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In writing my last Regency mystery, published in 2020 and entitled The Hazard of Hearts, I incorporated a sly novelist, sister to the atrocious doctor, by name of Miss Beale. I listed six titles that Miss Beale had written. All had either a gothic tone or a touch of mysterious history. Then I proceeded to close out the Hearts in Hazard series and returned to the Into Death series.

I considered myself done with anything to do with the Hearts in Hazard series.

Yet those titles by the fictitious Miss Beale haunted me. I should have anticipated that they would. The Dark Lord. The Prisoner of Stone. Moonlight on a Silver Sword. How could those titles fail to haunt someone? My bird-flitting mind proceeded to hatch story ideas even though I had other writing to command my concentration.

The Dark Lord clamored to be first in this new series. A third of the way into a different novella for my fantasy pen name, I was driven to leave my desk, find a comfy chair, and write a storm of words. When I looked up, I had 3,000 wonderful words that I never intended to write. My hand cramped from holding the pen.

A dozen different projects demanded attention, yet The Dark Lord haunted me. I published that novella in 2022. This year, the heroine Enid in The Bride in Ghostly White kept talking to me, telling the story of her cousin, a convenient marriage, and a tragic fall. Why am I surprised at these turns of events? I shouldn’t be. When ideas swirl, I become slightly dizzy whirling from planned project to unplanned project.

Herewith, The Dark Lord and The Bride in Ghostly White. The other four novellas in the Miss Beale Writes series will gradually trickle out. Each will be a suspenseful stand-alone, all with touches of the gothic—for that is the taste of the character of Miss Beale. The novellas will be ebooks only, but the duologies will be in both ebook and paperback.

Enjoy!

~ M.
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“You’re not to look at `im.”

That order about meeting her future employer certainly surprised Elizabeth. “I beg your pardon?”

The whiskered withered man did not himself look at her. He hadn’t stopped or even hesitated as he led her along the back hall. The dark paneled walls absorbed the light from the few sconces. On a sunny day, windows would admit the radiant sun and warm the shadowed interior. On this rainy day, the wind created a chilling numbness, and gloom dominated, oppressive and unwelcoming.

“He don’t like being gawked at,” the older man said. “You keep your head down, eyes on the floor.” He muttered something else.

“My apologies,” Elizabeth was forced to say, not daring to let anything slip in her quest for a new position. She’d traveled up from London, jounced along in badly sprung coaches, squeezed between smelly passengers, her savings eking away at every overnight stop. The service agency hadn’t guaranteed a position. Apparently, Baron Harcourt wished to interview any potential employee. “I did not hear what you said, good sir.”

“I said ‘It’ll be lucky if’n you last the first week’.”

“I am stronger than I appear.”

“Aye, well, that’s to be seen. The others didn’t last.”

“Do all servants follow that rule, sir?”

“The ones that want to keep their positions.”

That certainly depressed her. Keeping her eyes down constantly—she didn’t know if that were possible. She’d never followed such a rule. Indeed, her father had always warned her and her mother to keep their eyes up and open, watching fellow wayfarers for potential trouble, spying the land for potential ambuscadoes. Following the drum had entailed heightened caution, and since she’d entered service five years ago, she found that the wiser course.

A housekeeper would be expected to assume her responsibilities quickly. “What is the number of staff?”

“His lordship will tell you.” The man stopped before a door with matched panels, triple circles carved inside each square. He didn’t knock, just opened the door and stepped back. “His lordship will be up from the stables momentarily. Stand before his desk. Don’t touch nothing!”

He’d shut the door before she gained the rug.

Eyes down, she shivered. Rain had seeped through the dove-grey redingote she wore like a uniform. The fire behind smoked a little, but the heat didn’t penetrate her wet clothes. She dreaded to think what her hair looked like. She could feel tendrils plastered to her neck and her cheeks. The old man had taken her boiled wool cloak and her soaked hat, its shape lost to the steady rain. Without the cloak, she had immediately chilled.

A half-hour passed, tolled by the great clock in the entrance hall. The fire’s heat started to penetrate her clothing. Elizabeth no longer shivered incessantly. And she had memorized the rug’s pattern.

She peeked around her.

Bookcases covered any wall space that wasn’t devoted to the hearth, to windows, or to the large map behind his lordship’s desk. She read York and Sheffield and guessed that it depicted the north of England. The wealth of books in this isolated corner of the moorland surprised Elizabeth. The bindings looked weathered by time and many hands.

A long table occupied the floor beneath the window wall. The rainy panes gave a blurred view of the desolate moor rising behind the house. Behind her was the cheerily dancing fire that fought the room’s chill. The desk before her was cluttered with three open ledgers and spills of spindled paper, a neat stack of foolscap to the left of the blotter. In the baron’s chair, a grey cat licked its paws.

The cat couldn’t be bothered to examine her.

But a greymalken! For the strangest reason, that cat gave Elizabeth hope.

Little else about this opportunity gave her hope. The agency’s director had doubted she would be acceptable. He’d presented her detriments: too young, too pretty, too well-dressed, too quick with her opinion. She could change only the last of those, and she refused to rid her wardrobe of perfectly suitable clothes.

Then the director had presented Feldstone Grange’s detriments: too remote, too unfriendly to Londoners, too detailed with his requirements for the housekeeper position. Elizabeth didn’t intend to remain long-term; once her father and brother returned from the war, she would keep their lodgings. Until then, she needed work to occupy her, and the salary at the Grange would build a tidy nest egg. She didn’t inform the director of her plans.

Until the coach dropped her in Widderby and the wagon trundled over a long road to the Grange, she hadn’t really understood the word remote. The old Greystone manor perched on a rising hill before the massive moor. Should the baron refuse her employment, they would have to offer her supper and breakfast and a place to lay her head before sending her back to Widderby. The land around the Grange looked well tilled, with pastures of cattle and sheep.

The moor brooded over everything, rocky and barren of all but heather. On this early spring day, frigid wind blew from the heights. The slaty clouds hinted at snow.

That old man had taken one look at Elizabeth without her rain-draggled bonnet and judged her incapable of the housekeeper’s position. She hoped Baron Harcourt would not be so hasty.

She had inquired in London before she set out and again at Sheffield, York, and Thirsk, but little could she discover about the baron. The family had held Feldstone Grange and the region for centuries. Burnt-out ruins lay closer to Widderby. “New manor,” the carter had declared once the ruins came in view.

She had studied the blackened walls, the towers at the corners, reminiscent of the Tower of London. The pub host had said the Grange would be the grey-stoned building after the ruins. After the fire, the family had returned to the old Grange, with its sturdy stones.

Long and stolid, windows scattered along its breadth of the building. Multiple chimneys smoked at one end while no smoke drifted from the others. The Grange would be a nightmare for a maid to clean. Half-flights of stairs must access twisted passages. Damp rooms had hearths that would barely dissipate the cold. The unused end of the building would still need to be checked regularly.

Once inside, the entrance hall removed many of her fears about the house. Square and dominated by a stair with one landing, its painted walls held the weapons that often decorated old houses. Banners and family portraits brightened the entrance. Vividly painted doors led to four other rooms. She had looked around with obvious enjoyment. Several sconces and candelabra cast away the day’s gloom. While the flagstones looked dull and heavy, painted panels beneath the stairway led to a crossing for a back hall and more vividly painted doors. The stairs led to a well-lit open salon with corridors to either wing.

The décor would be the influence of the current baron and his father, perhaps his grandfather. Elizabeth had learned that the current Lord Harcourt had served king and country for several years, leaving the Grange to the tending of his steward. His father’s death in the previous year had recalled him to England. He’d spent the following Season in London, searching for a bride, only to return without one. He had no siblings, just a cousin. Beyond that, she’d discovered nothing about her potential employer.

She could assume, however. Whatever Lord Harcourt was like, he’d obviously been desperate for a housekeeper. The agency director complained that she would be the sixth in as many months. He had no explanation for their departure. That whiskered old man had claimed she wouldn’t last a week. She wished to prove him and the agency director wrong.

The grey cat jumped onto the desk then to the floor. It prowled close to Elizabeth without nearing her then curled up before the fire.

A boy came in to renew the fire with coals. He started when he spotted her then ducked his head. He didn’t look at her again. He lighted a lamp at the desk then scurried out.

Gawking, the older man had said. She must remember to avoid that.

Full dark came. The rising moor looked a blacker bulk against the starry night.

Then the door opened once again.

Elizabeth straightened her spine. Mindful of a good impression, she stared at the rug.

“Hicks,” the man shouted into the hall. He waited, then footsteps approached. “Has she been standing here this whole while? I daresay she was soaked through when she arrived.”

“Aye, your lordship, she were.” The voice belonged to the whiskered man.

“Did you think to give her hot tea? Fetch a pot. Bring something sustaining.”

“Aye, your lordship.”

Mr. Hicks left, his steps quickly muffled. The baron passed her with quick strides, speaking as he neared. “My apologies. They did not inform me that you had arrived until I came in from the fields.” He sat in his seat.

“I have not waited that long, Lord Harcourt. An hour and a little more, that is all.”

“Nevertheless—.” He didn’t complete that. In the upper edge of her vision, she saw the ledgers shifted. Papers rustled. “Miss Elizabeth Fortescue. You are applying for the housekeeper position?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“You do not look old enough to have worked in five different households in five years. You must have started very young.”

Her gaze lifted before she could control it. She saw a long narrow face, a flash of dark eyes, and a faded scar slashing down his cheek, a sword cut, obviously gained in battle. Long dark hair, the ends still wet, flowed over his wide shoulders. His white linen shirt looked stark against his tanned skin. Handsome, except for the scar. From her days following the drum, she knew the nature of sword wounds: garish red and inflamed for several months, even after the fever left.

Lord Harcourt didn’t catch her look, for he was staring at the papers that the agency had sent, the one with her qualifications, the second with her recommendations. Elizabeth quickly returned her gaze to the rug and answered his comment about her age. “I entered service as a housekeeper at fifteen, my lord.”

“Fifteen!”

“My father’s man-of-business gave me shelter when I returned from Portugal. His household was woefully mismanaged. When the housekeeper left, I assumed the management of it, and he proceeded to pay me.”

“That is Mr. Severest? His recommendation is glowing. I assume the housekeeper didn’t like your attempts to correct her mismanagement. Why did you leave his employment?”

“His wife returned from Ireland. She’d spent several months there, assisting her elderly parents.”

“You stayed with Mr. and Mrs. Francis Beauchamp for ten months.”

“Until her confinement ended and she was able to resume management of their household.”

“The Tremaines give an adequate recommendation, certainly not glowing.” He glanced up, catching her peeking. She saw his mouth twist before she dropped her gaze.

“Lady Tremaine dismissed me after a few months. My interactions with her family were ... difficult, shall we say?”

“A son?” he hazarded.

“No, my lord. Their children were too young to have any interactions with me.”

“Tremaine himself? Sir Henry Tremaine?”

She didn’t respond. Sir Henry Tremaine’s attentions were not worthy of mentioning—although she did not encounter difficulties from Lady Tremaine until she asked that she not take orders from him. Lord Harcourt did not need to know that.

When he realized she wasn’t going to answer, he asked, “Lady Millingrove? I see the agency listed you were there over a year and a line is here from a Chesterton, yet her ladyship does not provide a recommendation.”

“She is deceased, my lord. Last quarter. At her solicitor’s request I remained in employment there until the house was purchased.”

“You did not wish to work for the man that purchased the house?”

“No, Lord Harcourt.”

He settled back into his chair, his gaze assessing. She could clearly envision what he saw. A woman of 20, rain-bedraggled, her red hair still darkened by the water, her skin pale and lightly freckled. Her youth he’d complained of. What else would he find to reject her application? Not her qualifications, certainly.

“Where is your family?”

“My father and my brother are both in Portugal. My father is a field officer.”

“Major Fortescue? I believe I have heard of him.”

“He recently received a promotion to major, my lord. My brother is a lieutenant on Colonel Wellesley’s staff.”

“Where is your mother, Miss Fortescue?”

“No longer with us, my lord.”

“The occasion of your return from Portugal?”

She nodded without answering. He returned to studying the agency’s letter. “Lord Harcourt,” she thought it wise to say, “I am more than qualified for this position. I managed our household in Portugal after my mother fell ill. You see my recommendations here in England. Please do not prejudge me based upon my youth. I will say frankly that I need this opportunity, and apparently you need a housekeeper.”

His mutter sounded like something her brother Alexander would say.

The door opened, admitting a maid with a tea tray. “Here,” he said, “on the desk,” and he dropped the ledgers to the floor. She winced at the loud thuds.

The maid slid the tray onto his desk. A ceramic teapot with steam coming from the spout, two cups, two small plates, and a larger plate with an array of sandwiches. Her mouth watered. A fresh chill shivered her. The maid went out. She’d kept her eyes on the tray the entire time. Not once had she looked at her master.

“You be mother.” Lord Harcourt sounded more like an old friend than an employer. “Use that chair,” he pointed to the wingback before the desk. When both sat with teacups, the heat wafting into the air and the aroma tantalizing with its promise, he cleared his throat.

Her gaze came up and encountered his dark eyes. He didn’t berate her, and Elizabeth wondered if the order for a lowered gaze came from him.

“We’ve had trouble with our past few housekeepers.”

“The agency informed me. I would be the sixth in as many months.” She sipped the hot brew and felt the welcome heat begin to warm her. “What occasioned their leaving?”

He looked down at his tea then sipped before setting cup and saucer on the blotter. “The last three gave no reasons. The first two—I must say that I had problems with them. Problems not related to their position.” His color heightened.

Perhaps attractive young men of rank and wealth had problems similar to young and attractive housekeepers. She decided to sidestep that issue. “I am well acquainted with managing various types of household, Lord Harcourt. Granted, my paid positions were in London. In Portugal, we had a quartermaster from whom we could requisition supplies. Here, I would need to coordinate with your factotum to request supplies.”

“That would be Hicks, whom you’ve met. Factotum, butler, whatever I’ve needed. He survived my father and grandfather as well. I assume, in London, that the staffs you managed were not large.”

She tallied the servants for him: the footmen and maids, upstairs and down, the cook and her helpers, the errand boy, the occasional handyman. She didn’t coachmen or gardeners, rightly guessing those additions wouldn’t impress him, even though she’d often given them orders from her employers.

The numbers of servants that he listed surprised her. The household servants were scant while the kitchen staff had one maid too many. She had no idea of the gardening or stable staffs or the fields, but those would not be her purview. When she pointed out the lack of house servants, he frowned, his first true one. “I do not entertain, Miss Fortescue. Managing the house staff, running the Grange, these are your sole duties.”

“My lord, my chief concern will be your continued comfort.”

That answer received no response from him. He picked up a ledger from the floor and found a page near the back. Leaving the ledger open to that page, he transferred it to the fore of the desk. A sheet of foolscap followed, then the quill and a silver embossed inkwell. “There remains, Miss Fortescue, only proof that you can keep accounts.” The ledger page was for four months ago. He pointed to the left side. “Tot up this column,” he challenged.

Elizabeth hoped her inhalation was not as sharp as it sounded in her ears. Her ciphering was impressive; she’d always bested her brother Alexander. She seemed on the verge of winning the position.

As she leaned over the desk, she caught the scent of clean sweat mixed with bay, of leather and horse. That was no reason for her heart to race.

The numbers varied. Most were simple addition; a few needed multiplying. At the bottom of the column, to the right, was a greater number. The household tally, she guessed. The items included household goods, bought in quantity. Kitchen items: salt, flour, spices, wine, three kegs of ale, another of—. She stopped her survey and touched the un-inked quill to the item. “Six kegs of beer, but the total is multiplied for eight.” Her gaze lifted and looked directly at him, also leaning forward. “Do you wish me to correct or factor the incorrect total?”

The lantern cast an amber glow over the strong bones of his face. He’d missed a spot while shaving. “The number as intended,” he rumbled, which was no reason for her toes to tighten in her damp shoes.

Totting up numbers did not pose any difficulties. She wondered at the former housekeepers. Had they been unnumbered? The lord’s factotum, Mr. Hicks, was he illiterate, and that portion of his position fell to the housekeeper? Someone had obviously intended to steal from Baron Harcourt.

She glanced up once and found him watching, sharp as a hunting hawk.

Elizabeth wrote her figures in her decided hand, two tallies and a third that listed the difference in amount. She stared at the numbers for scant seconds then handed the sheet across the desk. Since she’d already broken Mr. Hicks’ injunction not to look at the lord, she kept her eyes on him.

He drew a sheet from underneath the stacked foolscap, additional figuring which he compared to hers. Then he gave a brief nod and set aside the sheets. “You’re quick and accurate.”

She returned the quill to the inkstand. The nub needed sharpening. She’d tend to that if he hired her. “The agency did not mentioned counting work as part of my duties, Lord Harcourt.”

“You will do what I tell you to do, when I tell you to do it.”

Is that growl an attempt to frighten me? Starvation was far more frightening. Yet those words did take a step further to hiring her. “Yes, my lord.”

“Hicks will give you my instructions. You will convey any matters needing my attention through him.”

Ah, the sticking point. “No, my lord,” she said quietly but firmly.

“No?”

“No.” She met his dark eyes directly. “At the Tremaines, the butler had an animus to me. He refused to present my concerns and questions to Lady Tremaine. He gave them to Lord Tremaine, and issues were not addressed in a timely manner. I asked repeatedly to report to Lady Tremaine. She was rather languid, but I merely needed a yes or no to my proposed solutions.” She realized she twisted her hands and drew them apart, curling her fingers over her knees. “The whole household, from family and through the staff, was most contentious.”

Lord Harcourt winced. He pushed back from the desk and stood up. Giving her his back, he stared at the large map behind his desk. “Doubtless Harry Tremaine created opportunities to meet with his pretty, young housekeeper. He was a rattling loose screw when I knew him. I daresay he hasn’t changed his ways. You are well out of that household.”

“Yes, my lord. I much preferred my time with Lady Millingrove.”

“You’ve no desire to return to Portugal?”

“I would love to return to my family. My father refuses to allow it. He says that Lord Wellesley will only increase his attacks against the French army. Until Napoleon is defeated, I must do more for my upkeep than subsist on the funds dispersed from my father’s man-of-business. My father has not lived in England for many years, my lord. He does not understand the cost of things.”

“Few do.” He turned. “You are unsuitable in many respects, Miss Fortescue.”

“Trust me, my lord. Granted I am young, but I will manage your household to keep you in comfort. I meet your qualifications, including the ability to maintain accurate ledgers. And I do not have designs upon your person.”

He laughed, a short bark, then shook his head. “The gossips will say that I have designs upon you, Miss Fortescue.”

Elizabeth laughed. “Then we shall prove them wrong, Lord Harcourt.”

He sank into his chair. “Continue to laugh at the gossip, Miss Fortescue, and we will survive the first month. Ring the bell.”

She found it beside the hearth, as expected, then came back to her former position on the rug. “Am I hired then, my lord?”

“You are. Woe betide those who question it.”

Mr. Hicks scowled when informed that Elizabeth would be the new housekeeper. He goggled when Lord Harcourt added, “You and she will see to the supplies. Miss Fortescue will keep the ledgers. And she will report any of her concerns directly to me.”

“My lord, that’s not how it’s been done.”

“A minor change, Hicks. Cook can also convey his problems to her. That will relieve you of that burden.”

The man didn’t quite know what expression to put on. He settled for muttering, “Obliged, my lord.”

Those dark eyes returned to Elizabeth. “Shall we say Monday and Friday mornings for our conferences? You will bring the household ledgers at those times.”

She curtsied and stepped back, feeling herself dismissed.

But Lord Harcourt had one final word. “Keep your humor, Miss Fortescue. You will need it.”
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Mr. Hicks didn’t comment on Baron Harcourt’s surprising orders. He didn’t say very much at all until he led her to the servants’ hall, below stairs. “You’ll have rooms of your own, separate from staff. On the ground floor they. Office, bed chamber, but you got a window what looks upon the moor. You’ll find the keys on the chatelaine ring. Down here, this is Mon-sieur Did’rot’s domain, the kitchens and all. He’s from London.”

Elizabeth wished a half-hour to herself. She had stood on her feet for over an hour and a half. The mail coach had jostled every ache she’d ever had loose and started them again. She’d snatched bread and cheese before the carter said time to leave. The rain had drowned her. Yet she didn’t dare ask for that brief time alone.

“Tell me about Cook.” She gave a sniff. “Cinnamon and apples, I think. Wonderful. How does he do here? Most London cooks have particular ways of doing things.”

“Ah, Did’rot’s a good `un, for all he’s a frog. He’s got his ways. Better if you learn `em yourself.”

Cook was M’sieur Diderot, all the way from Paris. How had Baron Harcourt managed to employ a French chef? The British Army was fighting Emperor Napoleon, and these hinterlands would normally dissuade any Londoners from employment. Short and bone-thin, the man had a heavy brow and a crowning thatch of black hair. He barely acknowledged Mr. Hicks’ introduction. 

Any kitchen was chaos before the evening meal. This one appeared to be organized chaos. The chef stood between the Rumford fireplace and the table, building a sauce. Behind him, a spit boy assiduously turned a cockerel. Two kitchen maids eyed the chef more than their fingers as they chopped potatoes and carrots. A woman shaped yeast and dropped the rolled dough onto a flat pan. As Elizabeth watched, the spit boy thrust a ladle into a pot, gave two quick stirs, then resumed turning the cock.

On the near side of the kitchen, a fireplace shared its unlit hearth with another room. That hearth had not been updated in the Rumford style, but a small brazier held coals, ready for lighting.

As she and Hicks lingered, the chef pointed a fork at the older man. “No one—no one! comes in my kitchen before dinner service.” His accent was faint, a hint rather than thick syllables. “Go. Go now.” The fork swerved to Elizabeth. “You. I will speak with you at table. You interfere with the sauce. Quitter ma cuisine maintenant! Partez!”

Elizabeth retreated. Hicks clomped after. “You see how he is. Tyrant.”

“Who serves at table?”

“I manage myself. It’s just his lordship of an evening. Breakfast and nuncheon, we put out dishes and he serves himself. Any guests come, I got a footman to help.”

She nodded and continued to nod while he talked about wines in the cellar and displayed his key. He walked her through a tour of the servants’ hall: linen press, laundry with its windowed door to the rainy outside, a variety of side rooms for Boots and sewing and the like.

They returned to a room on the other side of the kitchen hearth with its turning spit and redolent kitchen. She could see the spit boy’s wood clogs and the larger leather shoes of the chef. Dominating this room was a much-scarred long table. Side benches would easily accommodate twelve servants. Straight-backed chairs stood at either end. As Hicks lit a lamp on the table, she peered out of the rain-drenched high window. She could see trees rather than moor and knew this room and the kitchen were on the front side of the great house.

Hicks pointed to the chair with a faded blue cushion on its hard seat. “I sit there. You there,” was the other end, her back to the hearth.

“M’sieur Diderot, where does he sit?”

“Wherever he wants, but he don’t join us for dinner, just breakfast.”

“When do the staff dine?”

“After tea. This way. I’ll take you to your rooms.”

That was common. She had missed dinner, though. Her stomach grumbled at the lack. The tea she’d shared with Lord Harcourt might be her only supper. Every day of her travel, she’d only had bread and cheese, the occasional meat, all washed down with watered beer.

Her rooms were on the ground floor, tucked down a narrow side hall off the cross-hall and on the moor side of the Grange. She didn’t try to understand the floor plan; that would come. Elizabeth found it curious that she wasn’t housed with the other staff.

Hicks indicated he would return after dinner. “Staff gathers at table for day’s end” was his only comment.

She explored the anteroom, her office. She lit the oil lantern on a corner of the desk before she began. The desk was a massive kneehole style, dominating the space, obviously a reject from the library, for it duplicated the one there. Two chairs, neither cushioned. A blotter hid scratches and nicks and stains on the desktop. The key to the desk was in the lock and opened easily, revealing the usual desk items. At the fore of the desk was a quill in an inkstand, the former not sharpened and the latter empty. Foolscap in a side drawer. In another locking drawer was a box for petty cash, with a little key in its lock. She determined to keep that on a ribbon around her neck.

Like the kitchen there was a small hearth between the rooms. A boy had laid the fire but not lit it. She hurried to do that, wanting the room’s chill knocked back before she had to retire.

She lit a candlestick and carried it to the interior room. Here was the bedchamber, with her trunk placed in the center of the floor. A small table and upholstered chair sat before the sole window with its heavy curtains. She tugged back the faded fabric and saw the broad bulk of the moor.

Half an hour later she returned downstairs, not waiting for Hicks to find her way. She peeked into the table room and saw two men with rolled shirt sleeves, sitting across from each other. She passed on to Diderot’s domain. The maid who’d been making rolls came quickly to prevent Elizabeth from coming further into the kitchen.

“May I help you?”

Elizabeth smiled. “Forgive me, but I’ve had no dinner. I’ve not really had a meal at all since I left London. That feels like ages ago.”

“You miss the meal?” Diderot called from where he basted a sauce over the fowl. “Vous n’avez pas diné?”

“No. My apologies for invading your kitchen again. I hoped to get some soup and bread, perhaps a few vegetables.”

“You do not eat; this we cannot have. Go. Sit there.” He pointed to the hearth, and she knew he meant at the long table. “We will serve you with his lordship. The soup, il a déjàs repris.”

“Some bread, then? And cheese?”

“Non. You will have le bon diner, oui? Celly. Mary.”

“Thank you,” but she said it to the air. He had returned to his sauce.

The kitchen maids turned to obey, divining what he wanted without needing orders.

Elizabeth retreated before she offended the chef and returned to the other room. She sat at the chair Mr. Hicks had indicated was hers. The two men stared, so she introduced herself, quite proud to add “the new housekeeper”, and they returned with their names, Ian Rodgers and Jackman.

She started to pepper them with questions, then the soup came, smelling wonderful, along with a plate with two of the rolls and pats of butter. She sighed happily. Before she finished the soup, a plate arrived with the cockerel’s thigh, surrounded with a few vegetables, artfully arranged. A tiny serving of wilted greens for the sallet. Then came apples, sliced thin, baked with butter and cinnamon and served with a spoon of whipped cream.

Stuffed, she sighed again, and when M’Sieur Diderot appeared, she freely complimented him and thanked him once more. He smiled, looking like a benevolent uncle, then returned to his kitchen.

A maid set a demitasse cup before her, the coffee aroma as strong and rich as its taste. While she sipped, she returned to her questions of the men, jumbling their work and their lives, the moors and the village, the estate and other dependents. The method kept them from planning answers. When other servants began trickling in, taking seats around the long table, she knew enough to understand how Feldstone Grange worked inside and out.

Then Hicks appeared. His smile died when he spied her. “Miss Fortescue. I would have sent for you.”

“M’sieur Diderot was kind enough to provide me with a glorious dinner. I especially love his touch with spices, strong but not overwhelming. The cinnamon on the apples was divine. If I were you, I would stay at the Grange for the food alone.” She smiled around the table.

No one returned her smile.

The chef cleared his throat. “On Friday evening we will have a salmon with beurre blanc. The fish, Jackman will catch in our own river, n’est ce-pas, mon ami?” and the older of the two men with rolled sleeves answered him.

“Jack Birman,” he introduced himself. “Folk call me Jackman. Makes it easier.”

“He is Jacob Birman,” Hicks supplied. “He does the heavy lifting. Takes trips into Widderby for us.”

Elizabeth spent the rest of the evening learning names. The baron’s tally of his servants was accurate—fewer than she’d anticipated for such a sprawling manor.

“T’baron,” said Jackman, who volunteered that he’d carried in her trunk, “spends wages to work the land, not to live high and mighty.”

“Sure it ain’t the ghost?” asked the spit boy.

“Ghost?” The man laughed.

No one else at the table laughed.

“Oh!” the sole housemaid cried. “You’ll be having her scared of the woman. She ain’t scary, Miss Fortescue, ma’am. She’s sad.”

“A sad ghost?”

“She is that,” and Elizabeth noticed the other women and the spit boy and even Jackman solemnly nodded. “She weeps. All silent-like and looks at you with those great hollow eyes.”

“Goodness. I will shiver in my bed tonight.”

“No need to be scared, ma’am. She’s harmless, like I said. You can go weeks without seeing her. Mr. Hicks never has.”

The old man shrugged. “I don’t prowl about at night.”

“This ghost is a night-time haunt, then?”

In a ghoulish voice, Mary said, “She died in the entrance hall, when the Roundheads did burn the grand house and found the family here, when they came back looking for his lordship. That were day.”

The third kitchen maid rubbed her arms, as if the story chilled her. “I’ve walked through cold patches on the stairs. That’s her place. The stairs and the entrance hall.”

“I’ve seen her,” Jackman said, voice low, eyes on the table. “Staring out the window. Heard her crying.”

Hicks clapped his hands, startling them all. “Nonsense! You’re frightening our good housekeeper. She won’t stay long if she hears such talk.” And he chivvied them on to their last tasks.

Only afterwards did Elizabeth realize that the butler hadn’t denied the presence of the ghost.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Her new duties occupied her for the next days. She had no encounters with any ghost.

Elizabeth brokered a co-existence with Hicks and Diderot that neither man noticed as a negotiation.

She discovered before the end of the first week that the baron lived a lonely existence. She had started by calling it solitude. She spied him striding out to work in the fields. A couple of times he walked out with a musket, and on both evenings they had game. At times he rode onto the moor. He was always alone.

Hicks kept a wall between Elizabeth and Lord Harcourt except for their Friday and Monday conferences. The baron greeted her cordially, never straying into amiability. Yet he always asked two or three unexpected questions. She hadn’t yet taken up more than brief answers. Longer ones would delay her return to her duties. What would he do if she did give him longer answers? She guessed Hicks’ reaction, for he was ever jealous of his lordship’s time.

Her first difficulty came on her second Thursday when the sole housemaid, Jessa, requested an interview.

She directed the young woman to her anteroom office. That very morning Jackman had turned the desk for her, putting its back to the wall.

The maid planted herself on the hooked mat, like an accused facing the judges’ bench.

Elizabeth brought a chair beside her desk. “Please sit down, Jessa.” She scooted her own chair, angling it to appear open to the maid.

Jessa looked at the offered chair. “Ma’am?”

“I think ‘Miss” would serve better since I have never been married. Do sit, Jessa.” Once she had perched on the hard seat, Elizabeth asked, “What concerns you?

“I can’t stay here, ma’am—miss. Miss Fortescue.”

“I know the work is too much. I intended to speak with Lord Harcourt tomorrow morning. He has given permission for me to speak freely of my concerns. I trust he will allow me to hire two more housemaids. I do not know how you managed before I came. You are overworked. How can you find time to make candles and clean and mend, and oh, a dozen other things? How can we even attempt the seasonal chores? You barely have time for your regular duties. You certainly do not have time to help Mrs. Beatty with the laundry.

“Two more maids?”

“Yes, I think two is the bare minimum. Of necessity, some tasks have fallen aside, but two more helpers would enable us to blow away the dust and wash away the grime.”

“That’s—fine of you, ma’am—miss.” Her tone remained glum. “I’ll still need to leave.”

“Leave? Must you? Jessa, have you another position? Do you wish to marry? Is it—?” She stopped abruptly, for Jessa shook her head steadily. She dared not ask outright if the maid were in the family way. Elizabeth struggled to find words to hint at her meaning. “Is it something else that you think we will not accept? We would not turn you off.”

Jessa stared, mutely repeating some of Elizabeth’s words. Then the meaning hit. She colored. “Miss! I would never—! No!”

“Then I fail to understand your reason for leaving us. You say you must leave. Need to leave. Jessa, what is it?” She shuddered as she thought of another cause. “Is someone bothering you? Tell me. I will make him stop. I will see him turned off, no matter who he is.”

“No, Miss Fortescue, it’s nothing like that. Oh, you’re so sweet and—.” She used her apron to wipe her eyes and dab at her nose.

“Jessa, please tell me. Do you need more pay? Please. I want to retain you as head maid.”

“You can’t fix this, Miss Fortescue. You don’t have the power. I can’t stay.”

A wild idea flashed. The servants had talked of ghosts. Jessa had been the one to first mention the Silent Lady. If the maid had taken fright, then Elizabeth indeed had no power to talk Jessa out of her superstitions.

She might possibly allay them. She’d encountered no cold spots, heard no weeping, seen nothing untoward—but she also didn’t wander the halls late at night.

“Jessa, is it a ghost? I thought that was just talk.”

“No, ma’am—miss. A ghost, right enough.”

“I thought you said the Silent Lady is harmless. To encounter her would certainly be unsettling.”

“It’s not the Lady, Miss. It’s a different ghost.”

A different ghost. Can we have two? “No one mentioned another ghost.”

“I know what I heard, Miss. I can’t stay here. I can’t.”

What could Elizabeth do to counter this? “Has it—is it—focusing on you, Jessa?”

“No, Miss.”

“Have you seen it?”
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