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CHAPTER I
 MORNING IN THE ABBEY

	“I won’t! I won’t go! And if you ask her to have me, I’ll run away!” and scarlet with anger, her face working with distress, Maidlin rushed away into the abbey and hid herself in a corner.

	Ann Watson, the caretaker, turned to her washing with pinched lips and worried face. It was only a week since this tempestuous niece had come to stay with her, and had been allowed to live there by the mistress of the abbey on promise of very good behaviour, and because she was “not a boy and not a silly infant.”

	“Fourteen ought to have some sense!” Joan had said, in giving permission.

	But what a week it had been! Maidlin had been quiet enough and even reverent in her attitude to the beautiful old ruins, loving them and wondering at them, and wandering much among them, fascinated by her aunt’s stories of the white-robed monks of long ago. There had been no repetition of the tragedy of Joan’s schooldays, when the wall of the chapter-house had been defaced by thoughtless Dicky Jessop. But so much had happened in that week of Maidlin’s visit! Ann’s brows puckered again as she thought over it all, and wondered what she must do now. For Maidlin had suddenly become a person of consequence, and Ann hardly felt able to cope with the situation. And what was worse, the child had unexpectedly developed a temper, which had not shown at first, and Ann felt very decidedly that she did not know how to deal with her.

	Maidlin had no mother, and her home had always been with her other aunt, who was married to a well-to-do farmer away in the north. This aunt’s sudden illness had brought about the visit to Aunt Ann, who looked after Joan’s Abbey of Grace-Dieu, and told visitors all about the Cistercians, and the destruction of the abbey, and its rescue by Sir Antony of the Hall. If Ann felt kindly towards the visitors, she went on to tell of Sir Antony’s romantic behaviour in bringing his granddaughter and her aunt and cousin to live in the abbey, but keeping the relationship a secret; of the minuet danced on the cloister garth, which had awakened his interest in the cousins; of his death soon afterwards, leaving the Hall and all the property to Joy, the child of his only daughter, but giving the abbey to Joan, because she loved it so; and of the discovery of the secret passages and the hidden treasures of the abbey.

	During the last few weeks Ann had added another chapter, for the benefit of particularly interested or promising-looking tourists, and had told how the cousins had gone, last August, to the dancing-school at Cheltenham; how, ever since, the Hall and the abbey had been haunted by a pair of lovers; and how, very soon, the handsome soldier who was such a favourite with every one and who had also gone to learn folk-dancing, was going to carry off the lady of the abbey and leave only Joy in possession. It was a long story, and took time to tell; but it thrilled those hearers who loved romance and who found a fitting setting for the tale of dancing, love, and treasure in the gray ruined arches of the abbey; and Ann found it worth her while to tell the story well, and had no scruple about turning her inner knowledge to account.

	“Ann yarns about you and me and grandfather’s will, no end! And now that Jack’s come on the scene, she’ll be worse than ever!” Joy had said many a time.

	“Oh, well, it pleases her and it pleases them, and it doesn’t hurt us! And anyway, we can’t stop her!” Joan said philosophically.

	“I guess Ann pockets some thumping big tips, all the same! I think we ought to claim a royalty! When you’re married and done for, and I’m in charge of the abbey, I shall put my foot down heavily, and have no gossiping!” said the lady of the Hall severely. “I’m of age! I’m twenty-one! And I shall be very stern with Ann!”

	“Good luck to you!” Joan laughed. “But remember, if Ann throws up the job, you’ll have the fag of finding some one else as good, and then the worse fag of teaching her all about the abbey.”

	“All that history! Those stacks of dates! Help! I simply couldn’t!” Joy moaned. “Ann shall tell any old person every old thing she likes! I’ll never dare to give her notice! My dear child, I don’t know it all myself!”

	“I know you don’t,” Joan laughed. “You never did, did you?”

	As she washed, Ann’s mind ran over the familiar story and she glanced through her lancet windows at the sunny garth, her troubled eyes seeing in memory what they might never, perhaps, see again in fact—two bronze-haired girls dancing minuets or morris jigs on the turf. “Princess Royal,” “Jockie,” “Ladies’ Pleasure”; Ann knew them all by name. But those days were over, she feared. For yesterday had been Joan’s wedding-day, and the Hall had been astir with guests all afternoon. Now it was quiet again, the bride and bridegroom were far away, and every one was filled with sympathy for the lonely cousin left behind. What would Joy do without Joan? Even Ann wondered that. They had been together all their lives. Joy had always relied on Joan. What would she do without her now?

	“She’ll be lonely!” Ann said to herself. “Not at once, perhaps, because of Miss Jen. But when Miss Jen goes home”—and Ann shook her head doubtfully.

	For Jen, three years younger than the cousins, but a friend of five years’ standing, had claimed her right to be Joan’s bridesmaid in earnest. At school she had been Joan’s Maid of Honour in many a Mayday procession, holding up her violet train and wearing her colours proudly—the “chief bridesmaid,” in the language of the school, to the Violet Queen. Now that Joan had been a bride, Jen had naturally pointed out the position due to herself in the ceremony, and Joan had agreed warmly that she could not be properly married without her particular maid in her own rightful place. So Joy and Jen had been bridesmaids, and Jen had attended Joan throughout the ceremony as she had so often waited on her before. And though Joan had gone away with her soldier, Jen was still at the Hall, and would relieve Joy’s loneliness for the first few days, and help to comfort Mrs. Shirley in her loss of her only daughter.

	Ann knew Jen well, and had known her since Jen had begun her schooldays, five years ago, as a thirteen-year-old visitor to the Hall during its term as the headquarters of the school. She was glad Jen was to stay for a few days. Then her thoughts turned from weddings and the past to the problem of the moment, and she sighed and knit her brows again as she bent over her tub.

	Three days ago the letter had come, from Maidlin’s father in Italy. He was not in Italy just now, it appeared, but in China, and China seemed a very long way off, very much farther than Italy, which, to Ann, had always seemed far enough. And the letter, with its amazing news and its awkward suggestions, had disturbed Ann greatly. What to do about it, and how to start, she did not know. Only one solution had occurred to her, but she had thought it a very good one. But, as if the letter and its problems had not been enough, on top of it all Maidlin had most unexpectedly developed this “Italian” temper, unsuspected until now, and had flatly and very violently refused to consider Ann’s solution of the difficulty for a single moment. It was very hard! Ann sighed again, and thought and thought, but could see no other way. It had seemed such a good idea!

	From somewhere in the abbey ruins came a high, clear voice, singing cheerfully an old jingle learnt the summer before.

	 

	“Cripple Creek girls, don’t you want to go to Somerset?

	Somerset girls, don’t you want to go to town?

	Somerset girls, don’t you want to go to Cripple Creek?

	Cripple Creek girls, don’t you want to go to town?”

	 

	Ann smiled. She had heard about those Cripple Creek girls before. “Miss Joy’s keepin’ up her spirits!” she said approvingly, and looked out to see the singer.

	From the old doorway of the tresaunt, the passage leading to the abbot’s garden and the gate into the grounds of the Hall, another verse pealed forth, but a strictly unofficial verse this time, and one Ann had never heard before.

	 

	“Girls of the abbey, don’t you want to go to Cheltenham?

	Cheltenham girls, don’t you want to go to town?

	Cheltenham girls, don’t you want to come to see the abbey?

	Abbey girls, don’t you want to go to town?”

	 

	“Well!” Joy was talking cheerily to herself. “A good lot of it has come true! We did go to Chelt.—dear old place!—and we’re going back, too, ‘married ladies or not!’ as the President says. And the Cheltenham folks mostly came back to town. And some of them have been here to see the abbey; and if things turn out as seems likely at present, the abbey girls will be going to town. I suppose that means me myself; I being the only original abbey girl left. But, of course, we did take in Jenny-Wren and Jacky-boy pretty thoroughly, so perhaps they may count too. But this won’t get my letters written! Bother weddings! Bother being an heiress and boss of an estate! It’s more worry than it’s worth!”

	The broken arches of the cloisters had wide, low sills of gray stone. Joy spread papers, letters, envelopes and pad about, and laid a stone on each to keep them steady. From Joan’s sanctum opening off the cloisters, in the early days Joy’s own little bedroom, she brought a cushion, and throwing it down on the stone sat upon it, her back against the wall, and set to work, humming all the time about the abbey girls who wanted to go to town.

	Ann, at her window a few yards away, smiled as she looked at her. “Miss Joy don’t even begin to grow up! Now why that Maidlin should have such a spite at her is more than I can tell! There couldn’t be a nicer young lady, unless ’twere Miss Joan herself—Mrs. Raymond, begging her pardon! A bit wild, Miss Joy used to be; but I’m sure these last few months she’s been different somehow—kinder, and more gentle spoken like. But she don’t look grown up this morning, and that’s a fact!”

	It was a fact. Joy’s mane of ruddy-bronze hair was “up,” because when it was up it was out of the way, and there was too much of it and it was too heavy to be carried in any other way with comfort. Otherwise it would have been down her back in a plait. In spite of her twenty-one years, to which she only referred when she wanted an argument for getting her own way, she was wearing the old blue gym tunic, reaching barely to her knees, which she had worn so happily for the month’s dancing at Cheltenham. Ever since that time she had worn it occasionally in mornings, when the fancy seized her, or when she felt “dancey,” and no remonstrance from her aunt or cousin had moved her.

	“You never said it wasn’t decent at Cheltenham!” she had argued many a time with Joan. “Just because you had on your own, and everybody else wore gymmies too! If it was decent there, it must be decent here. It’s jolly comfortable! And anyway, it’s only in the garden or the abbey. I don’t wear it out in the road, or after twelve o’clock, when visitors might walk in at any moment.”

	So, writing-pad propped on the knees of her gym stockings, she leaned against the cloister wall and scribbled answers to the pile of letters, murmuring a comment now and then.

	“Can’t be done! No, my dear man, I couldn’t think of it!—I’ll consult aunty about this one.—Oh, what cheek! Begging letters are the limit! I will not give to everybody who asks, just because I’ve got the money! I’d have nothing left in three months! But this one—yes, I’ll think it over. Sounds more the right kind. Oh, this is from Miss Macey. I wonder what the old dear wants? Perhaps it’s just more good wishes for Joan, come rather late. No, it’s for me all right. Oh—help!”

	She read the letter from her old schoolmistress, her merry face growing serious; then laid it down and sat staring across the garth at the high refectory windows. “This needs some thinking about! Dear old Mackums! She’s fearfully apologetic and all the rest of it, but she does know what she wants. I could do it for her, but it would be a fearful fag. Hi, Jenny-Wren! Come here and give me good advice! I know you’re looking for me. Now don’t begin cheering me up!” she threatened. “For I don’t need it. I know you’ve all made up your minds to cheer me up, but you needn’t bother, thank you! I can get along quite well without Joan!”

	“I can’t!” Jen came across the garth to join her. “I keep looking for her round every corner. The abbey and the Hall used to be full of Joan, and now they’re horribly empty. I haven’t come to cheer you up. I’ve come to be bucked up myself. I’ve no time to think about you! What do you suppose Joan’s doing now? Where will they have got to?”

	“They’re doing the sights of Paris, my child, and have forgotten our existence. You needn’t be sentimental over Joan; you know what she’s like when Jack’s round,” Joy mocked. “There isn’t anybody else, if she’s got him!”

	“He’s worse. Nobody else exists, if Joan’s there. Of course, it’s awfully nice, and all that; and I’m glad they’ve got married. They weren’t any use to anybody until they did, anyway. But I do feel left alone and lost. Isn’t the morning after a wedding a horrible time?”

	“Let’s talk about the weather!” Joy suggested kindly. “Isn’t it wonderfully mild for March? Feels like June, doesn’t it? Awfully fortunate for the wedding! But, of course, the abbey’s sheltered by the hills; it may be cold enough up on top! We shall soon have the blossom out, at this rate!”

	“Joy, you’re a pig! And you do look a sight! You need Joan to look after you. Do go and get dressed!”

	“Soon. I want to consult you on a matter of serious importance first. Business must be attended to, Jenny-Wren.”

	“I’m sure you can’t do business in a gymmy!”

	“I can do better business in a gymmy. The—er—freedom of my costume and—and of my lower limbs assists the free working of my business faculties, and stimulates the flow of my imagination, which is a great asset in dealing with business matters,” the lady of the Hall assured her seriously.

	“I shouldn’t have thought it was. But get busy at it, whatever it is, for you’ll have to go and dress, Joy, or at least you’ll have to vanish from here. Tourists will be turning up to see the abbey, and you mustn’t be caught looking such a sight.”

	“She talks as if a tunic were indecent, instead of only a little unusual!” Joy complained. “Look here, Jen, my infant! I’ve had a letter from Mackums.”

	“Oh! Does she want me to go over and see her? Why didn’t she write to me?”

	“It isn’t about you at all. It’s about quite another little girl, an infant of fifteen, called Rosamund Kane.”

	“Never heard of her. Who is she? And what about her?”

	“She’s left on Mackums’s tender hands as a boarder, while her folks are abroad. Her relations live away up in the north, like yours, and aren’t any use to this kid. And Wycombe doesn’t suit her; she’s lived in the north too, and it makes her all floppy, and she isn’t well.”

	“Oh, but she’ll get used to it! That’s only for the first week,” Jen said, from experience. “I always used to flop for a few days, and moon round with a headache, and say I’d never do any work. But it went off, and I was all right for the rest of the term.”

	“This kid has had two terms of it and it hasn’t gone off, and Mackums is worried about her. Wycombe’s so much among the hills.”

	“Yes, it’s different out here. Better ask the kid—oh, is that what Miss Macey wants? Has she asked you to have the kid here?”

	“That’s exactly and precisely what she has done, Jenny-Wren. She’s frightfully apologetic, and all that, but she knows we’ve heaps of room and maids and everything, and she says, could we possibly have the kid here for a few months, so that she could live in country air and cycle to school every day? Mackums thinks it would be the making of her. I dare say it would; but it’s a bit of a fag, isn’t it?”

	“It would be topping for the kid,” Jen said slowly. “I haven’t forgotten how you took me in, in the dip. time, and were so awfully decent to me.”

	“Joan was, you mean. You told me so quite plainly. Don’t you remember how you ticked me off?”

	“I was a rude infant, then. You were both awfully good about it. It must have been a fag to put up with a kid all the time. And it would be worse now. What shall you do, Joy?”

	“I don’t know. I’m still thinking.”

	“You’ve been awfully good already, asking people here for holidays, because you thought they needed a rest in the country. Joan told me about it.”

	“I’ve had a queer feeling”—Joy began, and paused. “I’m going to tell you about it sometime. But at this particular moment, what about Rosamund?”

	“You could ask Mrs. Shirley,” Jen suggested.

	Joy shook her head. “Aunty would say I must decide. You see, I was planning to go up to town quite a lot. There hasn’t been time yet, with getting first Cicely and then Joan married. But now that we’ve cleared the air, and just for fear any one should feel lonely now and then, I’d made all kinds of plans, and I was going up to town quite often, to swot at music, and so on. But it seems to me that would hardly be fair, either to aunty or this kid. If she comes, I’ll have to look after her, or she’ll find it hideously dull; and she may worry aunty.”

	“It does need thinking about,” Jen acknowledged. “I wish we’d got Joan; she always knew! Or Newcastle, from Cheltenham!”

	“I could write for advice to everybody, all round the connection, of course!” Joy mocked. “But I think it would be better to decide for myself. If I let the kid come here, it’s I who will have to take the worry of her. But it does complicate matters.”

	“Not half!” Jen agreed, and sat on the grass, leaning against Joy’s knee and frowning over the problem.

	At eighteen, she was tall and slim and lithe, moving with the unconscious grace of one who had been a folk-dancer since she was thirteen. The yellow hair she had always worn in long plaits had been cut short after her accident the previous summer, and, discovering the comfort of a crown of bobbed curls, Jen had stoutly refused, for the present, to let it grow again. She wore it caught back from her face with a slide, and was happy in the freedom of the prevailing fashion. In her jumper and short skirt she still looked a schoolgirl, except for her height. When this difficulty was pointed out to her, she was wont to say airily, “I had a serious illness, and one always grows in bed. I’m really only fifteen; and don’t you forget it!”—and to omit to mention that it was more than a year since she had left school.

	They sat thinking over their problem, Joy leaning back against the old gray stone of her cloister arch and nursing one knee, Jen propped against her sitting on the grass. Suddenly the clanging of the great abbey bell brought them both to their feet.

	“Joy! I said you’d be caught! Fly! You’ve just got time!”

	“I shan’t, then,” Joy pulled herself together. “That old thing made me jump; but it’s only eleven o’clock. We aren’t open till twelve. Ann won’t let the idiots in. She knows she’s got to reckon with me now, and that I’m not soft, as Joan used to be! Go and tell her to send them for a walk in the woods for an hour, there’s a good kid!”

	“Here she comes! She wants to ask you something.”

	“Please, Miss Joy, it’s a lady, and she says she’s a friend of yours and she knows as how you’d let her in, and she’s been to the Hall to see you, but they told her you was in the abbey.” Ann looked doubtful, with an apologetic glance at Joy’s knees.

	The girls looked at one another. “Who on earth——?”

	“I’ll go and see, shall I?” and Jen raced away across the garth.

	Joy hastily began to gather up her scattered papers. “These interruptions to business! When one does try to do a little work! Whoever can it be? Is it anybody I’m prepared to receive in this—er—costume? There aren’t very many! But Jen will know,” and she withdrew towards the door of the private room in the cloister wall, ready to take cover, if necessary.

	“Jen’s excited about it, whoever it is. I can hear her shrieks from here. She always did give a yell and hurl herself on people,” and Joy chuckled.

	Jen came flying back. “Joy! Oh, you needn’t hide! You really needn’t! It’s some one who saw you first in your gymmy! Guess!”

	“Cheltenham?” cried Joy. “Who?”

	“It’s Madam!” and Jen collapsed in laughter on the grass. “Fancy hiding from her, because you’re in your tunic!”

	“Idiot!” Joy hurled at her, and went leaping across the garth, all long, flying legs, to the tunnel passage and the old front gate.

	


CHAPTER II
 ENTER MADAM

	“But we thought you were teaching in Oxford last night! You said so at the wedding yesterday!” Joy was remonstrating, as she gave joyful welcome to this, their first teacher at the Cheltenham school, and a friend now of many months—“In spite of the fearful dressing-down we got when she first saw our dancing, that we thought was so awfully good!” as the girls were wont to say mournfully.

	“So I was,” Madam said imperturbably. “I had classes all evening. But I thought I’d give you a surprise, and I wanted to see the abbey again. My first visit, at Christmas, was so very short.”

	“But we asked you to come, and you said you had to get back to town for classes this morning?”

	“They’ve got measles in the school. So they wired me, and I’ve got the morning off. I can’t go back till they’re out of quarantine, of course.”

	“No, you go to schools too much. Oh, that’s topping! Can you stop a few days?”

	“Schools, or teachers’ classes. Oh, I’ve a town class to-night; three, in fact; and a lecture by the Director afterwards, and I’ve got to sing. But I’ve the morning off, so I came back to give you a shock. I thought you’d let me in.”

	“You did it! Several shocks. But it’s topping to have you here.”

	“Busy person!” said Jen. “She shall sing to us, to your piano, Joy. She can practise for to-night. ‘Aunt Nancy,’ I suppose?”

	“No, not ‘Aunt Nancy!’ English songs to-night,” Madam retorted. “ ‘The Blacksmith,’ if you really want to know, and ‘Dabbling in the Dew.’ ”

	“The President would say it was bad taste on their part not to have ‘Aunt Nancy’ and ‘Cocky Robin,’ ” said Joy. “She’s crazy about them.”

	“Oh, they’ll have those for encores!” Jen assured her gravely. “She won’t get off with only two!”

	Madam laughed. “Are you trying to pretend it’s last Vacation School, or preparing for next?” she asked of Joy.

	“Oh, I often fly round like this in mornings. I’ll run you down to Wycombe in Belinda after lunch. If you’ll come with me, that is?”—there was a sudden touch of gravity in Joy’s usually mocking tone.

	Madam gave her a quick look. “Will you? I’d love it! The woods are glorious! But my bag’s down at the station. I walked up through the woods, by the beech path.”

	“We’ll pick it up as we go. I thought maybe you’d rather not, knowing I nearly killed Jenny-Wren!”

	“She’s fearfully careful now,” Jen said anxiously. “I can’t get her to put on any speed at all. It’s hideously dull! We only crashed that time because we were all talking and laughing, Dick and Jack and the rest. ’Twasn’t her fault more than anybody else’s.”

	“Oh, yes, it was! Everybody’s been awfully decent about it, but I know perfectly well how it happened, and I haven’t forgotten,” Joy said sombrely.

	“I’d love to be whirled down to Wycombe, instead of going all the way round by train,” Madam said warmly.

	“You’re a sport! I won’t smash you up, honestly. I know I’d have to reckon with somebody if I did!”

	“Where is he, by the way? What have you done with him? You had a funny husband yesterday!” Jen said reproachfully. “Oh, did you see him, in the garden, after Joan had gone?”

	“I was trying not to look,” Madam said seriously, but with amused eyes. “He wanted to play singing games on the lawn, didn’t he? Oh, he went back to town last night. We didn’t know to-day was to be a holiday, or I might have let him stay. He has heaps of work on hand, so we parted at the station, and he went home to get on with it.”

	“He nearly killed me in ‘Haste to the Wedding,’ ” Joy said reminiscently. “He and you ought to be sued for dancing to the public danger. I’m sure it’s against the bye-laws. Anything wilder than you two when it comes to ‘Partners swing and change,’ I never saw. It’s absolutely dangerous.”

	“He tries to take me off my feet. But he can’t do it because I lean back. You’re quite safe if you lean well back. It was a jolly dance!” Madam said yearningly.

	“I shouldn’t have thought he could ever pull you over,” Jen remarked.

	“Oh, you don’t know! He’s strong. I have to lean very well back!” Madam laughed. “He’ll be wild when he hears I’ve been here again without him. He’s simply dying for another look at your old books; he wants to spend hours examining them. You’d have to search him when he was going away, though; I wouldn’t answer for him where early manuscripts are concerned. When are you coming to town to see his book? He’s doing one, just like yours, you know.”

	They were crossing the garth towards the refectory; and Jen, with Joan in her mind, stood back and watched, for Joan still held that no one could walk or run quite like Madam, whether in a blue tunic or, as now, in a swinging gray cloak and short skirt and soft comfortable hat. Then she dashed after them, and caught them at the top of the dark winding stair.

	“What do you mean? Nobody could make a book like these now,” Joy argued, as they stood in the refectory by the big cases which held the manuscripts discovered in the secret chamber under the abbey.

	“He could. He’s doing one. You must come and see it. Of course, it will take years to finish it. I’d like you to see it. It’s really rather good.” Madam was turning over the leaves of a missal with careful fingers but critical eyes, her studiously-offhand tone holding only the faintest suggestion of pride in her husband’s beautiful work. “He’s been at it for years already. He’s doing the whole thing, of course, the lettering as well as the borders and the designs and the illuminating.”

	“Just like an old monk in a monastery?” Jen marvelled. “I knew he was an artist, but I didn’t know just what he did. But nobody has time for that kind of work nowadays!”

	“Beautiful work for its own sake? Not many, perhaps; but I seem to have found one who cares to do it. I’d like him to show you his book. It’s going to be shown at an exhibition soon, but if you come in time you shall have a private view.”

	“Oh, we’ll come!” Joy said warmly. “I’m going up to town one day soon! And you’ll show us your flat? Cicely raves about it. She’s told us oceans about the day she went to see you.”

	“She didn’t see The Book.” Madam spoke in solemn capitals. “It was away on loan. Oh, I’ll give you tea! Just let me know when you’re coming. I’m out a great deal, you know.”

	“Would you consider me a fit and proper guardian for an infant of fourteen, to set it a good example and bring it up in the way it should go?” Joy asked suddenly, while they were still poring over the beautiful old illuminated sheets.

	“The very last person in the world I should choose. Why?” Madam asked absently, intent on a fourteenth-century book of prayers.

	“You always were crushing!” Joy wailed. “D’you remember, Jen?—‘You’re all wrong, you four! You’re wrong every single time!’—and then she hurled herself off the form and came flying across the room at us, end we stared at her, open-mouthed and blank and terrified.”

	“Nonsense! You were never terrified, not one of you, for a single second!” Madam retorted swiftly. “You simply thought how funny I was. I saw that well enough. But you were wrong; dreadfully wrong!”

	“Of course we were! We haven’t stopped being grateful to you yet for pulling us up so suddenly.” Jen was sitting on the table among the priceless manuscripts, swinging her legs. “And we were so frightfully pleased with ourselves; that was why it was so funny. But you didn’t paralyse us; we just loved it—and you, from the first. How the President went on when we got home that night! She and Newcastle talked about you till after midnight. But you do paralyse some people, you know.”

	“I know. I can’t think why,” Madam said pensively. “There’s a fearful story, that’s never been forgotten against me, of some one finding two people shivering out in the passage, terrified to go into their class; and when they opened the door, it was my room. I’ve never been allowed to forget it. But who is the infant you want to be guardian to?” to Joy. “I’m not so sure; perhaps I’m wrong. I haven’t seen very much of you lately,” and she gave her a keen, thoughtful look.

	“Oh, I quite agree with you! It’s just how I feel myself. And I don’t want to do it a scrap. But I’ve been asked to take on the job, and well, when you can do a thing, you feel such a rotter if you say you won’t.”

	“It would be a great chance for the child, of course. But it would mean some responsibility for you,” Madam said thoughtfully, when she understood the position. “You could hardly leave her here on Mrs. Shirley’s hands continually, if you wanted to come up to town for classes, as you spoke of doing.”

	“No, it wouldn’t be quite playing the game towards aunty. She isn’t at all strong. It all needs some thinking about—Help! What on earth is it?”

	“Oh, you little wretch! How you made us jump!” Jen cried wrathfully, as a small figure fell rather than climbed down from the high niche which had once been the pulpit, or seat of the lay brother who read aloud during meal times to the assembled monks.

	“Is this your new ward?” and Madam, having recovered from the shock, turned to look curiously at the dishevelled little figure, dusty and untidy, with big black eyes and a cloud of wild black hair.

	“No, it’s the novelette girl!” Jen was beginning shrilly, when she was interrupted.

	“The bell’s gone! You didn’t hear, you were talking so hard! They’ll be up here in a minute; they always come here first. Visitor-people, to see the abbey. Aren’t you going to hide?”—to Joy. “You always do, when people come. But I don’t believe you’ve time, unless aunty keeps them at the gate. I’ll go”—and she whirled past them and down the winding stair in the wall.

	“Gracious! It is after twelve! Then we can’t say anything! We shall jolly well be caught this time!” Joy groaned, glancing hurriedly at her wristwatch.

	“Oh, couldn’t we hide, as the child suggested?” Madam laughed. “Where do you generally go? Perhaps she’ll keep them at bay for a moment. I’m game; but where? I want to see your underground passages again. Couldn’t we——?”

	“Through the chapter-house!” Jen laughed. “We’ll go home by Underground, Joy!”

	“Come on!” said Madam, eager as a schoolgirl for a joke or a new experience. “Joy, as mistress of everything and head over all, you simply must not be seen running about in a tunic at this time of day! Lead the way, Jenny-Wren!”

	“I suppose it isn’t quite the thing! It’s not usual, anyway. Come on, then, if you’re sure you don’t mind!” and they all three followed the tempestuous small girl down the narrow stair.

	“Don’t fall and twist your ankle! Not you!” Jen warned Madam. “It’s awful to have to sit out and watch other people dance! You wouldn’t like it at all. The steps are frightfully uneven. There! That’s safe!”

	They could not have crossed the garth unseen. Already Ann’s voice could be heard, “reciting dates,” as Jen murmured, to the tourists. But it only took a second for them all to slip into the chapter-house, which stood at right angles to the refectory. Joy, delighting in the freedom of her costume, took a flying vault through the low window at the inner end, and Jen followed as swiftly and easily. They both turned to give their hands to their guest, but found her already on the sill; she took Jen’s hand and sprang lightly down, and they all vanished into the tunnel of the secret passage, through the old carved door.

	“I’d forgotten your flying leaps on to forms and chairs!” Joy laughed. “I was going to apologise for asking you to climb through windows, but perhaps I needn’t.”

	“Oh, don’t trouble! But you abbey people are so unexpected!” and Madam paused on the steps to laugh. “I might have known I’d be in for something unusual when I came here! Have we a light? Or do we sit in the dark? I suppose you’ll have to shut the door?”

	“I keep a torch in a hidie-hole, for fear of accidents,” and Joy burrowed in the dark, and flashed on an electric torch, while Jen closed the outer door. “It’s not the first time I’ve taken cover here! I’m not keen on tourists. Do you want to see the crypt and the well again? Or shall we go straight home to lunch?”

	“Oh, I think we might just have a minute down there. I’d like to see the abbot’s tomb again.”

	“Right-o! I do know a little about this, if Joan left anything out when you came before,” and Joy led the way down the steps.

	


CHAPTER III
 BURIED ALIVE

	“Be careful here!” and Joy paused in the passage behind the stairs. “Do you draw the line at planks over bottomless pits?”

	“What?” Madam peered over her shoulder. “What has happened down here? There were no bottomless pits when I came in January.”

	“It went all boggy and squishy in that heavy rain just after the President’s wedding, and we decided there must be an underground spring, like the one you fall into on the upper path. So Joan said it had better be drained, and it was a bigger job than they expected. It isn’t finished yet. I don’t say the hole’s bottomless, but it’s rather deep, so don’t fall off the plank. Do you mind?”

	“Not so long as there’s a light,” Madam laughed, and followed her across a couple of uneven boards bridging a deep chasm.

	Joy held the torch low to guide her steps, and Jen offered her hand. But Madam disdained it and ran lightly across. “I shan’t fall! Unsteady people might, though. It’s a long plank. Do all your visitors come across?”

	“They have to, if they want to see the hermit’s church. Some funk it, of course. Now we have to find our way through hills and mountains,” and Joy guided her carefully among heaps of clay and rubbish. “The men aren’t working to-day. There are very few men we can get, and they’ve had to leave this for a more urgent job in the village. But it’s only for a week or two.”

	“Tell me again the story of how Joan and Jen found the jewels!” Madam demanded, when they had inspected the crypt and ancient well, the inscriptions and the tomb of the first abbot, and were standing before the rough carving in the wall—“Jehane III” which had given the clue to the position of the buried casket.

	Instead of the story, Jen gave a shriek of dismay. “Joy! The torch is going out!”

	“Help! What on earth shall we do?” gasped Joy, and stared helplessly at the light, which gave a last feeble flicker and went out.

	“I’ve always said that would happen sooner or later!” Jen groaned. “Torches are beastly things! You never know how much is left in them.”

	For a moment there was silence in the old church, the blank silence of underground—“Of a tomb,” as Jen said later. Then Madam’s laugh rang out. “Well, Joy Shirley! Of all the ways to treat your visitors! Didn’t I say you abbey people were unexpected? I suppose you know your way out by this time?”

	“Oh, I know my way!” Joy said gloomily. “And I’ll get you out, if I have to go on my hands and knees all the way. But it won’t be easy; you can’t crawl across planks!”

	“I’d forgotten the bottomless pit!” Madam sobered hastily. “That’s another story. You can’t cross those planks without a light, Joy. I won’t allow it. We’ll wait——”

	“You and Jen must wait, of course. We’re not all three going to crawl! But I’m going to get out somehow and bring back a light for you.”

	“Joy, you can’t!” Jen expostulated. “It won’t help us for you to fall into the hole! And you’ll break something, if you do; it’s quite ten feet deep.”

	“My dear kid, I’m not going to sit down and do nothing!” Joy said brusquely. “I’ve got to get you out somehow. I brought you here.”

	“Joy, don’t be silly!” Madam’s voice had its old note of authority. “There are visitors in the abbey. Won’t the woman bring them here? Surely she’ll have a light?”

	“Saved!” Jen cried dramatically. “Of course she will! So you needn’t do tight-rope gym stunts, after all, Joy! We’ve only got to wait!”

	“They’re sure to come here, aren’t they?” Madam insisted, as Joy still hesitated. “Very well, then. We’ll wait. It would be awfully risky to try to cross that plank without a light. I dare say we could all do it if we had to; I’d try it in a moment, if I got too hungry! But if your woman is likely to turn up with lights and visitors within half an hour, we won’t do anything ridiculous. Where’s that tomb? We’ll sit by it and wait. I never felt anything so solid as this blackness!”

	“You always say you can see in the dark, Wild Cat!” Jen mocked to Joy. “Lead us to the tomb! I say! Doesn’t it sound awful?”

	“I’m frightfully sorry!” Joy apologised abjectly, as she guided them carefully through the blackness of the crypt. “Here you are! Here’s Michael! He’s something to hold on to, anyway. I’m sure he’ll be pleased for you to sit on him. I say!” to Madam. “We don’t often do this with our visitors!”

	Madam felt her way carefully to a broad step, and with equal care sat down upon it. Then she leant back against the big square table-tomb and began to laugh, and laughed till she nearly cried. “I’ll never forget it! Fancy losing your visitors in the depths of the earth! Do you often mislay people like this? I wonder how long we shall sit here! I never expected to be buried alive! Joy Shirley, you’ll never hear the end of this!”

	“I know,” Joy agreed ruefully. “I never shall. Cicely and Joan will simply scream. Every one will ask me if I’ve buried any one lately!”

	“I nearly died when the light went out!” and Madam went off into another peal of laughter. “Jen’s shriek—and the last glimpse of your horror-stricken face—and the picture of you crawling along those planks—and the silence and darkness you can feel! It’s simply priceless! Can’t you feel it? It’s as solid as a London fog! And neither of you ever thinking about the visitors we’ve run away from!”

	“They may not come,” Joy said gloomily. “Perhaps it’s only some old ladies. If Ann tells them about the pit and the planks, they won’t trouble to come down.”

	“Then you and I will eat Jenny-Wren, and then one of us will eat the other, and then the survivor will have to crawl! But we’ll only go as far as that if we really have to.”

	“Oh, I think they’ll look down, whoever they are, and we’ll all yell together at the slightest sound!” Jen argued. “Besides, there’s a man. I saw him as I scooted into the chapter-house. He won’t mind planks! He’ll want to see where the jewels were found!”

	“It’s frightfully ignominious to sit waiting to be rescued by a strange man!” and Madam’s voice shook.

	“Now don’t you go off again!” Jen pleaded. “Do you ever have hysterics?”

	“No, never! But I’ve never been buried alive before. Anything may happen! Joy, don’t you really think it’s funny?”

	Joy surrendered, and began to laugh. “Oh, if you don’t mind! If it were only Jen, I’d not care a scrap. But I am awfully sorry——”

	“No, you never did care what you did to me, did you?” Jen mocked.

	“That’s playing with fire, Jenny-Wren; a dangerous game!” Madam said seriously, as there was ominous silence from where Joy sat. “You deserve to be put in the hermit’s well for saying that.”

	“Joy knows I’m only ragging. I’ll put her in the well if she can’t take a joke!”

	“All the same, it’s a sore subject, and one you’d be just as well not to joke upon. I can’t see Joy’s face, but I know just how she looked when you said that.”

	“I know too. That’s why I said it,” Jen said defiantly. “Just because I didn’t mean it; don’t you see? It’s a—a course of treatment I’m giving her. She’s so silly; she’s daft! She will go on thinking it was her fault I tipped out of Belinda that day, and bashed my head; and everybody knows it was all an accident. So I make a joke about it whenever I get a chance, just to teach her. I can’t see her either, but I know how she looked too—glum! She always does. But it’s good for her.”

	“Jenny-Wren, you’re a little beast!” Joy pulled herself together. “And I’m an idiot. I know you were only ragging. But how you understand!” to Madam. “You only see us for a few minutes once in a month or so, and yet you know all we’re thinking and feeling!”

	“Oh, but she always did!” Jen argued. “That was one of the very first things Cicely said about her; that she understood people so awfully well!”
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