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The ancient ruin’s darkened windows offered silent warning of the temperament of the master of the house.

FROM CHAPTER ONE OF The Ruin BY MRS. AMELIA YORK



The Mad Monk of Monkcrest brooded in front of the fire.

It was as if he stood at the edge of a well and looked down into the dark waters of melancholia. He had not yet fallen into the depths, but lately, on occasion, he sensed that his balance was disturbingly precarious.

For many years he had resisted the temptation to gaze into the shadows. His scholarly studies together with the task of raising two lively, motherless sons had gone far to ensure that his attention remained fixed on more important matters.

But a month and a half ago his heir, Carlton, and his younger son, William, had departed for the Continent in the company of their old tutor. They were on the Grand Tour.

The Mad Monk had been surprised to discover how empty the old halls of Monkcrest Abbey were these days. He was alone now except for his faithful staff and his great hound, Elf. He knew that when Carlton and William returned, things would never be quite the same. At nineteen and seventeen years of age, his sons hovered on the brink of manhood. They were strong, intelligent, and independent, young eagles ready to fly on their own.

He knew that this tendency to look into the shadows was in the blood, passed on to him by his ancestors, that long line of men who had held the title of Earl of Monkcrest before him. There were several among them who had been responsible for the unfortunate epithet that haunted all the rest: the Mad Monks.

The great hound stretched out in front of the fire, stirred as if he sensed his master’s restlessness. The beast lifted its massive head and regarded Leo Drake with a disconcertingly direct stare.

“It’s the storm, Elf. All that energy charges the atmosphere with electricity. Bound to have an unwholesome effect on a man of my temperament.”

Elf did not appear completely satisfied with that explanation, but he nevertheless lowered his head back down onto his huge paws. The metal studs in the broad leather collar around his thick neck glinted dully in the flickering firelight.

Leo studied the flecks of silver in the hair around Elf’s muzzle. Recently he had noticed similar shards of ice in his own dark hair when he faced himself in his shaving mirror.

“Do you think it’s possible that we are getting old, Elf?”

Elf huffed with soft disgust. He did not bother to open his eyes.

“Thank God for that. You relieve my mind.” Leo picked up the nearly finished glass of brandy on the nearby table and took a swallow. “For a moment there I was a trifle concerned.”

Outside, the wind howled. For the past hour a storm had unleashed its ill temper on the walls of the ancient stone abbey that had housed the Mad Monks for generations. Lightning still snapped occasionally in the distance, illuminating the library with an unholy glare, but the worst was over. The fury of the elements was fading.

Leo contemplated the fact that increasingly of late his researches into the arcane lore of ancient civilizations were no longer enough to divert his attention from the bleak waters of the well.

“The problem may be too much study rather than too little, Elf. Mayhap it is time we hunted again.”

Elf’s tail thumped once in complete accord with that suggestion.

“Unfortunately we have not had any interesting prey in the district for months.” Leo downed more brandy. “Nevertheless, I must find something to amuse myself or I shall likely end up like a character in one of those bloodcurdling novels that are so popular in the circulating libraries.”

Elf twitched one ear. Leo suspected that his hound had even less interest in the tales of romance, horror, and dark mysteries known as “horrid” novels than he did himself.

“I can see myself now, passing the nights stalking from one empty, decayed, cobweb-filled chamber to the next, searching for specters and strange apparitions in the shadows. And all the while waiting for the beautiful, helpless heroine to fall into my clutches.”

The notion of a beautiful, helpless heroine in his clutches did nothing to improve his mood. The truth was, he had not had any sort of female, helpless or otherwise, in his clutches in a very long while.

Perhaps that unfortunate circumstance was the cause of his restlessness tonight.

He glanced at his heavily laden bookshelves. Nothing there appealed to him. The ennui seemed to have settled into his very bones. He thought about refilling his brandy glass.

Elf stirred and raised his head. He did not look at Leo this time. His attention was focused on the library window.

“Does the storm make you anxious? You’ve seen worse.”

Elf ignored him. The hound got to his feet with leisurely effort and stood unmoving for a few seconds. Then he padded to the window. His great paws made no sound on the Oriental carpet.

Leo frowned at the hound’s alert air. Someone was approaching Monkcrest Abbey. In the middle of the night. At the height of the worst of the spring storms.

“Impossible,” Leo said. “No one would dare to come here without an invitation from me. And I have not issued any since I made the mistake of agreeing to see that idiot Gilmartin last month.”

He grimaced at the recollection of the brief visit. Charles Gilmartin had claimed to be a scholar, but he had proved to be both a charlatan and a fool. Leo did not tolerate either sort well. It occurred to him that he must have been truly desperate for intelligent company to have wasted any time at all with the man.

Another, more distant flash of lightning lit up the night sky. It was accompanied not by thunder, but by the muffled clatter of carriage wheels on the paving stones of the forecourt.

Someone had, indeed, had the unmitigated gall to arrive, unannounced, at the abbey.

“Bloody hell.” Leo wrapped his hand around the fragile neck of the crystal decanter and splashed more brandy into his glass. “Whoever he is, he’ll no doubt expect me to offer him shelter for the night, Elf.”

Elf gazed silently out the window.

“Finch will get rid of him.”

Finch had come to work at the abbey when Leo was a boy. He’d had a great deal of practice turning away unwanted visitors. Monkcrest legend held that the Mad Monks were notoriously inhospitable. There was more than a grain of truth in the tales of their poor manners. The masters of Monkcrest Abbey had a long tradition of avoiding those who threatened to bore them. That policy did not make for an active social life.

Elf rumbled softly. Not his usual growl of warning, Leo noticed. It sounded more like an expression of canine inquiry.

Outside, the carriage came to a halt. Hooves danced on the stones. Voices called out from the direction of the stables. A coachman shouted, demanding assistance with the horses.

“Move yer arse, there, man. I’ve got a respectable lady and her maid in this coach. They’ll be needing a warm fire and some decent food. Be quick now. Bloody lightning’s made the horses skittish.”

Leo stilled. “A lady? What the devil is he talking about?”

Ears pricked, Elf continued to peer intently out the window.

Reluctantly Leo put down the brandy glass, rose, and strode to the window. He stopped beside Elf and rested his hand on the beast’s broad head. One floor below, the abbey courtyard was a scene of unaccustomed activity.

The carriage lamps revealed the outline of a small, mud-splashed vehicle. Two grooms carrying lanterns emerged from the stables to take charge of the team. The coachman, enveloped in a many-caped greatcoat, descended from his box and opened the door of the cab.

“Whoever they are, they must have been given poor directions,” Leo told Elf. “Finch will soon set them right and send them on their way.”

Down below, Finch appeared on the front steps of the abbey. The elderly butler had apparently been taking his ease in the kitchens. He carried the remains of a wedge of cheese. With his free hand he hastily refastened his coat around his bulging middle.

Finch shoved the last bit of cheese into his mouth and began to wave his arms. His words were somewhat muffled by a full mouth and the closed window, but Leo could make them out.

“Here now, what’s this?” Finch went down the steps. “Who do you think you are to arrive without notice at this ungodly hour?”

Driven by a growing sense of curiosity, Leo opened the window so that he could hear more clearly. The rain had nearly ceased, but the gusting wind carried sufficient moisture to dampen his hair. Elf stuck his nose out the window to taste the night air.

“Ye’ve got visitors, man.” The coachman reached up to assist an occupant of the coach.

“This is the Earl of Monkcrest’s residence,” Finch declared. “He is not expecting visitors. You have come to the wrong address.”

Before the coachman could respond, a woman, her features concealed by the hood of her cloak, stepped down from the carriage. She was obviously not intimidated by Finch’s ungracious greeting.

“On the contrary,” she announced in a cool, crisp voice that brooked no argument. “Monkcrest Abbey is our destination. Kindly inform his lordship that he has guests. I am Mrs. Beatrice Poole. I have my maid with me. We expect to spend the night.”

Finch drew himself up to his full height. He towered over Beatrice Poole, who was, Leo noticed, not especially tall. What she lacked in stature, however, she more than compensated for with a commanding air that would have done Wellington proud.

“His lordship does not see uninvited guests,” Finch rasped.

“Nonsense. He will see me.”

“Madam—”

“I assure you, I will not leave here until I have spoken with him.” Beatrice glanced into the coach. “Come, Sally. We have endured the storm long enough. This sort of weather may do very well for the setting of a novel, but it is most inconvenient in real life.”

“That ees a fact, madam.” A buxom, sturdy-figured woman allowed herself to be handed down from the coach. “Ees no good night for man nor beast, n’est-ce pas?”

Leo raised his brows at the excruciatingly bad French accent. He was willing to wager that whoever Sally was, she had never spent so much as an hour in France.

“We shall soon be warm and dry.” Beatrice said.

“Hold, here.” Finch spread his arms to block access to the front steps. “You cannot simply invite yourselves into Monkcrest Abbey.”

“I certainly have not come all this distance to be turned aside.” Beatrice informed him. “I have business with his lordship. If you are not going to escort us into the house in a civil fashion, be so good as to stand aside.”

“His lordship gives the orders around here,” Finch said in his most forbidding tones.

“I am quite certain that if he knew what was happening out here, he would immediately order you to invite us into his home.”

“Which only goes to show how little you know about his lordship,” Finch retorted.

“I have heard that the Earl of Monkcrest is a noted eccentric,” Beatrice said. “But I refuse to believe that he would consign two helpless, innocent exhausted women to the gaping jaws of this dreadful storm.”

“The lady has a rather dramatic turn of phrase, does she not?” Leo absently scratched Elf’s ears. “Something tells me that our Mrs. Poole is neither helpless nor innocent. And she does not appear to be particularly exhausted either.”

Elf wriggled one ear.

“Any lady who would dare to come to Monkcrest on a night like this without an invitation and accompanied only by her maid is no delicate flower.”

Elf shifted, pressing closer to the open window.

Finch, arms flung wide, retreated up the steps. “Madam, I must insist that you get back into the coach.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Beatrice advanced on him with the determination of a field marshal.

Leo smiled slightly. “Poor Finch doesn’t stand a chance, Elf.”

“See here.” Desperation had crept into Finch’s voice. “There is an inn on the outskirts of the village. You may spend the night there. I shall inform his lordship that you wish to speak with him in the morning. If he is agreeable, I will send word to you.”

“I will spend the night under this roof and so will those who accompany me.” She waved a hand toward the coachman. “Show John, here, to clean, dry quarters. He will also require a mug of ale and a hot meal. I fear the brave man had the worst of it during that nasty drive. I do not want him to take a chill. My maid will, of course, stay with me.”

The coachman favored Finch with a triumphant grin. “Nothing fancy for me, mind you. A few slices of ham, a bit of eel pie if you’ve got any on hand, and the ale will do. Although I am partial to puddings.”

“Do make certain he gets a pudding and everything else he wants,” Beatrice said. “He deserves it after that unfortunate encounter with the highwayman.”

“Highwayman?” Finch stared at her.

“Eet was a most ’orrible experience.” Sally put her hand to her throat and gave a visible shudder. “Such villains, they do not ’esitate to ravish innocent females such as Madam and moi, y’know. Bloody good luck it was that we wasn’t—”

“That’s quite enough, Sally,” Beatrice interrupted briskly. “There is no need to add more melodrama to the tale. We both came through it without any ill effects.”

“What’s this about a highwayman?” Finch demanded. “There are no highwaymen on Monkcrest lands. None would dare come here.”

“Yes, what is this about a highwayman?” Leo repeated softly. He leaned farther out the window.

“The thief was operating on the other side of the river,” Beatrice explained. “Just beyond the bridge. A nasty sort. Fortunately I had my pistol with me and John was also armed. Between the two of us, we managed to discourage him.”

The coachman grinned at Finch. “The villain didn’t take much notice of me, mind you. It was Mrs. Poole who put the fear o’ God in him. I got the impression he’d never confronted a lady with a pistol. Mayhap he’ll think twice before he tries to rob the next coach.”

Finch dismissed the minor details. “If you encountered him on the other side of the river, then he was not on Monkcrest lands.”

“I don’t see what difference it makes,” Beatrice said. “A highwayman is a highwayman.”

“So long as he stays off Monkcrest lands, it will not be necessary for his lordship to concern himself with the problem,” Finch pointed out.

“How very convenient for his lordship,” Beatrice said.

“Madam, you do not appear to understand the situation,” Finch snapped. “His lordship is most particular about certain things.”

“As am I. After you have seen to John, you may have a tray of hot tea and something substantial sent up to Sally and me. Once we have refreshed ourselves, I will see his lordship.”

“‘Ere now, put a pint o’ gin on that tray, s’il vous plait,” Sally said. “For medicinal purposes.”

Beatrice picked up her skirts and made to step around Finch. “If you would be so good as to get out of the way?”

“Monkcrest Abbey is not a bloody inn, Mrs. Poole,” Finch roared.

“In which case the service and the fare should be vastly superior to the sort we were obliged to put up with on the road last night. Kindly inform his lordship that I shall be ready to meet with him in half an hour.”

The wind caught the hood of Beatrice’s cloak at that moment and tugged the garment back from her face. For the first time, Leo saw her features illuminated in the light that spilled through the open doorway.

He was able to discern a clear profile composed of a high, intelligent forehead, an assertive nose, and an elegantly angled jaw before Beatrice got the hood back over her head. She was in her late twenties, perilously close to thirty, he concluded, and adept at wielding her innate gift for authority. Definitely a woman of the world. The sort who always got her own way.

“Tell his lordship you’ll see him in half an hour?” Finch hunched his shoulders and lowered his head as if he were a bull preparing to charge. “One doesn’t order his lordship about as if he were a bloody footman, madam.”

“Heavens, I would not think of giving orders to the Earl of Monkcrest,” Beatrice said smoothly. “But I would have thought that his lordship would wish to be kept apprised of events under his own roof.”

“I can promise you, madam, that his lordship has ways of knowing everything that happens in his own house and on Monkcrest lands,” Finch said ominously. “Ways that are beyond the ken of ordinary folk, if you take my meaning.”

“I assume you refer to those interesting rumors concerning his lordship’s habit of dabbling in supernatural matters. Personally I don’t believe a word of it.”

“Mayhap you should, madam. For your own sake.”

Beatrice chuckled. “Do not try to frighten me, my good man. You waste your time. I don’t doubt that the local villagers relish such tales. But I consider myself an authority on that sort of thing, and I do not put any credence in the nonsense I have heard.”

Leo frowned. “An authority? What the devil does she mean by that, I wonder.”

Elf sniffed the air.

On the forecourt Beatrice had obviously reached the limits of her patience. “Sally, we are not going to stand out here another moment. Let us go inside.”

She moved with a swiftness that clearly took Finch by surprise.

Leo watched with reluctant admiration as she stepped nimbly around the butler. She swept past him up the stone steps and disappeared through the door into the hall. Sally followed close on her heels.

Finch stared after the pair, openmouthed.

The coachman clapped him sympathetically on the shoulder. “Don’t blame yourself, man. In the short while that I’ve been in her employ, I’ve discovered that Mrs. Poole is a force of nature. Once she’s set her course, the best thing to do is get out of her way.”

“How long have you been with her?” Finch asked blankly.

“She hired me just yesterday morning to bring her here to Monkcrest. But that’s long enough to tell me a good deal about the lady. One thing I’ll say for her, unlike most of the fancy, she looks after her staff. We ate well on the road. And she never shouts and curses at a man like some I could name.”

Finch stared at the empty steps. “I must do something about her. His lordship will be furious.”

“I wouldn’t fret about your master if I were you,” the coachman said cheerfully. “Mrs. Poole will deal with him, even if he is a bit odd, as some say.”

“You don’t know his lordship.”

“No, but as I said, I do know something of Mrs. Poole. Your Mad Monk is about to meet his match.”

Leo stepped back and closed the window. “The coachman may have a point, Elf. A prudent man would no doubt exert a great deal of caution in any dealings with the formidable Mrs. Poole.”

Elf gave the canine equivalent of a shrug and padded back to the hearth.

“I wonder why she has come here.” Leo shoved a hand through his damp hair. “I suppose there is only one way to discover the answer to that.”

Elf, as usual, did not respond. He settled down in front of the fire and closed his eyes.

Leo sighed as he reached for the bellpull to summon Finch. “I shall no doubt regret this. But on the positive side, the evening promises to become vastly more interesting than it was an hour ago.”

BEATRICE TOOK A deep swallow of the piping hot tea. “Wonderful. This is just the tonic I needed.”

Sally studied the contents of the tray the maid had brought up from the kitchens. “There ain’t no bloody gin.” She glared at the hapless girl. “See ‘ere, where’s me gin?”

The maid flinched. “Cook sent some of her own. It’s in the decanter.”

“In that fancy little bottle, is it?” Sally eyed the small crystal decanter dubiously. “I reckon it’ll do.” She poured herself a hefty draft and swallowed half of it in one gulp. “Mais oui.”

Vastly relieved, the maid bent to the task of arranging the toast and slices of cold fish pie.

“Bloody ’ell.” Sally took another sip from her glass and collapsed on a chair in front of the fire. “I thought we would never get here, ma’am. What with that highwayman and the storm. Ye’d think some diabolical supernatural forces were at work tryin’ to keep us away from this place, n’est-ce pas?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Sally.”

The dishes on the tea tray clattered loudly. Beatrice heard a small, startled gasp.

“Oh,” the maid whispered. “Sorry, ma’am.”

Beatrice glanced at the girl and saw that she was young. No more than sixteen at the most. “Is something wrong?”

“No, ma’am.” The maid hastily adjusted the plates and straightened the pot of jam. “Nothing’s wrong.”

Beatrice frowned. “What is your name?”

“Alice, ma’am.”

“You look as if you’ve just seen a ghost, Alice. Are you ill?”

“No. Honest, ma’am.” Alice wiped her hands nervously on her apron. “I’m healthy as a horse, as me ma would say. Really I am.”

“I’m delighted to hear that”

Sally eyed Alice with a considering look. “She looks scared to death, if ye ask me.”

Alice drew herself up proudly. “I’m not scared of anything.”

“Au contrary,” Sally said grandly.

“Au contraire,” Beatrice murmured.

“Au contraire,” Sally dutifully repeated.

Alice looked at Sally with great curiosity. “Cook says yer a fancy French lady’s maid. Is that true?”

“Absolument” Sally glowed with pride. “Back in London all the fine ladies prefer to hire French maids, just like they prefer French dressmakers and hatmakers and such.”

“Oh.” Alice was suitably impressed.

Beatrice frowned. “Alice, surely you do not fear your master’s reaction to my unexpected visit here tonight. In spite of what the butler said, I cannot believe his lordship would blame his staff for my presence under his roof.”

“No, ma’am,” Alice said quickly. “It ain’t that. I’ve only worked here for a few weeks, but I know that his lordship wouldn’t blame me for somethin’ that wasn’t my fault. Everyone knows he’s peculiar—” She broke off, obviously horrified by her own words.

“Peculiar?” Sally prompted sharply. “Que c’est?”

Alice’s face turned a very bright shade of red. “Well, he is one of the Mad Monks. Me ma says his father and his grandfather were odd too, but I never meant—”

Beatrice took pity on her. “Calm yourself, Alice. I promise not to tell his lordship that you called him peculiar.”

Alice struggled valiantly to undo the damage. “What I meant to say is that everyone on Monkcrest lands knows that the Mad Monks take care of their own. They be good lords, ma’am.”

“Then you need not fear his temper.” Beatrice smiled. “But just in case anyone in this household has a few concerns on the subject, rest assured that I fully intend to explain matters to your master. When I have finished meeting with him, he will comprehend everything perfectly.”

Alice’s eyes widened. “But, ma’am, he already does. Know everything perfectly, I mean.”

Sally glowered at her. “What the bloody ’ell do ye mean by that?”

Alice did not appear to notice the lapse into English cant. Awe mingled with excitement on her young face. “I heard Finch tell Cook that when he went to inform his lordship that you were here, the earl already knew that you had arrived.”

“Quel amazing,” Sally whispered.

Beatrice was amused. “Astonishing.”

“Yes, ma’am. It was the most amazing thing. Finch said his lordship knew everything about your visit. That you’d come all the way from London and that you had a French lady’s maid and that a highwayman had stopped you on the other side of the river. He even knew that you wanted to meet with him in ‘alf an hour.”

“The highwayman?” Beatrice asked blandly. “I’d rather avoid another encounter with him, if possible.”

“No, ma’am,” Alice said impatiently. “His lordship.”

The earl had certainly done a fine job of impressing his staff with an image of omnipotence, Beatrice thought. “You don’t say.”

Alice nodded with a confiding air. “No one understands how his lordship could know things like that, but Cook says it’s typical. Finch says the master has his ways.”

“Ah, yes, his lordship’s ways.” Beatrice took another sip of tea. “Alice, I hate to disillusion you, but I suspect that your master did not employ metaphysical intuition to gain his amazing foreknowledge. I think it far more likely that he simply opened a window and put his head out so that he could overhear my conversation with his butler.”

Alice stiffened, clearly offended by the suggestion that the earl might have done something as ordinary as to eavesdrop. “Oh, no, ma’am. I’m sure he didn’t do any such thing. Why ever would he stick his head out into the rain?”

“Peculiar behavior, indeed,” Beatrice murmured. “Perhaps we may hazard a guess as to why he is known as the Mad Monk, hmm?”

Alice looked crushed by Beatrice’s failure to be impressed with the earl’s mysterious ways. She backed toward the door. “Beggin’ yer pardon, ma’am. Will ye be wanting anything else?”

“That will be all for now,” Beatrice said. “Thank you, Alice.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The girl departed quickly.

Beatrice waited until the door closed. Then she picked up a piece of toast and took a bite. “I do believe I’m quite famished, Sally.”

“Moi too.” Sally seized the largest slice offish pie and a fork. “Ye can make light o’ that business with the ‘ighwayman, if ye want, ma’am. But I vow, we’re lucky to be alive. I saw the look in ’is eye. A nasty sort.”

“We were fortunate to have such a skilled coachman. Luckily John is not inclined to panic.”

“Hah.” Sally shoved a large piece of pie into her mouth. “Coachmen are all alike. Reckless, they are. And drunk as lords most of the time. No, it was yer little pistol what scared off the bloke, not John.”

“I know it’s been a difficult journey, Sally. Thank you again for agreeing to come with me on such short notice. I could not drag my cousin and my aunt out of Town at this time. They had invitations to a most important soiree. And I did not want to bring my poor housekeeper along. Mrs. Cheslyn is not a good traveler.”

Sally shrugged. “’Ere now, don’t ye fret none. I was glad to ’ave the opportunity to practice me French. I’ll be graduatin’ from The Academy soon and gettin’ ready to apply for work in a great household. Got to ’ave me accent right, n’est-ce pas?”

“Your accent is improving daily. Have you selected a new name yet?”

“I’m still torn between somethin’ simple like Marie and one with a bit more to it. What do ye think of Jacqueline?”

“Very nice.”

“Mais oui.” Sally hoisted her glass of gin. “Jacqueline it is.”

Beatrice smiled. Fortunately for Sally and her atrocious accent, it was considered the height of fashion to employ a French maid. In the effort to obtain one, most of the ladies of the ton would willingly overlook a dubious accent. The simple truth was that there were not enough French maids, dressmakers, or milliners to go around. One could not be too choosy.

Of course, she reflected, if any of Sally’s potential employers ever realized that it was not just her accent that was questionable, but her past as well, things could become a bit more complicated.

Sally, together with the rest of the women who went through The Academy, all had one thing in common. They had once eked out meager existences as prostitutes in London’s worst stews.

Beatrice and her friend Lucy Harby—known to her clients as the exclusive French modiste Madame D’Arbois—had not set out to offer poor women a way off the streets. Faced with genteel poverty, they had both been too busy saving themselves from careers as governesses to worry about saving others. But once they were safely launched in their new professions, fate and Beatrice’s upbringing as a vicar’s daughter had intervened.

The first young girl, bleeding from a miscarriage, had arrived at the back door of Lucy’s new dress shop a month after it opened. Beatrice and Lucy had carried her upstairs to the cramped quarters they shared. When it had become certain that the girl would survive, they had concocted a scheme to find her a new profession.

The ticket to a better life was a fake French accent.

The plan to remodel the young prostitute into a French lady’s maid had worked so well that The Academy had been born.

Five years had passed since that fateful night. Beatrice now had her own small town house. Lucy, who had become the more financially successful of the pair with her outrageously priced gowns, had married a wealthy fabric merchant who valued her business talents. She had moved into a fine new house in an expensive neighborhood, but she continued to operate her dressmaking salon as Madame D’Arbois.

Beatrice and Lucy had converted their old quarters above the dress shop into a schoolroom and hired a tutor to teach rudimentary French to desperate young women.

Occasionally they lost one of their students back to the streets. Beatrice’s spirits were always down for a while after such incidents. Lucy, far more practical about such matters, took the philosophical approach. You cannot save everyone.

Beatrice knew her friend was right; nevertheless, she was, at heart, a vicar’s daughter. It was not easy for her to accept the failures.

Sally studied the gloomy stone walls of the chamber. “Do ye think this place is haunted like the innkeeper’s wife said?”

“No, I do not,” Beatrice said firmly. “But I do have the impression that his lordship’s staff rather enjoys their master’s bizarre reputation.”

Sally shuddered. “The Mad Monks o’ Monk-crest. Gives one the shivers, n’est-ce pas?”

Beatrice grimaced. “Do not tell me that you actually believe some of the tales the innkeeper’s wife told us last night.”

“Fit to give a person nightmares, they were. All that talk of wolves and sorcery and ‘orrible events in the night.”

“It was all rubbish.”

“Then why did ye let her carry on until nearly midnight?” Sally retorted.

“I thought it was an amusing way to pass the time.”

Sally knew nothing of the real purpose behind the frantic trip into the wilds of Devon. As far as she was concerned, Beatrice had come to see the Earl of Monkcrest on obscure family business. Which was actually no more than the truth, Beatrice thought.

“From the sound of ’im, he could have walked straight out of one of Mrs. York’s novels.” Another shudder sent a tremor through Sally’s full bosom. “Quel mysterious, n’est-ce pas? Strikes me as just the sort of gentry cove what lives in moldering ruins and sleeps in crypts and never comes out in the daylight.”

Beatrice was surprised. “Do you mean to tell me that you read Mrs. York’s novels?”

“Well, I don’t read too good meself,” Sally admitted. “But there’s always someone around who can read ’em aloud to the rest of us. I like the bits with the ghosts and the bloody fingers beckonin’ in the dark passageways best.”

“I see.”

“We’re all lookin’ forward to Mrs. York’s new one, The Castle of Shadows. Rose says ‘er mistress bought a copy. As soon as the lady’s finished readin’ it, Rose is going to borrow it and read it to us.”

“I had no notion that you were interested in horrid novels.” A small, familiar rush of pleasure went through her. “I shall be happy to lend you my copy of The Castle of Shadows.”

Sally’s eyes widened with delight. “That’s very nice of ye, Mrs. Poole. We’ll all be ever so grateful.”

Not as grateful as I am, Beatrice thought.

It always gave her a quiet thrill to learn that someone enjoyed the novels she penned under the pseudonym Mrs. Amelia York. She said nothing to Sally about her secret identity as an authoress, however. Only Lucy and the members of her family knew that she wrote for a living.

She followed Sally’s glance around the room. Perhaps she would make some notes before she left. Monkcrest Abbey was nothing if not picturesque. Thick stone walls, arched doorways, and what appeared to be endless miles of gloom-filled passageways all went together to create a house that would fit quite nicely into one of her novels.

En route to their chambers, she and Sally had passed through a long gallery filled with a number of artifacts and antiquities. Greek, Roman, and Zamarian statues gazed with impassive stone faces from a variety of niches. Cabinets filled with shards of pottery and ancient glass occupied odd corners in the halls.

In addition to being a scholar, Beatrice reflected, Monkcrest was obviously a collector of antiquities.

She closed her eyes and allowed herself to absorb the atmosphere of the ancient stone walls.

Awareness fluttered through her. For an instant she could feel the weight of the years. It was a vague, wispy, indescribable sensation, one she often had in the presence of very old buildings or artifacts. The invisible vapors flowed around her.

There was melancholia, of course. She often felt it in structures this ancient. But there was also a sense of the future. The house had known times of happiness in the past and it would know them again. The heavy layers of history pressed in on her. But there was nothing here that would give her nightmares or keep her awake tonight.

When she opened her eyes she realized that her dominant impression of Monkcrest Abbey was that of a sense of loneliness.

“Imagine living in a ruin such as this,” Sally said. “Mayhap ‘is lordship really is a madman.”

“Monkcrest Abbey is not precisely a ruin. It is quite old but it appears to be in excellent repair. This is not the house of a madman.”

Beatrice did not attempt to explain her sensibility to atmosphere to Sally. It was a part of her that she had never been able to put into words. But she was quite certain that she spoke the truth. The earl might well be reclusive, inhospitable, and eccentric, but he was not crazed.

Sally took another bite of pie. “How can ye be certain the Mad Monk won’t lock us in the cellar and perform strange occult rituals on us?”

“From what little I know of that sort of thing, I am under the impression that one needs virgins in order to perform most occult rituals.” Beatrice grinned. “Neither of us qualifies.”

“Mais oui.” Sally brightened. “Well, then, that’s a relief, ain’t it? I believe I’ll have a bit more gin.”

Beatrice was as certain of Monkcrest’s disdain for the occult sciences as she was of his sanity. He was a respected authority on antiquities and ancient legends. He had written extensively on his subject and always from a dry, scholarly perspective.

Unlike herself, she thought ruefully, he did not seek to heighten the supernatural or the romantic in his work. During the past two days she’d read several of the long, dull articles he’d penned for the Society of Antiquarians. It was painfully clear that Monkcrest felt utter contempt for the thrilling elements that were her stock-in-trade.

If he were to learn that she wrote horrid novels for a living, he would likely send her packing in a minute. But that was an extremely remote possibility, she reminded herself. Her identity as Mrs. York was a closely guarded secret.

And in spite of his staffs opinion to the contrary, she was confident that the Mad Monk was no sorcerer. He would not be able to look into an oracle glass and determine her true identity.

Sally sipped her gin. “From what that fat butler said, ’is lordship ain’t overfond of company. Wonder why Monkcrest agreed to see ye without an argument?”

Beatrice reflected on the empty feeling that shimmered beneath the surface of Monkcrest Abbey. “Perhaps he’s bored.”
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