my nature. 

Aunt Prue and Linford are the best people any man can be blessed with, and my “other” family are just as wonderful. Brody’s never batted an eye over my proclivities (even offering to be my messenger), and Mrs. Drummond is as fierce a steward of the priory and its residents as ever. Coombs and Saunders have suspected all along, according to them when Aunt Prue spoke to them about me, and they’re just as loyal as Brody when it comes to keeping my secrets.

“Besides, ma’am,” Saunders said with a pleased and smug grin, “we witch-acolytes don’t care for nothing society loses its dull mind over. And if anyone dares threaten Master Freddy for being sweet with Mr. Beverly, we ain’t got scruples that’ll keep us from poisoning utter bastards. We already know where best to hide the bodies.”

It’s always a relief to know someone in my household is willing to commit murder for my sake. They’ll have to fall in line behind Aunt Prue and Brody, though. 

And speaking of Brody, he hasn’t been subjected to embarrassing piles of soaked handkerchiefs since Jonathan and I began to make naughty love in his bed. I daresay Aunt Prue has been instrumental in my restraint as well as she’s given me strict rules about sex and the priory, i.e., I’m to stay chaste under her roof but am free to be the most shameless whore in all of Christendom when I’m at Autumnhall House. 

Now that I think about it, it’s rather curious that with my aunt’s overly generous permission in the way I conduct myself at Jonathan’s home, I’m actually more held back and insufferably punctilious when I’m around him over there. The temptation to throw myself on the nearest available furniture for a thorough buggering is everywhere, but the more Aunt Prue tells me yes, the more I say no, and when we do make love, it’s a more restrained and tender moment whose time is carefully chosen. How peculiar! I wonder if there’s a phenomenon attached to this kind of response to encouragement. 

The only time a wet handkerchief appears in all its embarrassing glory is when I read those smutty romances. 

Well, that actually happens quite frequently enough—every day, in fact. Oh. I suppose that means the pile of drenched handkerchiefs really hasn’t gone away like I’d thought. Alas for Brody. 

*
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PRUDENCE HONEYSETT’S JOURNAL

13 September—I purchased this property in a perpetually ignored corner of the English countryside for some much-needed peace and quiet, and after a year of this, I’m beginning to suspect too much peace and quiet doesn’t sit well with me. Between Mr. Beverly’s ridiculously eventful birthday and Freddy’s inevitable stumble into young adulthood, we’ve enjoyed three or so months of grave-like stillness, which I think is too long to spend in idyllic hours. 

And I just horrified myself by writing that.

True, the commissioned portrait for Mr. Beverly’s birthday was finished in the interim, and there’s been much celebrating at its unveiling, but that really was the pinnacle of excitement and wild activity hereabouts. The portrait—an incredibly skillful one of a very handsome and noble gentleman—now hangs in Autumnhall House as part of the long gallery upstairs. Mr. Beverly’s so pleased and humbled by the gift and its final result that he’s keen on commissioning other paintings from different rural artists in the future. 

Freddy’s portrait is also on its way to being completed, the background being the only bit left to do, but we’ve all been very pleased with my nephew’s likeness. Freddy himself seemed dumbfounded at the sight of the nearly finished portrait and spent the rest of his day looking like an overly ripe tomato, grinning and shrugging and blushing deeply to his roots. Such an absurd creature. 

Mr. Brummell, Nicodemus, and Nero the Mad continue their grotesque habit of blessing us with dead things, Freddy still their favorite and the unfortunate recipient of both dead and live things, but at least we haven’t had human bones appearing. That’s a blessing at least, but cats the size of Mont Blanc wouldn’t be dissuaded from escaping the priory and looting the unsuspecting countryside of its small animal menagerie. 

I just wrote this entry knowing I’m about to curse my waking hours with new troubles and the loss of peace and quiet. Well, I can’t say I’m not ready for them considering the kind of year I’ve had. Three months of silence can only mean a respite even the blackest scourge of Hell needs before emerging from its lair to unleash dark influences on my kingdom. 
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Chapter 2
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PRUDENCE HONEYSETT’S JOURNAL

13 September (continued)—And here it is. That re-emerging black scourge, alas, also arrived wearing the most agreeable aspect called Mr. Beverly, who greeted me as though I were his own aunt (I might as well be given how much he and my nephew are all but surgically attached to each other like the starry-eyed, monstrously romantic pair they are). I now allow him to kiss both my cheeks upon entry first before giving Freddy a very chaste (but ghoulishly lovestruck) kiss on his lips. 

Yes, in front of me, I’ll add, and that’s with my express permission as well as an unveiled threat of public castration should he attempt anything more under my roof. I suppose he understands me well enough since his eyes never leave me when he kisses my nephew, and there’s always a wary light in them.

I’m as liberal as any godless university radical, mind, but I still have rules, and Freddy can damned well wait his turn once I shuffle off this mortal coil. Well, as long as he doesn’t turn this priory into a brothel or a foundling hospital for unwanted dead people, I’ll be satisfied and won’t haunt his little bottom. 

Anyway, Mr. Beverly came to join us for dinner, and he bore some unwelcome news because he’s the Devil’s spawn and possibly the handsome and deceptive representative of some forgotten demon languishing in the fiery pits. 

Sometimes when he comes by, he brings trouble, and tonight it came in the form of an invitation to an old ruins somewhere southeast of Hoary Plimpton. He stumbled across the ruins, he said, while doing some research for his books, of which his publisher demands a preposterously large number because his previous volumes (two so far, I believe) have caused quite the stir among antiquarians and scholars of folklore. 

And there’s the matter of those penny dreadfuls Brody’s quite mad for. I suppose a writer of such wild fantasies should do all he can to find inspiration for his work, and our Mr. Beverly’s nothing if not driven—even if it means cavorting all over the countryside in a dizzying frenzy for material to light a fire under his imagination with. And it appears this time we now have an old abbey ruins from God knows how long ago (when did abbeys enjoy a bit of mystical fun hereabouts, anyway?), which is, of course, very haunted. Abbey ruins can’t help themselves, really.

“Why, Mrs. Honeysett,” cried our dashing troublemaker, “I’ve spoken with several folks whose families have lived in that vicinity for quite a few generations, and they all agree on the nature of at least two of the ghosts purportedly haunting the ruin.”

I sighed and stared longingly at the dining-room door and in the direction of Oswald’s long-suffering drinks cabinet. But like a good soldier, I practiced saintly restraint and threw myself blindly into the conflagration of impending bad news instead.

“And what, pray, is their story, sir?” I asked with the air of a martyr being flayed alive. I dared not glance in Freddy’s direction as I knew too well how my nephew was taking the news of his beloved’s discovery. 

Well, he corrected, stories, not story, apparently because while each dead person’s past life is known, their connection both dead and alive isn’t. And everyone knows these things because the descendants of the two are still alive and well and flourishing nicely, thank you, in the same villages where their ancestors lived and died. 

There are two gentlemen, both having died young. One was the son of a baronet, the other, a farmer’s son who was bound for the church when tragedy struck. 

The accounts behind the cause of deaths are vague and varied, built more on gossip than anything else, and no written records were kept by the families. Well, none save for the reports of neighbors or visitors seeing the gentlemen’s spectral forms lingering among the ruins.

“One of them, I was told, is quite fond of escorting solitary travelers along the road, and once the traveler steps past the last tree, the ghost vanishes,” Mr. Beverly said at the end of his (admittedly mesmerizing) report. “The other picks his way through the stones, appearing and vanishing at random points, and for both ghosts, there’s no calendar of any kind to their hauntings. They simply show up.”

I felt the dinner-table tremble all of a sudden, and I had to turn to Freddy to glower at him and order him to stop knocking his knees together whenever he was caught up in a wave of excitement. Really, anyone would be so easily fooled by his shyness, but once his nerves are shot through with fire, I fear for my priory’s integrity. It certainly doesn’t help that the cats have chosen him for their god, and I suspect the priory’s foundation now sports several cracks from Freddy’s screams over the cats’ loving offerings at his shrine. 

Anyway, the long and short of it is that Mr. Beverly would like to look into these two ghosts’ stories and perhaps have Freddy help them find peace. The question of payment will always be foremost in my mind when possible tasks like this come up, but as always, I can’t press the issue this time around because we’ve no real living, breathing person requesting this job. 

Then again, even if someone did ask to have these two troublesome ghosts sorted out, Freddy will never ask for compensation unless it’s got something to do with cakes and rum babas, of which the boy has yet to get sick. Indeed, his mania for those things seem to just grow and intensify by the week. 

“I’ll do it!” Freddy all but screeched at the table, waving a fork above his head when he did. “I’ll do it, Aunt Prue! I’ll help them!”

Of course he will, the little blighter. That was a foregone conclusion, I told him with pointedly narrowed eyes, the significance of which flew well above his head (unless he’s learned early on to ignore my subtler signals of warning, threats, and disapproval). They’re to go to the site the day after (much to Freddy’s disappointment) since my nephew still needs to be marched back to Hopthwaite and Mr. Quigley’s studio for a final look and perhaps touching up of certain details pertaining to his hair and eye color, and that’s been set for tomorrow. 

And since the portrait’s nearly done, it’ll be a most exciting moment for us to finally see it before its framing. Freddy’s still in a bit of a shock having a formal portrait of him done, and there’s a move now to have mine done as well. I don’t mind—not anymore, anyway. I never liked the idea of having my appearance captured in paint and kept preserved through the years like some doomed insect caught in amber, looking the same while I wither and dry and explode in a million bits of dust and dirt. But (passage remains unfinished)

Well, there’s an idea for a good ghost story for you. Perhaps I ought to tell Mr. Beverly that, and he can work his literary magic on it until another penny dreadful comes out. Goodness, I can be clever if I want to be!

*
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FREDERICK BISSET’S JOURNAL

14 September—I’m dreadfully exhausted from an entire day spent shopping after inspecting my portrait, which is making my internal organs twist into impossible knots whenever I think upon it. And it’s rather funny how Mr. Quigley insists upon his lack of talent in portraiture when the proof is very much in front of everyone, with Jonathan’s birthday gift from Aunt Prue being the first and mine, the second! 

Well, I suppose the man is rather shy and awfully modest about his blessings, so we’re determined to be quite sly when we spread the word about his abilities. 

Indeed, Aunt Prue has already consigned that strange and random collection of portraits she’d paid handsomely for some months ago in the priory’s attic space, mixing it up with those terrible monkey saint paintings she’d somehow inherited when she purchased the priory. And she’s replaced them with even more of those pretty landscape paintings from Mr. Quigley. 

I remember her already purchasing a few a while ago as well, but not enough to replace all of the pale, scowling faces of aristocratic strangers judging us from the walls. At least now they’re all gone, and they can carry on judging those monkey saints and their artists’ questionable skills with the paintbrush.

Once the idea was reluctantly accepted, Aunt Prue allowed me to talk a little more about what kind of portrait can be done of her, how large, and where to hang it in the priory’s gallery, which is a great deal smaller and humbler than Jonathan’s long gallery in Autumnhall House. Anyway, we agreed to wait until mine’s properly framed and displayed in St. Grimald’s, and perhaps Aunt Prue can have a portrait done with an autumn background, which I think suits her quite well. 

She shopped for a few more things for our personal use this time, and the subject of my ruined handkerchiefs came to light. 

“Freddy, I understand from the laundress you’re adding a ridiculous amount of soiled handkerchiefs to her already monstrously large pile of clothes to wash. What the devil have you been doing, child?”

I stared at her in terrified silence for a handful of seconds, unable to come up with a proper answer without outright lying. “Um—I wash my hands a lot at night,” I stammered, my eyes barely held in their sockets. “Because—because I like stroking the cats.” And not just the cats, of course, but I’d rather die than say that.

“Really. Who said it’s English law to stroke cats at bedtime, when you don’t even know if they’re going to sit on your face in the middle of the night and commit murder?”

I didn’t have an answer to that, and while she waited, I thought I could hear the mechanisms in her head whirl madly, the progress of thoughts from A to B and then to C making itself known in the subtle ways her face changed from questioning to baffled to stunned to horrified. By the time she opened her mouth, I knew I was dead.

“Frederick Bisset!” she cried. “Are you engaging in—”

I flailed and shushed her, panicked and mortified beyond words, feeling myself die inside over and over again till I was convinced I was a ghost by the end of the most humiliating conversation I’ve ever had—and in a public space, too, because she asked about my handkerchiefs while we were walking out of a milliner’s shop, which somehow planted the idea of handkerchiefs in her head. I don’t know why or how, but there it is.

To her great credit, however, she didn’t demand to look through my new collection of reading courtesy of our good Mr. Headley. In the end she managed to talk herself away from some mental cliff’s edge by going on and on about young men and especially adolescent boys my age whose bodies are too efficient and too generous in their production of human fluids that sometimes it was prudent to eject some to lighten the load, so to speak.

I swear, I’ve never been so embarrassed in my entire life. At least Jonathan doesn’t know about my excess fluids and the necessary leakages courtesy of questionable literature—at least not yet. Oh, dear.
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JEREMY BRODY’S NOTE-BOOK

(written with several scratched out words and their replacements)

Mrs. Honeysett and Master Freddy went shopping and bought me very nice pens and pencils for me to use when drawing because they know I love drawing and use my pencils to the bone witch makes me able to give birth to nice drawings indeed that everyone seems to liek so much so I will draw more. Mrs. Smedley also gave me a new drawing book to draw in because she also knows I love to draw nice things liek Master Freddy being chased around by one of the cats with a dead snake in its mouth. 

I never thought anyone wood liek my drawings at all because no one did when I lived with my family who thought I was wasting my time doing something I am good at but things are different here in the prury and that means I can show everyone my gratitude by giving them more to enjoy looking at. I have already given my drawings to Mr. Beverly for his birthday gift and he really lieks them so much that he said he will have them framed and displayed on the walls of his grate manor house because he is the lord of the manor and he can do what he wants liek frame drawings and display them.
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