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From the written testimonial of Buster Blanchet. Found in the ruins of a Katorga camp after the fall of the Soviet Union. Held by the Hermitage in a private collection. Letter dated July 13, 1869:

I am not sure how one is supposed to begin to describe an encounter with the other world, the spiritual one. I do not even presume that I should be the one to tell this story, but the Princess, the exiled Czarina Alyona Oblonskaya, is forcing us all to do this. 

The survivors, that is.

The Princess tells me I should begin at the beginning, but I have found that to be completely unhelpful advice. Is the beginning when Lord Wessex of Falls Park, the noble I served as valet to, requested that his cousin, the Lady Thorne of Foxhill Hall, throw him a party on the occasion of his fiftieth birthday? Or is the beginning further back, when I first came to live with Lord Wessex? Or perhaps I should start when the Princess came to join our home on the southwestern moors. She is integral to this story, after all. To my story.

Lord Angus Wessex, a distinguished noble gentleman and retired navy man who avoided London society and specifically the Queen as if his life depended on it, took me in at the age of seven. He gave me room and board and fair wages for a lad with no money or home and no discernible skills. I was an orphan. My parents left one night for a drink at a tavern near our Farringdon Road apartment in London. I waited until dawn for them to come back like I always did, and then waited again until the next nightfall. By the second dawn, I had eaten all the bread and drunk all the milk we had. I was going to venture out to try to find them when Lord Wessex knocked on my door and told me that I was to come with him now. 

I miss him terribly already.

I apologize for the rough transition, but the Princess is telling me that I do not need to tell my entire life story, that our paper and ink supply is limited, and that the world will only care about the events with the ghost and the fire. Even having been under the Princess’ tutelage, I am not much of a writer. I hope she will not be disappointed with the testimonial that follows and that she will not abandon me once she knows the full truth.

So, forgive me, but I will move this story forward to when I first heard the name Foxhill Hall, Lady Imogene Thorne’s manor located in Gloucestershire. The good Lord Wessex had requested his only living cousin Lady Thorne throw a party to celebrate his fiftieth birthday at the end of the summer. Lady Thorne had agreed. Lord Wessex wanted it to be a small affair. He had me send Lady Thorne a list of names for her to invite on his behalf. Only the Princess and I would accompany him on the journey from our home at Falls Park to London and then onto Foxhill.

Though I had met the Lady Thorne on a handful of occasions, I knew the other invitation recipients only by reputation. Lady Thorne did not object to any of Wessex’s choices, though she had cause to. A widow, Lady Thorne had managed to maintain control of her husband’s business, the Thorne Shipping Company. On the list of invitees was the Lord and Lady Bergdahl, and the Lady Bergdahl’s brother, Mister Cornelius Jenkins. Bergdahl owned the Bergdahl Docks, the Thorne Shipping Company’s foremost rivals. The Bergdahls and Jenkins, who ran the Docks on behalf of his brother-in-law, had little love for Lady Thorne, and I still do not understand why Wessex wanted them there.

Of the other invited parties, I only knew of Lord Henry Redwall, Duke of Marlborough. A member of an old and respected family, the Duke and Duchess had frequented our apartments in the City when Lord Wessex was called to London on business. He spoke mostly of his children, the twins as he always called them. I had always wanted to meet the twins, who were apparently around my age, but the Duke and Lord Wessex had a falling out several years ago after the untimely death of the Duchess.

The other invitations were sent to two minor lords I had never met. Lord Wessex and the Princess told me nothing about them. Lady Thorne had written back and suggested inviting her great aunt, from the maternal side of the lady’s family, and Lord Wessex readily agreed. He had always spoke highly of the Lady Cavendish, and I had looked forward to meeting her.

As it was, the journey from our home at Falls Park to Foxhill took several days. Wessex’s coachman took us to the rail station in Barnstape, with enough clothes for a few weeks journey. From Barnstape, we would change trains at Exeter and then onto London. The first train ride I took to the countryside had been with Lord Wessex. It had been the morning he called to collect me after my parents’ deaths. The sky was overcast and grey then too, but I have always loved the sound of the train. It wasn’t just the roar of the engines as it pulled into the station, or the screech of the brakes, but the people, their excitement and rushing about as the train slowed down. It truly was a modern marvel.

London was as it always was that day, full of horrible smells and too much noise. Lord Wessex and the Princess would excuse themselves that evening, leaving me alone in Wessex’s Kensington apartments. The apartments were always cleaned before we arrived, and since we were only staying for the single evening, there was no shopping for me to do. I’ve never really felt comfortable being on the streets of London alone.

The Princess came home first, as usual, carrying with her our supper. She claims that it is only in London that she can find decent food. Though I don’t love the pelmeni she always brought back from her London excursions, it was one of the few things I had ever seen that caused her to smile, even if she complained while she chewed by listing all the things wrong with how the pelmeni had been made. But that night, the Princess was quiet as she ate and did not smile even once.

Lord Wessex returned to the apartments only several hours before dawn and did not sleep a wink that night. He smiled when he saw me stir as he entered the apartments and told me to return to my bed, to rest, and that he would see me shortly to leave for the train. I do not know what he did that night in London, nor why he stayed out so late. It was, however, not unusual when he had business in the City to be out alone until morning. He had many friends, he always told me, and they all wanted a piece of his time.

The next morning we left London by rail once more, travelling this time to Cheltenham, the closest station to Foxhill Hall. Lord Wessex had arranged a carriage for us from the station. The carriage was simple, just enough room for our cases up top, with the Princess and Lord Wessex inside. After looking over the horses, who looked more like mules but who seemed steady enough, I took the reins and we left.

The roads were muddy from recent rains but not enough for the carriage wheels to get stuck. After leaving Cheltenham station, the roads were empty. The skies were cloudy by that point, making the day oppressive and dark. The air was thick, and it felt like the storm could arrive at any moment. Based on the smell in the wind, it was going to be a bad one. The green hills were empty, the shepherds having taken their flocks home and the farm animals having the good sense to already be inside. I hurried the plodding horses as best I could, hoping to reach Foxhill before the storm began. The small village that lay just on the edge of Foxhill’s grounds was closed up tight by the time we reached it.

From the village, I could see Foxhill. It sat by itself, up on the highest hill in sight, towering over everything. In the overcast light, it looked grey and unbecoming, though the Princess had told me it was supposed to be a beautiful sight. I couldn’t see it that way.

At the base of the hill was a rather large creek that was near to overflowing its bank, even before the rain. The planks from the bridge must have been soaked from bridge’s underside, for the horses’ hooves did not make that satisfying clip-clop against the wood, which just further added to the depressing mood. If someone had told me Foxhill Hall was haunted at that point, I might have believed.

As the road curved up and around the hill on our approach, I could see more of the manor. It had two floors, with a front hall and two wings running parallel to one another. There appeared to a smaller building and gardens in the back of the manor, in the opening between the wings. As I finally reached the doors, I felt the wind change directions, coming off the sea, cold and harsh, and there was a crack of thunder in the distance. No lightning yet, but the storm was, even then, promising to be a bad one. 

Foxhill Hall was an old manor and had been in the Thorne family for many generations, according to what Lord Wessex told me while I packed his cases back in Falls Park, but Lady Thorne would be its last Thorne. Her husband had died young, before Lady Thorne could produce a child, and there was no one else to claim the lands in the Thorne name. 

I guess if this story is to make sense, I will have to share some of what the Princess told me, as well, though what I write now is rumour and unfair to Lady Thorne. I will try to proceed with a delicate touch. When the Thornes married it was for
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