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Author’s Notes


[image: ]




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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The songs the skull sings toward the end are snippets taken from English Renaissance madrigals. The following composers and their works are used:

Giles Farnaby (?1565 – 1640) / “Daphne, on the Rainbow Riding” / “The Curtain Drawn”

Thomas Vautor (1580? – 1620?) / “Sweet Suffolk Owl”

*
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And who the devil is Gaylord Murgatroyd?

Why, he’s a ghost who haunts an old, old inkwell owned by Jonathan Beverly’s randy ancestors—a family chronicler who’s become an endless well of sordid gossip about the family’s long history of naughty, naughty activities. He was first introduced in Book 4 of the series, The Haunted Inkwell, but he was never exorcised from the inkwell. Needless to say, Jonathan Beverly and Mr. Murgatroyd have since established a relationship of mutual loathing.
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[image: ]




JEREMY BRODY’S NOTE-BOOK

(written with several scratched out words and their replacements)

Mr. Beverly gave me two new books to read and they are very rare he said because he wrote them specifically for me and because he made good his promise about writing something with me in it but without my name there because he wishes to protect me and not make me look too silly! I am very excited to read them and cannot wait to open the books and see what they are all about but he assured me they have some nekkermancers and that I am a hero and I am able to bring them to justice and there are also plenty of gohsts and demons and evil lords and queens but no haunted prurys liek my home! 

I wonder if I can ask if he can write about a haunted prury with another hero liek me and maybe another hero liek Master Freddy who deserves to be a hero in Mr. Beverlys books because he goes through too much for stupid gohsts that do not know they are dead and then need a nekkermancer to kill them dead again unless they are in a book with me as the hero and I am able to kill them dead including the nekkermancers.

Speaking of witch I am supposed to be doing something rite now but cannot remember what but I was just reminded of it after writing about my kind master who should be a hero and I wonder if Mrs. Honeysett will kill me dead this time for forgetting what it is I was supposed to do. I think I can get away with forgetting if I said it was Mr. Beverlys fault for being very kind to me and giving me two rare books with me as a hero in both and he even wrote a deduction to me inside the cover of each book! I am very proud and excited and cannot wait to read but that will wait until the rite proper time witch is after my duties and whatever it is I am supposed to do now but cannot remember. 

I hope my mistress will not kill me dead but I have to go back and ask again and then have to be looked at with that one eyed Medusa stair witch Master Freddy always complains about and my mistress says she never does but always does.

*
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FREDERICK BISSET’S JOURNAL

10 October—My darling’s taken to writing most furiously following our successful solving of the mystery of Coalfell Abbey, but that was to complete whatever fragments he’d already done while helping me sort out our unfortunate lost gentlemen. 

I still think about Mr. Seabrooke and Mr. Hargrave, but I really shouldn’t dampen my mood and break my heart all over again. What’s done is done, their love story is now a thing of the past, but I hope to honor them properly despite their never knowing or understanding what Jonathan and I (with the help of poor Brody) have suffered through (visits to Otterbury) to bring them back together. 

I’ve strayed from my point again. What on earth was I trying to say?

My darling! Yes, it was all high praise for my ever-so-gallant Jonathan and the books he specifically wrote for and about Brody. He managed to get two done in such a remarkably short amount of time, which I suppose I shouldn’t be so surprised about since I am talking about Jonathan Beverly, after all, and they’re penny dreadfuls. I think he said he’s able to please his publisher with this new thing he’s doing on top of the usual books he writes with a more scholarly intent. Penny dreadfuls are alaso quite the rage among boys of a certain age—the same kind of boys he used to adore teaching before he came into money. 

He simply can’t help himself, my Jonathan. And now he continues to reach out to the less fortunate and encourage them to read with these short books packed with incredible and wild adventures and fearless heroes. He’s also contemplating writing a series of penny dreadfuls inspired by my adventures as a medium, and I confess I’m quite tickled by the suggestion. 

However, he did do all his pondering while holding me in bed, both of us stark naked, my backside happily sated. Moreover, he did tickle me afterward before moving in for another round, and if his bed could talk, I reckon it’d be screaming its outrage over soiled sheets to the heavens. I’m just glad it isn’t haunted.

He is testing new lengths, however, and he claimed the penny dreadfuls he’ll be writing from this point on will extend their page count. I confess to not knowing a whit about how such books are meant to be made, but he’s awfully determined to ensure a more intensive reading experience for those who need it the most.

Autumn’s very nearly here, and the air is already quite cool. I’d say the rains are also terribly frequent, but this is England, and Aunt Prue claims God’s decided to turn this land into his private chamber pot. Apparently, she also said God indulges in His own drinks cabinet which accounts for the “stupidly frequent” downpours we endure, no matter what season. I used to be horrified by her bluntness, but now I’m afraid I’m turning into quite the drop-jawed disciple. 

Today’s proving to be a rare one with the skies so bright and clear, the birds still happily taunting our monstrous mousers, and everyone’s going about their business in such high spirits that even Aunt Prue’s infected and so urged the servants to take the rest of the day off. I do believe Coombs and Saunders have scampered off to do the usual things they do as fledgling witches (or witchy hopefuls as I now call them). Mrs. Drummond’s taken up Mrs. Flora’s bellowed, overly enthusiastic suggestion of paying a visit to Hopthwaite for some “proper shopping and girl-talk”. 

Now rumor has it Mrs. Flora’s quite taken to our talented Mr. Quigley and is determined to win the hapless fellow’s heart. I can’t even see the two together, really, with Mrs. Flora being such a boisterous, sunburnt adventurer with her horse and cart and unique work as a delivery service of sorts. I’ve yet to wrap my head around what to call her or if her business is, indeed, legitimate, but Mrs. Smedley uses her service and pays her handsomely for it. I do believe the ladies of the League of Mandrake Fanciers also turn to Mrs. Flora for very special, very specific deliveries, which is also something awfully secret and hushed up. 

Then there’s poor Mr. Quigley, our overly talented painter of landscapes and portraits who’s dreadfully shy and retiring and far too self-deprecating for his own good. I’m afraid his quiet, tidy world is about to be upended by Mrs. Flora’s flirtations—and perhaps courtship. With such a pair, I can easily see the lady actively and perhaps aggressively come after the horrified gentleman, and now I’m inspired to suggest such a plot to Jonathan in case he’s out of ideas for another penny dreadful. 

So St. Grimald’s currently in a very peaceful state with the servants away. Aunt Prue’s in the library enjoying her lascivious, romantic fiction collection while I’m writing this entry in the front parlor. The dead bird one of the cats left on the window-seat has long been put to rest and properly buried by a resigned Brody. He’d also cleaned the seat thoroughly while declaring just how much Aunt Prue’s fat mousers love me because of all the disgusting gifts they leave. This time specifically on window-seats, which everyone knows are my favorite places for reading and writing. 

Jonathan’s already gone home after delivering the new penny dreadfuls to Brody and enjoying an excellent lunch with us. I suppose I ought to take a nap upstairs. It’s so peaceful and restful hereabouts that I’m now wondering if it’s yet another calm before the storm, and I’m about to be summoned for another round of mediuming somewhere. So much so that I’ll be needing all the rest I can get now before the storm unleashes itself.

*
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LINFORD BISSET’S LETTER TO PRUDENCE HONEYSETT AND FREDERICK BISSET

My dear Aunt Prue and dearest, dearest little brother! It’s been quite a while since I last wrote though I blame work for my distraction; however, it’s a most excellent distraction since I’m doing surprisingly well here. Mr. Forrest also has been praising my work while mistily thinking about dear Uncle Oswald. I didn’t realize just how loved he was, Aunt Prue, and I can only hope to do his memory justice.

At least I can be truly assured that any praise from Mr. Forrest is true and not a falsehood meant to appease me and string me along. 

I’ve been to Mrs. Smedley’s shop quite a few times, and Rowland and I’ve enjoyed the theatre thrice now, which is something I never thought possible when I still worked at that wretched bank. I now have time—proper time—to explore new things and experience good entertainment in the company of a very good friend! Come to think of it, I didn’t really have any good friends when I was with the bank because I barely had time for myself. Those hours spent at that hideous place were long and dreadful, so by the time I stumbled back to my lodgings, I was nearly asleep on my feet.

Ah, but I didn’t write only to complain of the past. I’m writing to let you two know that Mother’s been invited to spend a fortnight with a group of ladies who share her mania for spiritualism. A Lady Southgate, widow of Sir Brambley (a baronet who died after a most upsetting and unfortunate experience breaking the wax seal of a business correspondence), is also childless and is mad for séances and ghost-centric dinner parties and balls. I daresay Mother will fit in quite nicely. Her spectral adventures will take place at Laventhorpe Hall in some sequestered corner of the countryside near Hadrian’s Wall. 

It’s a good distance from home, isn’t it? Mother’s beside herself with joy and is now packing just about everything she owns, which means Father and Trevelyan will be left at home—a prospect I dread even more than having the rest of the family together and intact. Without Mother’s restraint, I can’t imagine what’s in store for the poor servants and the house—the structure itself—with the men left to fend for themselves. 

I’d say now would be a good time to disappear from my lodgings and hide out with you, but I dare not test my employer, especially now that I’ve already enjoyed a much-needed holiday from work and am back and doing exceedingly well. Like a good soldier, I’ll continue to weather the threat of loud, half-angry visits from Father and possibly aimless, self-absorbed chattering from Trevelyan (who’s yet to pay me a proper visit, but I’d rather see him at our old home—for the sake of my hapless landladies’ sanity).

I’ve already told Mrs. Smedley and Rowland about this, and dear Mrs. Smedley’s reinforced her merchandise. I’ll keep you both abreast of what follows, of course. Somehow that sounds like a threat, doesn’t it?

Most affectionately,

Linford B.
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Chapter 2
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PRUDENCE HONEYSETT’S LETTER TO FELICITY SMEDLEY

And so, Felicity, apparently that little brat of a nephew and heir keeps complaining about this “Cyclopsean stare” or something or other that I tend to aim at the world when my nerves are mercilessly toyed with. An outrageous claim, of course, since my nerves are forever fraught and in a constant state of combusting ever since I took my first breath on this wretched earth. Mind you, I’ve stood in front of the mirror to see if I could replicate his unhelpful description of it, and I still have no idea what the devil he means by it. 

Now I’ve taken to wresting back control of the situation (seeing as how I’ve indulged the saucy whelp too much, but one can’t help it when overcome by Freddy’s ghastly wholesomeness all day, every day) with a threat of entombment somewhere in the bowels of the priory. I’ll see how far I can take that, but I’m beginning to suspect it’s not going to be as effective a threat since Freddy merely blinks at me, saucer-eyed, before nodding and shrugging and going back to his book. 

Perhaps I’ve used such a threat and its thousand variations too much for it to sting, and now I’m going to have to come up with something else. 

Other than that, my dear, things have settled down yet again following Freddy and Mr. Beverly’s successful solving of a local mystery, which also eased the way for two ghosts’ journey into infinity. Indeed, Freddy’s been so moved by their tragic love story that he’s taken to theft—yes, I’m referring to Frederick Bisset, the still-living patron saint of unpaid mediuming walking the hallways of my home—and is holding on to the purloined items. The pressed flowers are a most significant element in his recent case of restless spirits, and he refuses to give them up in honor of the gentlemen he helped. 

He also confessed he doesn’t know how to return them but did make a very convincing case for the pressed flowers being of no real use to the present owner of the hall he’d stolen from. I suppose I’ll look the other way in this case, Felicity, but I hope to God he doesn’t make a habit out of well-intentioned thievery. 

You’ve obliged us with cheerful accounts of your and Rowland’s daily adventures sorting out troublesome old people who come to you for help and an occasional tin of pastilles, and I daresay your letters are a great source of entertainment and comfort. Certainly a much-needed balm following daily trials—mostly unintentional—in the hands of a young medium who blindly throws himself in the path of supernatural danger (and all for free, the little blighter!) without so much as a thought to his aunt’s peace of mind. 

If you’ve noticed an odd tone to my letter, it’s because I’m caught in a curious state of relaxation and dismay and am not quite sure how best to convey my thoughts more naturally. I think it’s got something to do with the tea I’m currently indulging in, which came with your recent delivery. I’m in such an odd, easy mood right now that I’m in real danger of dragging my nephew and Mr. Beverly to the nearest church and make them marry. 

Now wouldn’t that be a sight, my dear? I think all attendees of such a wedding would be none other than the ladies of the League, for they’re really quite the devoted daughters of Circe who are more likely to applaud the bond than condemn it. Even throw in a protective spell or two for the pair’s longevity in the face of English laws at that!

I think I need to lie down for a bit of a nap. By the bye, I’m enclosing another shopping list for the next delivery, and if you could, my dear, do provide me with a list of your holiday offerings. Anything particular for the fall season, especially, will be most appreciated hereabouts. 

And speaking of the ladies of the League, what gossip have you from them? Do give them my affectionate regards, Felicity. I still would like to pay everyone a visit someday, but at this point, I really am unable to promise anything more concrete. Or—perhaps—should time and other things allow it, I can open my priory doors to one or two who wish to spend a bit of quiet time away from the darkly arcane in favor of a few loud rounds of charades. Give your cheeky nephew my best as well, and pray tell him he’s quite the protégé in all things witch-like (as my brother likes to call you and your immediate circle like the pompous toad he is).

I am, my dearest friend,

Most affectionately yours.

Prudence H.

*
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PRUDENCE HONEYSETT’S JOURNAL

11 October—Another suspiciously pleasant day. Indeed, it’s a perfect day all in all, with the weather being horrifyingly agreeable still and the peaceful atmosphere within the priory and without reigning supreme. Everyone’s in a very good mood, going about their tasks either whistling or humming to themselves or, in the case of Coombs and Saunders, happily talking while cleaning and exchanging frantic whispers in the midst of tittering. Duties have been dispensed with in record time. And with the servants suddenly seeing the rest of their day free, I’ve allowed them another afternoon of rest.

Our Mrs. Drummond, lately accompanying Mrs. Flora to Hopthwaite for some shopping (and the beginnings of a sordid courtship between Mrs. Flora and the hapless Mr. Quigley), is now happily lost in her knitting in the kitchen. Brody’s disappeared to read his new books from Mr. Beverly and to continue practicing his writing and arithmetic. Mr. Beverly’s tutoring of the boy has been consistent: one day a week, which is a good, realistic schedule to follow given how busy both of them are in their day-to-day activities. Our paragon of a neighbor has been very satisfied with Brody’s progress although because of the boy’s unfortunate history, Mr. Beverly’s efforts still fall short unless Brody were to be sent off to a proper school for a more rigorous curriculum. 

And poor Brody will only refuse such a move, begging like he did before not to be sent away from his master’s side. Such a dear, loyal fellow to Freddy—that he’s improved greatly and is making good use of the journals we purchase for him for his writing practice demonstrates the quality of his character in spite of his family’s wretched treatment of the boy. Reading, writing, and arithmetic—as long as Brody shows improvement in those, I’ll be very satisfied, indeed. 

As for Freddy, he’s also lost in his own books and journal, quite content to engage in such calm, leisurely pursuits at least for the time being. God knows when the next ghostly mystery finds its putrid way to our doorstep, after all, though I suspect it won’t be long. Good, calm days are nothing if not harbingers of dark times ahead—as I’ve witnessed far too many times already. 

Damn it all. Now I wish I ordered more of that bewitching tea Felicity sent me as a gift. Whatever’s in it, it’s made me calm and even cheerfully accepting of whatever abuse Fortune decides to inflict on me. I suppose I should be more mindful of how much of that tea I drink until the next time I order more good things from her.

Good things. God help me. I can’t even think of the proper word for what I usually purchase from her. This tea’s quite the brew, isn’t it? I’m not sounding like myself at all. Perhaps another nap is in order, and I ought to have this tea locked away for my benefit. I can’t go about my days being misty-brained and agreeable and filling my journal with dull ramblings seasoned with insipid cheer. 

And look at that—I’ve gone from wishing to order more of the tea to having the tin hidden from sight. I wouldn’t be surprised if the ladies of the League had something to do with this particular blend. 

*
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FREDERICK BISSET’S JOURNAL

11 October—Aunt Prue’s in a very strange mood, and she blamed Mrs. Smedley’s tea for it. I think she’s gone off for a nap, which she’s been doing more frequently now that things have settled down hereabouts while I’m in between cases. 

Lord, I so love that thought! Cases! I’m a proper sleuth-hound but in mediumistic ways, aren’t I? I get to solve mysteries behind ghostly hauntings. While my aunt disapproves greatly of my services being offered for free, I still can’t help but feel a great deal of satisfaction and pleasure in successfully helping a poor soul go past the veil-thing for eternal rest. 

Indeed, I’ve been so successful so far that I’m now growing quite restless and desperately hoping for another haunting case to come my way. I’m sure my aunt won’t be as thrilled, but she’ll always indulge me all the same despite her constant complaints about dead people who don’t know how to stay dead, etc. And Fortune’s apparently looking favorably on me because Coombs and Saunders, following yesterday’s adventures somewhere out in the countryside, pulled me aside and whispered something about a possible new mystery for me to solve.

What’s it about, pray? 

“Why, it’s a singing skull, Master Freddy!” Coombs said in as quiet and conspiratorial a voice as she could manage, her eyes darting left and right. If she were concerned about Aunt Prue overhearing it, she needn’t have worried. Aunt Prue will find out regardless because I’ll only be too happy to take it on, and when I do, I can’t help but chatter on and on about it (because I’m a true sleuth-hound now!). But that depends on more information about the situation, which Coombs and Saunders didn’t really have when they first broke the news.

“We don’t know much right now,” Saunders confessed with a shamefaced grimace. “But we’ll ask for more, sir. All we do know is that it’s a skull that our new friend inherited after she took over the cottage she lives in now, and she can’t get rid of it.”

Can’t get rid of it, I asked? What on earth did she mean by it?

“The skull keeps coming back, sir. Mrs. Darrow said it’s as irritating and insistent as the clap, and it sings to her on and off with no real purpose other than to drive her mad. But she’s awfully proud of how much she’s able to weather off-key singing. She’s very much like Mr. Beverly, sir—very smart and bookish!”

I’ve never heard of a ghost described like that, but I daresay Aunt Prue would be in total agreement over the unfortunate comparison. All the same, I’m keeping my hopes tempered until the girls find out more, and I’ll consult with Jonathan once I’ve the necessary information. Lord, do I sound like an official mystery-solver, or not?
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PRUDENCE HONEYSETT’S JOURNAL

11 October (continued)—Naps truly are glorious, aren’t they? I’ve never felt so energetic and renewed following one, and my mood’s very much a stranger to me. I actually wake up feeling abnormally pleasant and more inclined to kindness and generosity toward the world. Indeed if I could, I’d give all the servants an entire fortnight to themselves, but a priory won’t run itself, so there’s no help for that. 

Freddy’s just emerged from one as well—though in his case, he succumbed to the pull of sleep in the library. Now how he managed to find it comfortable curled up in a stiffly padded armchair the size of Atlas’s scrotum with enough free space for an orchard, I don’t know. He looks as refreshed and energized as I, anyway, which is something he hasn’t enjoyed for a while (“Because I need to think a great deal more, aunt, to solve this mystery! I can’t afford to sleep!” had been his argument as of late). And so I’m in the drawing-room indulging in journal-writing since I’m in no real mood to read until after I’ve had some tea. 

The priory’s so still and peaceful, suspicion’s now quietly gnawing away at the edges of my mind, and I’m beginning to look askance at my surroundings. I think the younger servants are still going about their business though Mrs. Drummond’s preparing tea. I suppose the cats being here together—all three gigantic mousers, their belled collars still quite intact despite so many adventures within and without (the latter still needing work, by the bye, as I’ve nearly lost them more than once to the siren’s call of the heath). And so far, no massacred rodent, bird, or snake in sight. 
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