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			Foreword

			Foreword

			As an admirer of cats, particularly Siamese, I am of course familiar with the tradition that the first Siamese cats in England were brought to that country by Owen Gould, British Consul-General at Bangkok, in 1884. I have felt at liberty to introduce a fictitious member of the breed at an a earlier date, since it seems to me quite possible that unrecorded examples may well have existed.

			Like the cat, all the characters in this book are entirely fictitious and bear no resemblance to any persons living or dead.

		

	
		
			BOOK ONE

			Megan

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Scientists assert that it is a wholly natural phenomenon—child of storm cloud and full moon, as its bright sister of day is the offspring of sunlight and rain.

			Megan was not superstitious, but when she reached the top of the ridge and saw the black rainbow framing the huddled towers of Grayhaven Manor, her first impulse was to pick up her wet, clinging skirts and retreat at full speed back down the slope she had so laboriously ascended.

			The rainsquall that had drenched her during her walk passed as quickly as it had come, and as the weary girl paused to rest, the full moon burst free of the clouds. The rainbow’s hues ranged from palest silver-gray to a black deeper than the moonlit vault of the sky—an ominous portent for a traveler whose destination was the old house under that sinister arc.

			It lay in a little cup of hills, whose slopes must be green and pleasant by daylight. The moon robbed them of color, as it did all other objects in view; the trees were sable plumes, the lawns pale as snow, the little stream a silver ribbon. The scene had an eerie beauty, but Megan found herself wishing she had not beguiled her weeks of enforced idleness by reading so many of the Gothic romances then in fashion, with their abundance of specters, vampires, and haunted castles. Not that she had had much choice; her landlady’s small library consisted entirely of such volumes, and she had not had the money to join a circulating library.

			At first glance the ancient walls and towers of Grayhaven appeared to be a perfect setting for one of Mrs. Radcliffe’s tales of imperiled maidens and Black Monks. Subsequent glances gave quite a different impression. Sheltered by the enclosing hills, the house clung to the earth like a curled-up cat, blinking yellow windows of eyes in smug content. The suggestion of warmth and light in those amber squares was most welcome to a wet and weary traveler.

			Still Megan lingered, tempted to rest awhile before proceeding. They had told her at the station that it was only four miles to the house. The distance had seemed at least twice that long. She had eaten nothing since breakfast, and her wet skirts felt heavy as lead. The ground was damp, and she shivered in the sharp breeze that had arisen to scatter the clouds. The moon rode high above the last wrack of the storm, a silver ball rolling up an invisible path across the sky—chariot of the goddess Diana, virgin huntress of the Romans.

			Megan was better educated than most of her class, she knew her Latin and even a little Greek; but she had not learned of pagan gods from the nuns who had provided her formal schooling. Her father had been half a pagan himself; from his tales, and from the books he somehow managed to obtain, wherever their travels led them, she had learned of Zeus and Apollo, grim Pluto and his stolen bride, and the other immortals of Olympus. Under the spell of the black rainbow she remembered things she would rather have forgotten. The black-and-silver landscape was no place for bright Apollo or the harmless nymphs of grove and stream; but what a night for Diana the huntress, whose other persona is the witch goddess Hecate, and whose pack hunts human prey. Megan’s skin prickled as she heard a frenzied distant howling. Another sound, closer at hand, made her glance fearfully over her shoulder. Surely it had been the soft patter of hooves. A harmless deer—or a ghostly stag? The horse of a human traveler—or a great black stallion spurred on by one of the grim, inhuman heroes so popular with the lady authors of the romances . . . dark hair flowing back from a high, noble forehead, grave brown eyes fixed on the horizon…?

			Megan gave herself a shake and returned to the real world of wet shoes, soggy garments, and aching limbs. The face of the imaginary rider had not been a product of fiction-induced fancy, it had a living model; and common sense told her to stop dreaming. Edmund Mandeville was her employer. He could never be anything else. She forced herself to stoop and pick up the heavy bag, which she had dropped when she reached the summit of the hill.

			She had more strength of character than her fragile form and delicate features suggested. Though the weight of the bag dragged painfully at her weary muscles, she was about to proceed when she saw something that made her breath catch in her throat. Her wild fancies had not been imagination after all—or else they had given solid form to something that should never have existed in the real world. On a great boulder beside the path perched a small bowed hump of a figure. The moonlight glinted off a helmet of sleek dark hair and showed the curve of a pale cheek; there was no dismissing the object as a natural formation.

			Megan’s half-suppressed cry was heard. The dwarfish creature bounded up. Balancing atop the boulder, it turned to face the girl.

			In the bright moonlight it lost its goblin air and took on a kindlier aspect—that of a brownie or dwarf, one of the Little People who haunt the remote hills and are said, on occasion, to grant wishes to humans. It was muffled in a dark cloak, whose hood had fallen back to display human features, but it was of diminutive size—though, as Megan was to learn, not so tiny as her startled imagination had made it seem.

			At first its round homely face mirrored her own shock. Wide eyes glinted palely.

			“Who are you?” The two voices blended in an impromptu duet.

			The little woman was the first to relax. Her mouth opened in a wide smile and she broke out laughing.

			“You gave me such a start! I thought myself quite alone, and for a moment you had a look of . . . But I had better not tell you what peculiar notions were passing through my mind, or you will think me entirely mad instead of slightly eccentric.”

			Megan had realized that her “brownie” was only a human female of unusually short stature; but her second theory, that the humbly dressed woman must be one of the servants from the manor below, was negated by the voice and speech, which were those of a lady.

			Gratefully she responded to the friendly smile and cordial voice. “If you are eccentric to be out on such a night, then so am I. But anyone might be fascinated by so strange a sight. That is—you did see it, did you not?”

			“The black rainbow?” The little woman let out another peal of laughter. “I assure you, it is quite a natural phenomenon. My old nurse saw it once when she was a girl, but it is very rare, and I never expected I would have the good fortune to behold it myself.” She fell silent; her smile faded into a look of dreamy wonder, and in a softer, altogether different voice she murmured, “Dark child of falling water and full moon, the road on which the Huntress rides . . .”

			Megan started at hearing her own fantasy echoed by a stranger, though, she assured herself, anyone educated in the classics might think in such terms. However, the little lady’s altered look made her uncomfortable, and she said rather sharply, “I suppose the common people hereabouts have invented ignorant superstitions about it.”

			“To be sure.” The other woman’s voice returned to normal. “Nurse quite curdled my infant blood with her tales about it; her sister died thirteen months later, and she was convinced the black rainbow was a sign of approaching death. It was partly to dispel my childish terrors about it that I was prompted to inquire into the origin of the phenomenon. But this is an odd conversation for two strangers met in such a place, and so late at night. Have you lost your way? This road leads nowhere except to the house.”

			“If it be, as I suppose, Grayhaven Manor, I have not lost my way. That is my destination.”

			“Indeed?”

			She said no more; only the rising tone of her voice requested an explanation. Megan appreciated her courtesy, but the fact that the woman was obviously ignorant of her identity made her heart sink down into her sodden boots.

			“Am I correct in assuming that you are Miss Mandeville?” she asked.

			“You are.”

			“I am Megan O’Neill.”

			The same look of polite curiosity met this statement.

			“Oh, dear,” Megan said, unable to keep her voice steady. “You did not know of my coming? He did not tell you?”

			“He? Ah—I think I am beginning to understand. You speak of my brother?”

			“Yes, Mr. Edmund Mandeville. It was he who hired me. He assured me he would write in case, as he rather expected, he was delayed in London and I arrived before him . . .”

			Her voice failed her as a great lump seemed to block her throat. It had been bad enough to find herself abandoned at the railway station, like an unwanted parcel, but this was worse than she had imagined. No wonder Miss Mandeville had looked at her questioningly. Indeed, she had received more consideration than she had any right to expect; Miss Mandeville must have taken the bedraggled wanderer for a beggar—or worse. Shame and embarrassment were not the only emotions that struck Megan dumb. Most painful of all was the realization that she had meant so little to Edmund Mandeville that he had not even bothered to notify the household of her existence.

			“My brother hired you?” Miss Mandeville said, after a prolonged silence. “For what position?”

			“Governess. I…he said there was a child.”

			“His ward. She is three years old.”

			“So young as that? Mr. Mandeville did not mention—”

			“He may have forgotten,” Miss Mandeville said dryly. “He has scarcely seen her since she was an infant. Well, but this is not a suitable time or place for conversation. The night grows cold, and you are shivering. Come along.”

			Gathering up her skirts she jumped from the rock and started down the graveled drive that descended the slope into the valley. Mutely Megan followed. Her head ached and she had the sensation of walking not on solid earth but on some boggy surface that dragged at her feet.

			After a few strides Miss Mandeville stopped and waited for her companion to catch up. “I beg your pardon, I did not mean to run away from you. I was thinking of Edmund. It is not like him to be so thoughtless. I only pray he has not had a relapse. He was ill, you know—very ill.”

			Megan hastened to give what reassurance she could. “He looked in good health when I saw him two days ago. A little thin and pale, but in excellent spirits. Was he in the Crimea? I did not like to ask.”

			“Yes. At Inkerman. It was not his wound that brought him so near death, but the typhoid, which he caught while in hospital. It is a mercy he was spared.”

			“From what I saw of him I am sure you have no cause for present concern.”

			“It is good of you to reassure me. I suppose we must forgive him an occasional lapse, after all his troubles. But my dear Miss O’Neill, you were most unwise to set out alone, on foot, and in the rain. Was there no one at the station whom you could have hired to drive you?”

			Megan did not want to tell her the truth—that she lacked the money to hire transportation. Not only would this force the further disclosure that she had been abruptly dismissed from her last post, without a reference, but it would reflect further on Mr. Mandeville. She had hoped he would give her an advance on her salary, or at least the price of her fare, but he had not offered—perhaps because he had never been in the position of having only a few shillings in his pocket. Men could not be expected to think of such trivial matters. And men, Megan devoutly thanked Heaven, were more apt than women to forget about such trivialities as references.

			She realized that her companion was awaiting an answer, and said quickly, “It was not raining when I set out; and the porter assured me it was only a short walk. After the cramped hours in the train, I looked forward to the exercise. I left my trunk at the station—”

			“I should hope so! That bag looks very heavy; if you wish to leave it here by the gate, I will send one of the footmen to fetch it.”

			“Thank you, I can manage. I hope, Miss Mandeville, that you will accept my apologies for—”

			“Nonsense. Apologies are due you, not me. Enough of that; once you are warm and comfortable, we will talk.”

			She said no more during the remainder of the walk, for which Megan was grateful; she concentrated on dragging one heavy foot after the other. They squelched with each step and felt as if they weighed fifty pounds apiece. She was vaguely aware of the bulk of the house looming up before her and of a great central tower, whose crenellated roofline stood out blackly against the sky. Miss Mandeville marched up to the front door and flung it open. A flood of warmth, light, and comfort clasped Megan in supporting arms.

			The arms were actually those of a stout old woman wearing the neat black gown and ruffled cap of a servant. Her face was as wrinkled as a withered apple, but her arms had a blacksmith’s strength; they had propelled the dazed girl up a flight of stairs and along a lighted corridor before she came fully to her senses.

			Megan muttered something—she scarcely knew what—and attempted to demonstrate that she could walk unassisted. The brawny arms only tightened their hold.

			“Don’t fret yourself, poor child,” the old woman crooned. “Lizzie will take care of you; you came all over queer just now, and small wonder, wet and tired as you are. It’s a shame, it is, but just like Master Edmund, he always was a careless lad—handsome as a little lord, but never thinking . . .”

			Megan had not the inclination nor the strength to resist. Her wet garments were removed and she was helped into a bath filled with steaming water. Drowsy and content, she was carried back to a time when other hands had tended her and other voices had murmured soothingly. Nurse . . . She had forgotten the name, but the once-loved face was clear in her mind—apple-cheeked and smiling, framed by snowy white frills. And another face, dimmer and less distinct—a pearly oval and a drift of sunny bright hair, a light laughing voice crooning endearments in that language that makes any sound like music.

			Lizzie plucked her out of the bath and wrapped her in a dressing gown, and gradually Megan began to take account of her surroundings. It seemed to her, in her confused state, that the room was filled with people; but in fact there were only three others—two young girls, dressed like housemaids, who were emptying the copper tub, and the old woman, who had begun unpacking her bag, her lips pursed critically as she shook out the wrinkled garments.

			Lit by a number of lamps as well as by the firelight, the room was of considerable size, its high ceiling hidden by shifting shadows. The furnishings were dark and heavy; conspicuous among them was the bed, a carved four-poster with tester and hangings of blue velvet. Except for a few rugs, the floor was bare; its surface, reflecting the dancing flames, shimmered like brown honey.

			For the past two years, since her father’s death had forced her to seek the only employment for which she was fitted, Megan had seen several fine mansions, but only as an outsider allowed to admire from afar. A governess’s position was peculiar. Almost everyone else in the class-conscious society had a proper place in the caste system, based on such factors as wealth, ancestry, and occupation. The place might be lowly and abject, but it was defined; one knew where one stood and what was expected of one. A governess’s education and birth might be as good as or better than that of the people who employed her. In this sense she was not a servant, but she was definitely not one of the ruling class. In consequence she was usually looked down on by both servants and masters, and her comfort depended solely on the goodwill of those she served.

			Megan’s physical surroundings had reflected this ambivalence. Her own room had been little better than a servant’s, furnished with cast-offs and neglected by the busy chambermaids; but, unlike the maids, she was occasionally summoned to the drawing room if her employer required music or reading aloud or some other service. She had become familiar with the latest fashions in architecture and furnishings, and thus was able to see the deficiencies in her present surroundings.

			This room, and everything in it, was old. It was perilously clean; there was not a speck of dust on any surface, and even the fenders shone with strenuous polishing. But the blue velvet hangings of the bed had faded to a grayish azure, and the bed itself must be a hundred years old; the wood was black with age.

			But who was she to be critical? This faded grandeur was too fine for her; it must be a temporary accommodation only. Miss Mandeville seemed very kind, for all her peculiarities; she had ordered the inconveniently collapsing governess to be carried to the nearest comfortable room, but next day Megan would be relegated to her proper place in the nursery wing—if she was not summarily ejected.

			She can’t dismiss me, Megan thought. But she had great influence with her brother; he spoke of her with such affection and admiration, he said she was the mistress of the house . . . And the child only three! She needed a nursemaid, not a governess. Some ambitious parents started their sons on Latin grammar and the use of the globes when they were little older, but who would bother with a girl? They were considered overeducated and unfeminine if they acquired more than the conventional ladylike skills—music, drawing, a little French.

			Megan’s hands clenched. The room might be shabby, but it had a graciousness the newer mansions lacked, and an air of warmth and welcome they would never attain. I want to stay, she thought childishly. Holy Mother, let me stay; Blessed Virgin, give me sanctuary—just for a while, I am so tired.

			The door opened to admit Miss Mandeville, followed by a servant carrying a tray. Megan’s nostrils quivered. She had not realized how hungry she was until she smelled the tantalizing odors emanating from the covered platters. At Miss Mandeville’s direction the food was placed on a low table convenient to Megan’s reach, and then the servants were dismissed. The last to leave was the stout old woman, whom Miss Mandeville addressed familiarly as Lizzie.

			Megan added her thanks, but did not venture to use the familiar name; she had learned by painful experience that servants such as cooks and housekeepers were sensitive about the honorable title of “Mrs.” and did not brook familiarity from a mere governess. In fact, she was puzzled by Lizzie’s role. Her garments were exceedingly old-fashioned, like those of a nursery- or housemaid of half a century before, yet the young maids had scurried to obey her orders.

			Megan was curious enough to ask a direct question. Miss Mandeville responded with a smile that rounded her cheeks and reduced her eyes to twinkling slits. In her simple gray wool gown, with her brown hair tugged into an unfashionable knob at the back of her neck, she resembled one of the maids instead of the mistress, and her feet dangled several inches clear of the floor.

			“Lizzie considers herself the housekeeper, but in fact she is empress of Grayhaven, and a great tyrant. She has bullied all of us since she was nannie to me and Edmund. But please eat, while the food is hot. I know what railway food is like—limp and lumpy and snatched from the hands of other frantic passengers while the train hoots from the platform. I dined some time ago, but I will have a glass of wine to keep you company.”

			The wine was a Burgundy with a fine bouquet and brilliant color. It went down as smoothly as water, warming Megan’s chilled limbs. Her face reflected her appreciation, and her companion said with a smile, “You know good wine, Miss O’Neill. This is my brother’s choice; if your other qualifications are as outstanding I am not surprised Edmund was impressed with you.”

			“Being half French, I suppose I might claim to have a natural appreciation of wine,” Megan said. “But in fact it was my father who cultivated my taste—not a particularly suitable taste for a young lady, I am afraid.”

			“Your father was Irish?”

			The seemingly casual question dispelled the euphoria induced by warmth, food, and wine. Megan braced herself for a task which, but for the lady’s kindness, she would have faced long before. She hated exposing her history to strangers, but it had to be done; a prospective employer was entitled to know who and what she was.

			“My mother was a French lady. My father was Irish—the youngest son of a Lord Connacht, of Kerry. I see by your expression that you understand the implications; Irish younger sons are notoriously poor, are they not? It was a sizable family; when all possible connections had been exploited, to procure positions for the others, my father was left without a means of earning a living.”

			Megan paused. Mistaking her motive, her companion gestured hospitably toward the food, as if to say, “Your story can wait until you are satisfied.”

			But the roast beef, which had been so tasty moments before, had lost its appeal. This was the part of the story Megan dreaded most; she had adopted the habit of glossing over it when she described her father to other employers. What demon, or angel of truth, moved her tongue to candor on this occasion she did not then understand.

			She put down her fork and drank some wine, to fortify her courage. “He gambled,” she said. “Among other things. . . I never knew what means he used to keep us, he was careful not to let us know. There were periods of affluence, when he wrapped my mother in furs and bought me expensive toys; and periods when we lived for days on bread and cheap wine. My mother died when I was five. Instead of handing me over to an aunt or cousin, my father kept me with him in his travels. He made sure I was educated—”

			“A convent school?”

			The question caught Megan by surprise. She had meant to keep this part of her history secret.

			“How did you know?” she gasped.

			Miss Mandeville indicated a nearby table, where Lizzie had placed Megan’s personal belongings. Prominent among them was the shining gilt shape of the crucifix, which was normally hidden under the bodice of her high-necked frocks.

			“Knowing you were of Irish and French blood, I would have suspected you were Roman Catholic,” Miss Mandeville said.

			There was some excuse for Megan’s consternation. Since Henry the Eighth had broken with Rome over three hundred years earlier, Catholics had been persecuted, reviled, and barred from the full privileges of British citizenship. Only in recent years had the laws preventing non-Anglicans from holding public office been repealed, and even yet Catholics were not allowed to hold professorships at the two great universities. In 1850, scarcely five years before, angry mobs had smashed the windows of Catholic-owned shops and the Pope had been burned in effigy in countless towns. Anglicans and Protestant dissenters, differing on so many articles of faith, were united in common warfare against “Papist superstition.”

			“The—the trinket was my mother’s,” Megan stammered. “I wear it for sentimental reasons…I no longer practice her faith.”

			“I am sorry to hear it,” was the amazing reply. “Unless honest conviction brought about your conversation. But I suspect that was not the case.”

			Tears of self-pity and rage flooded Megan’s eyes. How could this woman speak so complacently about honest conviction and imply that expediency had led her to commit an ignoble act? What did she know of the struggle to earn a living, or of the compromises demanded by that struggle? She was tempted to let her tears flow, but something in Miss Mandeville’s calm regard warned her that device would not be effective. She conquered her weakness but not her anger. At least she would have the satisfaction of venting some long-built-up rage before she was dismissed.

			“Honesty is not a virtue, Miss Mandeville; it is a luxury reserved for the well-to-do. For a woman in my position the choices are few—if I cannot obtain honest work, I must choose death or dishonor, or the grudging hand of charity, which is worse than either. What do you know of hunger—not a healthy zest for food, but aching emptiness, with not even a crust of bread on the larder shelf? What do you know of the lure of the dark river, which promises peace and safety to the homeless wanderer? More than once I have looked into those cold depths and yearned to end the struggle.”

			Several times Miss Mandeville had tried to interrupt, but had been prevented by Megan’s impassioned oratory. When the latter was finally forced to pause for breath, Miss Mandeville said mildly, “You have a very forceful style of speaking, Miss O’Neill. Have you, perhaps, a fondness for sensational novels?”

			Megan did not bother to answer this satirical question. Drained of feeling by her outburst, she shrugged defiantly and reached for the wine. It was her second glass, had she but known; and a faint smile touched the corners of Miss Mandeville’s mouth as she watched.

			“However,” she went on, “I am well aware of the conditions to which you refer and of the fact that no description overstates the case. There are households in this country where your religion might be a bar to employment; and I suspect your appearance is another handicap. You look very young.”

			“I am eighteen,” Megan said dully.

			“So old as that? And you are very pretty, in that fragile, delicate fashion that brings out the bully in certain people. Do you know, when I first saw you, in your green cloak, with your hair streaming in the wind, I thought you were one of the People of the Hills, come to carry me off to fairyland.”

			“And I thought you were a pixie or a brownie.”

			She had not meant to say that; something seemed to have loosened the connection between her tongue and her brain. Miss Mandeville was not offended. Swinging her little feet, she laughed heartily.

			“I have been called worse things. It seems we both have uncontrolled imaginations, Miss O’Neill. Perhaps we can overcome that weakness together.”

			The words, so casually spoken, were slow to penetrate Megan’s increasing drowsiness. “But,” she faltered, “you do not intend I should stay on—after what I told you.”

			“I couldn’t dismiss you if I wanted to,” said her companion coolly. “That is my brother’s prerogative. But if I could, you have told me nothing that would give me cause to do so. In my opinion, little Caroline is not ready for a governess; she is a sweet child, but not clever, and I do not believe in forcing children into learning prematurely. However, there is no reason why she should not begin to have a few simple, pleasant lessons, and you seen to me a gentle person who would do her good.”

			The last words blended into an unintelligible murmur, and the walls of the room began to waver like scenes painted on thin paper. Megan was dimly aware of being helped from her chair and into the bed.

			“I am only a little tired,” she murmured. “Not faint . . .”

			“No, no.” Miss Mandeville’s face appeared above her; grinning broadly, it seemed to hang disembodied in midair. “You are not faint; only a little tipsy.”

			Her laughter was the last sound Megan heard as sleep enveloped her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The art of overindulgence was one skill Megan had not learned from her father, though he had certainly been qualified to teach it. She was unpleasantly surprised to find herself wide awake in the pre-dawn hours, with an aching head and a mouth that felt like sawdust. Water was her first thought. The fire had died to embers, but by groping she found the water bottle on the nearby table and quenched her thirst.

			Refreshed, she lay back against the pillows, but was unable to woo sleep. The memory of her behavior made her cheeks flame with embarrassment. She must have been tipsy; nothing else could explain such lack of control. With a groan she turned her aching head into the cool linen of the pillow.

			But Miss Mandeville had not been angry. She had laughed. What a strange little woman she was, dressed like a well-to-do farmer’s daughter and speaking like a lady of quality. For all her dignified airs, she could not be much older than Megan herself.

			Remembering that lady’s last speech, Megan forgot her embarrassment in gratitude and relief. She would not have to leave. She had found sanctuary; and for this night, at least, she could enjoy the comfort of a quiet room to herself. The sheets smelled like lavender, and the air was fresh and cool. She might be lying in a summer garden under an open night sky, for the dying fire left the walls shrouded in darkness.

			Her thoughts wandered in the half-world between sleep and waking. Sanctuary…the room and the house had that sort of feeling. Sheer age, perhaps—centuries of peaceful living had woven a spell of safety around the ancient walls. The old castle in Ireland, which she had last seen shortly after her mother’s death, had the same atmosphere, though it had been half in ruins for years. The O’Neills were a noble family, but there was not much money. There was an abundance of Irish ghosts, however, if her father’s tales could be believed—the White Lady, the headless coachman driving a spectral team, the family banshee, whose howl warned of imminent death . . . Megan smiled drowsily. This room had no ghosts. It was as friendly and welcoming as a nursery.

			She was almost asleep when she was jolted upright by the most appalling sound she had ever heard—a long, undulating howl that wavered up and down the scale in an ecstasy of anguish. It sounded like a damned soul bewailing the loss of Heaven and the torment of Hell.

			Megan dragged the bedclothes up to her nose and stared wildly into the darkness. If the howl was that of a banshee—and what else could it be?—her father’s description had fallen far short of the mark. Something rustled at the open window, and she squeezed her eyes shut for fear of seeing the fiery red eyes of the Bean Si glaring in at her.

			The cry came again—not from the window, but from beyond her closed door. This was reassuring. The O’Neill banshee never entered the castle, it hung from the eaves like a huge gray bat, its long hair streaming. Also, Megan remembered that there was a child in the house, and that that child was now her responsibility. If the howling had frightened her, what would it do to a baby of three? Barefoot, not stopping to find a wrap, she ran to the door and flung it open.

			The wailing cry broke out again. Unmuted by the thick panels of the door, it was even more appalling, but her courage was strengthened by light streaming out from the open door of an adjoining room. There were voices as well—human voices that seemed not so much frightened as impatient and angry. One of them rose in a triumphant shriek; then, at the dark end of the corridor, there appeared the form of a small child clutching something in her arms. She was an angelic infant, with rumpled yellow curls, wearing a long white nightgown. Seeing Megan silhouetted against the light, she called out, “I have her, Auntie. Here she is!”

			Footsteps from the other direction heralded the approach of Miss Mandeville, carrying a lamp in one hand. Her tousled hair and long brown robe gave her the look of a sleepy gnome.

			The little girl stopped near Megan. “You aren’t my Aunt Jane,” she said.

			“This is Miss O’Neill,” said Miss Mandeville. “She is a new friend, who will help you learn.”

			“How do you do, Miss O’Neill.” The child made a grave little curtsy, imperiling her grasp on the object she clutched. It wriggled and snarled.

			Megan had begun to suspect that the creature Caroline held had been the source of the unearthly cries, though it seemed impossible that anything so small could emit such monumental woe. Her doubts were put to rest when it opened a mouth fringed with sharp white teeth and repeated the performance.

			At close range the effect was so unnerving that Megan stepped back. Miss Mandeville snatched the animal from the child.

			“Bad cat!” she exclaimed. “Where were you? I told you you were not to go out. Now you have roused the entire house. Wretched kitty!”

			“Kitty?” Megan repeated incredulously.

			The animal squirmed in Miss Mandeville’s grasp, stretching out its neck in order to rub a furry head against her chin. Its shape was feline, but its coloring was totally unlike the tabby stripes and calico spots with which Megan was familiar. Its body was a pale fawn color, but the extremities—tail, ears, and feet—were dark seal-brown. A mask of the same shade covered its muzzle, shading up over the eyes, which were of a startling sapphire blue.

			“I have never seen a cat like that,” she exclaimed. Momentarily forgetting its grief, the cat returned her stare with one of insolent boredom. Its whiskered face was as round as an apple.

			“I don’t suppose you have,” said Miss Mandeville. “There cannot be more than two or three of them in England. It is Siamese. A childhood friend of mine, who is captain of a vessel in the East Indian trade, brought it back to me. He knows my penchant for unusual pets.”

			“We had a monkey,” the child volunteered. “But it died.” Her mouth drooped.

			“Perhaps he will bring you another,” Megan said, hoping sincerely that he would not.

			“Do you like monkeys, Miss O’Neill?”

			“You can investigate one another’s interests and hobbies tomorrow,” Miss Mandeville said with a smile. “I am sorry you should have been disturbed, Miss O’Neill. The miscreant is now in custody; you can return to your bed.”

			“But what ails that poor creature?” Megan asked. “It seems to be in great pain.”

			“Oh, no,” the child said eagerly. “She wants to have babies. That is why she cries. But Aunt Jane won’t let her.”

			At the sight of Megan’s face Miss Mandeville let out a peal of unrestrained laughter. “I hope we have not shocked you, Miss O’Neill. We are farming people here, and accept natural functions naturally.”

			“Oh, no,” Megan mumbled.

			“All cats cry when they are in season,” Miss Mandeville went on cheerfully. “Though I must admit this foreign creature expresses herself more piercingly than any local breed.”

			“It sounded like a lost soul,” Megan said with a shiver.

			“Or the family bane, warning of approaching doom? The difficulty is that I don’t want to breed her now. She had one litter of kittens last year, and to my great disappointment not one of them had her coloring; they were the usual mixture of black and white and striped. I am curious to see what would result if she were mated with another of the same breed, but my efforts to find a male have been unavailing. I am hoping Willie will fetch me one on his next voyage.”

			Her eyes bright, her voice brisk, she seemed as wide awake as if it were morning, not the middle of the night; and Megan, who was not vitally interested in the coloration of cats, began to think she would go on in the same vein indefinitely. The child yawned, and Miss Mandeville broke off her lecture and ordered them both to bed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			During the following weeks everything that happened increased Megan’s appreciation of the good fortune that had brought her to Grayhaven. She gave thanks for it every night when she knelt by her bed before retiring, and only prayed that it be allowed to continue. She had not been so happy since her father died; and even before that, her deep affection for him had been shadowed by the uncertainty of their way of life and her fears for his honor. Here she felt sheltered and safe and loved.

			The little girl, Caroline, was as endearing as her aunt had claimed. Loved and therefore loving, she expected kindness from everyone she met. There were, to be sure, normal demonstrations of temper and misbehavior. She could not keep a frock clean for more than an hour; if she was not stealing away from lessons to play in the stableyard or the barns, she was in the kitchen begging bread and jam from the infatuated cook, or painting her apron with watercolor to see if it would not look prettier so. But these were small sins, and when the repentant sinner flung sticky arms around Megan’s knees and cooed, “I do love you, Miss Megan,” that softhearted young woman had a hard time enforcing even the mild discipline Miss Mandeville insisted upon.

			With Lizzie she was on the best of terms. The housekeeper had taken a fancy to the pathetic bedraggled creature who had fallen into her arms, and Megan sensed Lizzie would have felt the same way about one of the stray cats or injured birds Lina was constantly bringing to her for treatment.

			The physical comforts she enjoyed were pleasant, too. When, on the day after her arrival, she had asked Miss Mandeville where she was to be lodged, the latter had raised a surprised eyebrow. “Is the room not to your taste? It is next to Lina’s, so I thought it convenient. But if you lack anything…”

			In the other families Megan had known, children were relegated to a distant part of the house, along with the persons who cared for them. However, Miss Mandeville did not believe in exiling children from human society, as if they were wild beasts or savages. Besides, as she frankly admitted, she liked the company; it was a big, rambling house, and without Lina she would have been entirely alone in the west wing.

			Miss Mandeville had firm convictions about a good many things. She was the center of that peculiar household, and the source of its unusual structure.

			Megan’s guess about Jane Mandeville’s age had been close to the truth. She was only twenty. Her brisk manner and her capability, in a number of areas, made her seem older. She was interested in everything and skilled at almost every task she undertook, but she had not a speck of feminine vanity. Admittedly she was not pretty, or even handsome”—that kindly euphemism applied to any young lady of elevated social standing—but she had a quality that made her appear more attractive than women with well-formed features and figures. Languid boredom never dulled her eyes or drew her face into lines of weariness. She found life a source of unending amusement, and her enjoyment made the lives of those around her more worth living.

			All the same, she was undoubtedly eccentric. The shock Megan had felt the night Miss Mandeville spoke so openly about “breeding” and “mating” was repeated a dozen times in succeeding days. Jane thought nothing of kilting up her skirts and climbing a tree to get a handful of cherries for Lina, and on one occasion Megan watched in horror as she plunged through a group of staring onlookers to snatch a kitten from under the hooves of the big bull. Though her clothing was of fine material, it was almost as plain as the drab gowns a governess was supposed to wear, and her hair, disdaining curls and waves, was pulled into a knot or bundled any which way into a net. Her small, capable hands were too brown and calloused to be pretty; but she had dainty little feet with arches so high water could flow under them—the traditional sign of three hundred years of noble ancestry. They were her only beauty and her only aristocratic feature. Her round, snub-nosed face and wide mouth were as common as brown bread.

			Of all the lady’s peculiarities none struck Megan so forcibly as the one she learned about the morning after her arrival. Miss Mandeville had joined her and Lina in the breakfast room, but had risen after a hasty bite or two, remarking that it was time she was off to work.

			“I had hoped to spend a few hours with you today, but there is trouble with one of the looms at the mill. If I don’t see to it, those foolish men will stand around all day scratching their heads and debating the matter.”

			“The mill?” Megan repeated.

			“Mandeville’s Best Woollens and Worsteds. I don’t suppose you have heard of it; we are a small concern and prefer to stay that way. Till this evening, then, Miss O’Neill—Lina.”

			Lina’s giggle made Megan realize she was gaping in an unbecoming manner, but she was unable to control her amazement. Mandeville’s Best Woollens! And she had taken Edmund Mandeville for a gentleman.

			The distinction between the gentry, who lived on rents from great estates, and the new middle class, whose wealth came from mines and manufacturing, was perfectly clear in the minds of the parties concerned. The two classes might meet in the line of business, but they did not care to mix socially. The absurd fluttering produced at a middle-class dinner by the presence of even a minor sprig of the nobility and the insupportable triumph of the hostess who had succeeded in gaining such a prize had been caricatured, but not greatly exaggerated, by contemporary writers. Education, good manners, wealth had nothing to do with it; one drop of decadent blue blood made its possessor superior in the eyes of everyone except, perhaps, God—and the aristocratic snob was convinced that He reserved the highest clouds in Paradise for the nobility.

			When Megan had first met her prospective employer, in the offices of Miss Jordan’s Superior Agency, everything about him had spoken of noble birth—his graceful figure, his fine clothing, his lazy, soft voice. The pallor of recent illness made his waving brown hair appear darker, and the military mustache and long sideburns set off features of aristocratic symmetry, as finely chiseled as his sister’s were blunt and commonplace.

			Megan dismissed this disloyal thought. Miss Mandeville was a true lady, even if she did look like a housemaid. But what on earth did she have to do with the mill? The only women who went to such places were the unfortunates who operated the machines—women of the poorest class, forced to work because their husbands were unable or unwilling to support their families.

			Lina was still staring. Her eyes were as big and blue and curious as those of the Siamese cat.

			Ta-chin was the only member of the household Megan did not care for. She was fond of cats generally, and still mourned the loss of Miss Prissy, a beloved white Persian who had been left with a landlady in Paris when her father had been forced to make one of his hasty exits from a city full of gentlemen who were anxious to interview him about his debts. But Ta-chin was not an ordinary cat. She made no secret of her utter indifference to Megan, and her hoarse comments sounded unnervingly like speech in some unknown tongue. The conventional theory that dogs are more inclined than cats to devote their love to a single person is far from accurate; most dogs are genial, undiscriminating idiots, slobberingly grateful for attention from any passerby. Ta-chin was truly a one-person cat. Her infatuation with Jane was almost abject; she would squat for hours at that small lady’s feet, staring at her adoringly. She tolerated the servants and Lina, and was, in fact, more patient with hugs and squeezes than one might have expected, but she looked upon lesser persons with a cool curiosity that held a certain hint of criticism. Lina’s eyes had the same look now.

			Megan frowned at her. “Eat your breakfast,” she said sharply.

			Lina’s lower lip went out in an alarming manner, but she did as she was told. Immediately Megan felt guilty. She could not imagine why she had been so brusque. It would be a mistake to turn the child against her. Her position depended to a great extent on Lina’s fondness.

			“Porridge is not my favorite breakfast either,” she confided, in a conspiratorial whisper. “But we must eat every bite or Lizzie will scold us.”

			Lina was easily coaxed. They made a game of it, taking alternate bites, and finished the despised porridge in record time.

			Megan’s curiosity about Jane and the mill was not so easily dispelled. Ordinarily she did not like to encourage servants to gossip, but—she told herself—Lizzie was not an ordinary servant, and the situation was certainly out of the ordinary.

			Lizzie was delighted to explain. “Why, miss, she’s at the mill all day and every day, since her poor papa died—and even before, when he was too sick to tend to business. I don’t know how they would get on without her. You wouldn’t believe the things she does, all those papers full of writing and figures—that’s the worst, all those numbers—but she reads them pretty as you please and tells the men what they should do.”

			“And they take orders from her?” Megan asked.

			“Well, but you see, she’s Master John’s child. There was nobody like him—the kindest master in the county. He took her with him to the mill when she was a tiny little thing. She was the pet of the place; the men laughed at her first-off, but it warn’t long before they found she could add a column of figures faster than any of ’em, and she knew how all the nasty machines worked . . .”

			Megan was sorry she had asked. The old woman rambled on and on, boasting of Miss Mandeville’s accomplishments. She actually seemed proud to see her mistress doing a man’s work.

			As Megan was to learn, the old nurse had not exaggerated by much. Miss Mandeville was more modest, but her explanation made it clear that she ran Mandeville’s Fine Woollens and Worsteds.

			“There was no one else to do it,” she explained. “Edmund was away, first at school and then at university; when the Crimean affair began, he was wild to go, and Father did not feel he could stand in the way. It is a family business, you see. My grandfather founded it, and the workers like to feel that the family is still involved. I do very little, I assure you, beyond settling disputes and making sure all is working smoothly.”

			“I did not mean to criticize—”

			“I assure you, I did not mean to apologize! There is not a machine in the mill I could not repair if I had to.” Her eyes sparkled with amusement as she observed Megan’s surprise. “No doubt you think me peculiar, Miss O’Neill, but you must take me as I am. I am too old and set in my ways to change.”

			“I think you are the kindest person I have ever known,” Megan said sincerely.

			“Then you must have met with only very unkind people. No”—she extended an impulsive hand—“that was a stupid thing to say. I know your life has not been easy. Would you like to come to the mill with me one day and see for yourself what goes on there?”

			It was several days before the visit could take place. Megan did not press it; she had read the published reports of the commissions sent out to investigate conditions in mines and factories, and the descriptions of weary child workers falling asleep after twelve hours at the looms had haunted her for days. The mines, to be sure, were even worse, but an outraged nation, learning of small children crawling on all fours through fetid tunnels dragging coal carts, had forced the passage of legislation correcting some of these evils. Still, Megan was not looking forward to seeing the mill children, and when Miss Mandeville finally proposed that she and Lina accompany her next day, she voiced shocked protest.

			“I will come, thank you. But the child—”

			“It will not be her first visit. Good heavens, Miss O’Neill, what are you expecting to see? I think you are in for a surprise.”

			Though the mill was due south of the house, on the other side of the hill, there was no through road, so they took the long way around, through the small village of St. Arca Underhill. The big barracklike buildings, with their tall chimneys spouting smoke, had nothing attractive about them, but when the carriage drove into the stone-paved yard, Megan was impressed at the air of cheerful, purposeful industry. The men who turned from their work to touch their caps or their forelocks were all stout and healthy in appearance, and all greeted the diminutive figure of their lady-manager with grins or waves. Jane led the way into the countinghouse through an outer office where several clerks sat perched on their high stools, and she greeted each man by name before proceeding to her own office. Once inside, she whipped off her bonnet and tossed it onto a chair, with a look of great satisfaction. She seemed almost to sniff the air as if it were filled with perfumed odors—which was certainly not the case.

			It was a curious little room, quite unlike Megan’s vague notions of what such establishments should be. Papers and account books were everywhere, and a table was littered with samples of the fabrics manufactured in the mill—tangled webs of scarlet and Lincoln-green thread, swatches of vivid plaids and stripes, and every solid color from black to pale cream. But there were several incongruous features—green plants on the windowsill, a few comfortable chairs, and a table near them holding a plain silver tea set, like the sort of arrangement that might be found in a lady’s sitting room.

			Lina went at once to the windowsill, announcing with a comically knowledgeable air, “The flowers are very thirsty, Aunt Jane. Shall I give them water?”

			“Yes, please. You know where to find it.”

			The child picked up a small watering can and hurried out. Miss Mandeville waved a hospitable hand toward the over-stuffed chairs. Seating herself behind her desk, she seemed to gain a foot in height.

			“I had a chair specially made,” she explained. “It was easier to have the chair raised than the desk lowered; and I believe it puts one at a disadvantage to be so much smaller than the workmen and buyers who face one across it.”

			Megan was much struck by the cleverness of this idea. “And this cozy little corner, like a lady’s parlor?”

			“That is another of my sly schemes,” said Miss Mandeville, trying in vain to look devious. “It disarms some of the gentlemen in a way you would scarcely believe. After a nice chat and a cup of tea, they are unable to complain when I present them with their bill.”

			A succession of workmen and clerks followed one another into the room, each with a report or a problem of some kind. Megan listened in growing amazement. She could not imagine how one small head, however clever, could keep track of the multitudinous details brought to its attention.

			From time to time Jane tossed her an explanation. “We maintain an infirmary in connection with the mill. We do our best to avoid injury, but some accidents are inevitable. Which reminds me that I meant to ask…Ah, here he is now. Good morning, Sam. You are late today.”

			“I had to have repairs made on the throstle. I told you yesterday the flyers wasn’t right.”

			The speaker was young and rather short in stature, and so broad of chest and shoulder that his height appeared to be less than it actually was. When he removed his cap a tuft of black hair sprang up at the back of his head. He put up his hand to flatten it, in a gesture as habitual as it was ineffective, glancing rather self-consciously at Megan as he did so. His features, rounded and rather coarse, reminded her of someone, but she could not think who.

			“If it happens again, we must consider replacing the throstle,” Miss Mandeville said. “There is a new model . . .”

			The ensuing conversation was unintelligible to Megan, so she turned her attention to Lina, who had finished tending the plants and was foraging among a heap of papers on a side table, looking for a blank sheet on which to draw a picture. Miss Mandeville appeared to be paying no attention, but before long she said suddenly, “Sam, have you time to show Miss O’Neill around the mill? (Miss O’Neill—Mr. Sam Freeman, one of our foremen.) And take Lina with you, please, Sam, she is wreaking havoc with my papers. Bring them back—preferably without stains—in an hour.”

			With a shriek of joy Lina flung herself at Sam. “I want to see the big pots of paint!”

			He stooped to pick her up and, with a smile that transformed his rough features amazingly, said, “Do you then, my honey? I make no promise about stains, Miss Jane; this one is like a magnet to attract the dye, even though I hold her safe away from the vats.”

			“I know,” Miss Mandeville agreed, with a sigh. “The last time her frock looked like a cleaning rag, every color of the rainbow. Do your best; a man can do no more.”

			Shifting the child to his shoulder, where she clung like a little monkey, Sam opened the door and stood back to let Megan pass through. He didn’t seem to relish the role of guide, or appreciate her company; after the first quick glance, he had not even looked directly at her.

			As they passed through the various stages of the processes that turned the rough bales of wool into finished cloth, Sam’s comments were brusque to the point of rudeness. Admittedly, the noise of the machines, particularly in the huge high-ceilinged room that contained the power looms, made it difficult to hear even a shouted explanation. Megan did not ask for elaboration, she only nodded and tried to look intelligent. In fact, she had not the slightest interest in the process and only the dimmest hope of ever understanding it. However, she noticed that almost all the workers were adults. Some of the women at the looms were very young, in their early teens, perhaps, but there were none of the pallid, pathetic children she had dreaded seeing.

			Much more to her taste was the infirmary, where the brief tour ended. Megan’s admiring exclamation at the sight of the neat little room seemed to please Sam; he smiled with unselfconscious pride.

			“It’s the finest in the county—indeed, in the country, save, perhaps, for the one at Mr. Owen’s mill in Lancashire. He’s a fine man, Mr. Owen; he and Miss Jane exchange ideas, and he visited us here a few years back.”

			“Robert Owen, the Socialist?” Megan asked. One of her employers had mentioned the name in terms of impassioned anger that had made it stick in her mind.

			Sam scowled. “If a Socialist is a man who cares for the welfare of his fellow man, then Mr. Owen is a Socialist. And so am I.”

			Megan decided to abandon the subject. She preferred Sam’s pleasant smile to his frown.

			She was introduced to the nurse, a bustling matron with an accent so thick Megan could hardly understand a word she said. But her gestures were self-explanatory, and Megan had no difficulty expressing the expected congratulations. There were only four beds, and the other accommodations were of Spartan simplicity; but the wide windows, which now stood open to the summer breeze, were double glazed, and the presence of a vent for a stovepipe suggested that sufferers who occupied the place during the winter months could expect the most modern comforts.

			The time had passed more quickly than Megan realized. When they returned to the office, they found Miss Mandeville gloved and bonneted, ready to leave. At the sight of Lina she exclaimed, “Dreadful child! What did you do, sit down in a puddle of dye?”

			Such appeared to be the case. The back of Lina’s frilly skirt was purple from the waist down. Involuntarily Megan glanced at Sam and saw on his face the same look of amused guilt she felt on her own. Miss Mandeville cut his apologies short.
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