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CHAPTER ONE
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“Hist! There! Look!” Sebastian whispered, and pointed down into Darkdown Hall’s extensive gardens. Araminta knelt by him to peer out through the leaded windows, fearful of discovery yet aflame with the realisation that at last she would learn the secret of Darkdown Hall and its sinister guardians. 

Lord Darkdown stood at the centre of a stone circle lit by flaming brands, his handsome face twisted in terrible pride. Around him stood the men whom Araminta feared more greatly than any others: Sir Peter Falconwood, whose ungodly knowledge had trapped her in this nest of devils, and Darkdown’s nameless, cruel-eyed brute of a henchman. The torchlight danced and flickered over these three evildoers, like the hellfire they invoked in the very name of their blasphemous society, and over one thing more. A young lady clad in nothing more than a thin close-fitting white shift, her heaving bosom the sole sign of life, lay deadly still on a stone slab at the centre of the circle. 

Araminta’s heart stopped as Darkdown took a step forward and raised a knife— 







Guy read on frantically, page after close-scribbled page, reached The End in a rush of adjectives and relief, and yelped, “Amanda!” 

He didn’t have to shout. His sister was on the chair opposite, pretending to sew while carefully not looking at him. Nevertheless, shouting seemed appropriate. 

“What?” Amanda enquired, raising her head with an innocent look that fooled nobody.

“This—this—!” Guy gestured at the manuscript he held, for lack of words.

“It’s quite long, dearest. Which part do you mean?”

“Which part do you think? What about the part where the hellfire club descends on a virgin in that—that lascivious manner!”

“It’s all perfectly decent,” Amanda said. “Or at least, if it isn’t, the indecent parts are only hinted at, which means they’re in your head. I can’t be held responsible for your thoughts going awry.”

“Oh yes you can,” Guy said with feeling. “You are publishing under a pseudonym, aren’t you?”

“Yes.” Amanda spoke with understandable annoyance, since Guy had asked her that before. He’d asked when she’d announced she was going to send her long-laboured-over Gothic novel to a publisher, he’d asked again when it had been accepted for publication, and the closer they came to publication, the more he fretted. He’d have worried a great deal more if he’d known the incendiary content before this moment, which was probably why Amanda hadn’t let him read it until now. “It’s just By A Lady, and it’s not as if I, or we, have any reputation left to lose so I don’t see why you’re making such a fuss.”

“I am not making a fuss!”

“You are so.”

“No, I’m not.”

“You’re about to.”

Guy opened his mouth to deny it and realised she was right. He was about to. 

“Well, other people certainly will! The implications are frankly outrageous, and as for the atmosphere, I don’t know where you got all those extraordinary goings-on from—”

“My own shocking exploits, where else?” Amanda said, with some sarcasm. 

Guy didn’t rise to that bait. “It’s all very Gothic-romance, I suppose, and that may be what people are reading, but really—” He could hear himself sounding sententious and disapproving, and he felt a stab of guilt as Amanda’s mouth tightened. She didn’t cry these days, but he knew his sister. “It’s not my kind of thing, Manda, you know that. And I’m not saying I didn’t like it. It’s very good.”

“You needn’t pretend.”

“It is. It gallops along marvellously and you can tell a story.” She could, though it was a ridiculous story, full of all kinds of disturbing situations that Guy would strongly prefer he hadn’t read. He had a feeling they might stick in his mind, which would be bad enough even if his sister hadn’t come up with them. “I’m sure plenty of people will love it, and I really am awfully proud of you, but—”

“But you don’t think it’s respectable.”

“Of course it’s not respectable!” Guy said. “You didn’t intend it to be respectable. Don’t tell me you wrote all those bosoms and unlawful rites and handsome villains chaining people up and leering in their faces in order to be respectable.” 

That had been one of the worst parts: the youthful hero Sebastian in a dungeon, bound and helpless at the mercy of the dastardly rake Sir Peter Falconwood with his “strange cruelties and velvet tortures” for several chapters before Araminta rescued him. It wasn’t entirely clear what the book had meant by “velvet tortures”, since the whole sequence was a mass of allusion and implication. That had been both a relief and—in a way Guy had no intention of considering further—a disappointment. 

He coughed. “The point isn’t the respectability. It’s a Gothic romance and I dare say it’s a very good one, and if it’s By A Lady then it can be as—as unrespectable as you like. But Manda, Sir Peter Falconwood?”

“What about him?”

“The libertine Sir Peter Falconwood, who is fair-haired, scientifically minded, and in a hellfire club with the notorious rake Lord Darkdown?”

“I know he is. I wrote it. What about him?” 

“Oh, I don’t know,” Guy said, with tenuous patience. “Do you think our neighbour Sir Philip Rookwood, who is a fair-haired, scientifically minded libertine in a hellfire club with the notorious rake Lord Corvin, might possibly object to his caricature as a murdering devil-worshipper? Manda, he could sue us!”

“Oh, nonsense,” Amanda said, far too airily. “He won’t read it, and if you go around belonging to a hellfire club called ‘the Murder’ and having orgies, you can’t complain if people wonder about you. And my publisher assured me they would protect my anonymity. And it’s not even meant to be him anyway.”

“When you say all that in court, put the last part first.” 

“Well, it’s too late now. The book’s about to be published. And probably nobody will buy it anyway, so you’re worrying about nothing.”

Guy was reasonably sure he was worrying about a glaring case of libel, unless Sir Philip Rookwood had a very well-developed sense of humour. He had no idea about that, since he had never in his life spoken to their neighbour. No Frisby would speak to a Rookwood. He would have cut the man dead if he’d ever met him, although the matter had never arisen since Guy and Amanda lived in seclusion and Sir Philip treated Yarlcote society with a disinterest bordering on contempt. 

Sir Philip Rookwood, with his shocking manners and worse reputation and utterly appalling set, was the most thrillingly dreadful thing to happen in Yarlcote since the death of his brother Sir James. Nobody spoke of that business to Guy and Amanda, but their friends and neighbours kept the Frisbys fully informed of Sir Philip’s goings-on. In fairness, Guy could see why his sister had been inspired to write a Gothic romance about the man; it would be hard not to. 

Sir Philip had peculiar ideas and never attended church on his infrequent visits to Rookwood Hall. When he did come, he brought with him a retinue of foreigners and philosophers and people generally agreed to be of ill repute, attended by their own servants with Yarlcote people firmly excluded. Most of all, he was the closest friend of Viscount Corvin, and everyone had heard of Corvin. The Devil’s Lord, they called him: rich, rakish, deadly. He’d killed a man in a duel, or two men, or ten. He ruined reputations; he’d conducted an open affair with an unmarried lady, causing the end of her engagement to marry, then refused to wed her himself. He tampered with forbidden knowledge, and dabbled in strange exotic ways, and when he and Rookwood descended on quiet, respectable Yarlcote, good society would have turned its collective back on them both, if only it had been given the opportunity to do so. 

It was not. Sir Philip never hosted balls, or dinners, or made any effort to meet his peers or cultivate his tenants. Upsettingly for the narrative, he was an excellent if eccentric landlord, possessed of a superbly efficient steward. This was deeply resented by landowners who had more moral character but were less prompt in carrying out repairs. Still, they could at least point to his offensive lack of personal interest in his tenants, or his staff, or his neighbours. Sir Philip came to Rookwood Hall for one reason only: to host the Murder, as he and Corvin called their club, or at least that was what everyone said they called it. The Murder. One couldn’t belong to a club called that—a hellfire club, no less—and then object to a young lady’s Gothic flight of fancy. Could one? 

“You’re fretting,” Amanda said. “I wish you wouldn’t. Oh, Guy, please. This is the only interesting thing that’s happened to me in five years and if you’re all worried and unhappy and hating every minute it will spoil everything. Please don’t disapprove.”

“I don’t disapprove,” Guy said untruthfully. “I think it’s marvellous that you wrote a book and it’s been published, and they even paid you. Ten pounds!” It was a lot of money, although considering how much scribbling and crossing-out and rewriting Amanda had done, not to mention the eye-watering cost of paper for the fair copy, Guy couldn’t consider it a generous hourly wage. But it was money that Amanda had earned fair and square, money for which they weren’t dependent on anyone else’s goodwill, and far more than that, it was an occupation that had given her pleasure for months. Guy was probably making a mountain out of a molehill with his fears of exposure and public shame, and the least he could do for his sister was keep his endless worries to himself. “I think you’re wonderful, and I dare say Rookwood won’t read it anyway. Which is his loss,” he added hastily. “Only, if you’re going to write another one, please don’t libel anybody else?”

“I’m sure it isn’t libel if I just happen to use a name that sounds a bit like someone else’s name,” Amanda said, sounding not nearly sure enough. “And I’ve started writing the next one, actually.”

Oh God. “Really? Another Gothic romance? What about?”

“I’m not quite sure. I’m a bit stuck on the plot. Guy?”

“Mmm?”

“What do you think Rookwood gets up to at his orgies?”

Guy choked. “Firstly, they are house parties. Please don’t go around saying orgies, people will be appalled, and it’s probably not true. Secondly, I’ve no idea.”

“Oh, you must. Aren’t all those classics you read full of all sorts of shocking things?”

“They’re in Latin,” Guy objected feebly. 

“You could tell me what they say.”

Guy’s mind flicked guiltily to his special shelf: a handful of unexpurgated editions painstakingly obtained over several years. “No, really, Manda. Honestly, I’ve no idea what Rookwood and his friends do. I’m sure it’s just drinking and...and suchlike.”

“Yes, but what suchlike?”

“There might be, uh, female companionship?” Guy hazarded. “Of the lowest kind. Not at all the thing. I really don’t know and I’m quite sure you shouldn’t try to find out, and if you put it in a book I dare say they couldn’t publish it.”

“No.” Amanda fiddled with her sewing needle. “Guy?”

Guy balanced the pile of pages on his lap and picked up his half-glass of port. He suspected from her wheedling tone that he might need it for whatever was coming. “Yes?” 

“We couldn’t pay a call, could we?”

“On whom?” He took a sip of port. 

“Rookwood.”

Guy coughed a fine crimson spray across his legs, the manuscript, and Amanda’s sewing. “What? No!”

“He is our neighbour, and what happened really wasn’t his fault any more than it was ours. Don’t you think—”

“No, I do not! We are not going to pay a call on Sir Philip Rookwood, not ever, and particularly not when he has a houseful of— Amanda Frisby.” He did his best to sound authoritative while wiping port off his chin. “If you’re hoping to spy on Lord Corvin or Sir Philip’s orgi—his house party, just to get ideas for a book—”

“But it’s such a chance,” Amanda said. “A hellfire club on our doorstep! You can’t tell me not to be interested. And it is absurd we shouldn’t speak to our neighbour because of what his brother did twenty years ago.”

“What his—” Guy groped for words. “His brother ruined everything. You can’t possibly forgive that!”

“That was his brother,” Amanda said obstinately. “We could extend the hand of friendship to Sir Philip—”

“Who’s bosom friends with the Devil’s Lord and in a hellfire club and has orgies!”

“Ha! I knew it was orgies.”

Guy spluttered, without port this time. “Absolutely not. He is not a fit acquaintance for you, even without the—the unfortunate history between our families. He is a disgrace to the neighbourhood and to his old family name, and we are not going to extend any sort of recognition to Sir Philip Rookwood, not ever. That is my final word.”







***
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TWO DAYS LATER, AMANDA didn’t come back home. 

Guy hadn’t expected her for luncheon. It was a beautiful day and she’d gone up to Mr. Welland’s to borrow his hack. She loved riding. Guy tried not to repine about their financial situation—it couldn’t be helped, and Aunt Beatrice was really very generous, considering—but if things had been different Amanda would have had a horse of her own. Of course, if things had been different she could be married by now. They were well born enough, they’d been plump in the pocket once, and Aunt Beatrice had married the second son of a marquess, so they’d had the connections for a good marriage. If it hadn’t been for Sir James Rookwood, and then the thrice-damned Mr. Peyton—

But there was nothing to be done about any of that, and no point regretting the past. Guy spent the morning in the garden, staking out peas and beans. He had bread and cheese for luncheon rather than put Mrs. Harbottle to any trouble, and settled down with the Anacreontea and a Greek dictionary afterwards, with the glow of a day’s work done. He didn’t even look at the time as the afternoon progressed, reflecting only that Amanda was doubtless enjoying the early summer air, roaming far abroad. In that alternative past where Sir James Rookwood hadn’t ruined them, Miss Frisby would never have stirred abroad without a groom, or at least her brother’s escort, but as it was, she rode alone. Guy didn’t give it a thought until Mr. Welland burst in. 

Mr. Welland was a near neighbour, his house no more than a mile away, a retired merchant with a successful career in corn. He’d handed over the business to his son and retired to the country with his wife, and he was a friendly, respectable sort of man although mercantile in his conversation. Now he was red-faced, and his habitual smile notably absent. 

“Mr. Frisby!” His voice was hoarse.

Guy found himself on his feet, panic rocketing through him. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“It’s Miss Frisby. The hack I lent her, Bluebell, has just come back, exhausted. My man says she’s been galloping hard. And Miss Frisby wasn’t with her.”

“What?” Guy said stupidly. “How can Amanda not have been with the horse?”

“She wasn’t ridden. I’m afraid Miss Frisby must have fallen. And she went out at ten, and goodness knows how long the horse has been wandering. I hoped you’d say Miss Frisby had come back here.”

Guy shook his head dumbly. Mr. Welland’s face tightened. “Do you know where she intended to ride?”

“I didn’t ask. She always rides by herself.” Guy heard his own culpable carelessness in every word. “We have to look for her. It’s—oh, heavens, it’s already five o’clock!”

“It won’t be dark for a few hours yet,” Mr. Welland said. “I’ve sent my man out to raise the alarm.”

“May I borrow a horse?” 

“I rode Daffodil over here for that very purpose. I’ll walk back. An absurd name but a reliable beast. You’ll find Miss Frisby, I’m sure of that. She’s probably walking home now, or found a cart to cadge a ride. She’s a resourceful young lady.”

“Thank you,” Guy said, covering the horse, the reassurance, and the lack of rebuke in two heartfelt words. “Thank you, Mr. Welland. I must put on something to ride in— Is that the door?”

It was the door, and Mrs. Harbottle was exchanging words with someone. “News?” Guy asked aloud, and hurried down to the hall, Mr. Welland at his heels. A man in plain black livery stood there. He saw Guy and gave a bow of terrifyingly precise respect. 

“Master Guy!” Mrs. Harbottle said. She was wide-eyed. “Master Guy, this man—gentleman—person...he’s from the Hall.”

“From Rookwood Hall?”

“Yes, Mr. Frisby,” the man said. He spoke with a smooth, bland tone, just like one of the sinister servants in Amanda’s book. “I carry an urgent message from Sir Philip Rookwood.”

“Sir Philip?” Guy yelped. “You work for—”

“I have the honour to serve Lord Corvin,” the man said with just a fraction of reproach. “The letter, sir, if you will forgive my informality.” He bowed again and handed Guy a note.

Guy unfolded it with trembling fingers. It was brief, evidently dashed off in haste.







To: Frisby, Drysdale House







Sir

I regret to inform you that Miss Amanda Frisby has been injured in a fall while trespassing on my land. She has broken her leg and is receiving urgent medical attention at Rookwood Hall. Kindly send suitable attendance for her to Rookwood Hall immediately, and honour me with your presence at the earliest possible opportunity.

Yours

Philip Rookwood







Guy stared at the words. “Broken leg,” he repeated. His voice sounded odd. 

“I fear so, sir,” the servant said. “Sir Philip and Mr. Raven found Miss Frisby in a field, I understand.”

“But—is she all right?”

“No, sir. Her leg is broken.”

Mr. Welland gripped Guy’s shoulder and gave it a little shake. “Come on, young fellow. Your sister needs you. May I—?”

Guy handed him the letter. Mr. Welland read it, brows rising. “The lady is at Rookwood Hall? Well, that won’t do from what I hear. No offence,” he added, with a nod to the man in black, which was superbly ignored. “But she’ll have to come home from that place quick smart.”

“I believe Dr. Martelo feels that moving her would be unwise,” the servant said, apparently unmoved by the slur on Rookwood Hall and its inhabitants. “He is in attendance on the young lady and will be available whenever you wish to speak to him.”

“I’m coming,” Guy said. “Mrs. Harbottle, please pack what Amanda might need for the night, just in case. And—can you come with me, for attendance?”

The housekeeper grimaced. “Now, Master Guy, you know there’s Harbottle laid up with his rheumatics.” 

“Jane, then.”

“I couldn’t ask Jane to go to such a place, Master Guy, not even for Miss Amanda.” She gave the black-clad servant a minatory glare, as though he were poised to ravish the maid-of-all-work. “You bring her home, that’ll be best.”

“I’ll see what needs doing when I get there,” Guy said, unable to waste more time. “Please, pack now. I need to go.”







***
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IT WAS ALMOST FOUR miles to Rookwood Hall. They rode at a brisk canter. Guy would have liked to gallop, but he wasn’t sufficiently familiar with the horse or, really, the lanes. They’d gone around by other ways for most of his life. 

The servant, who was named Cornelius, rode with him in silence, for which Guy was glad. If he’d talked he’d have started babbling, he knew. How bad is her leg? How bad is Sir Philip? Is she in danger? What’s going to happen now? Cornelius couldn’t answer any of that, or wouldn’t, most probably, so Guy concentrated on his seat and tried not to think about terrible things. Amanda in pain. Amanda in the clutches of Sir Philip Rookwood, with his hellfire club and his orgies. Anyone, anyone at all and most especially Aunt Beatrice, finding out that Amanda was at Rookwood Hall, the place from which everything wrong with their lives had sprung. Mr. Welland’s reaction had been quite enough, and he probably didn’t even know the old story; it would be unthinkable for any gently bred young lady to spend the night at Rookwood Hall with its master in residence.

If he’s laid a finger on Amanda... Guy thought, then realised he didn’t know how to finish the sentence. 

It was still light, though the shadows were long and the evening sun gold. If Amanda was well enough to travel, Guy would have her home tonight, he told himself. It was only four miles, some sort of pallet could surely be arranged. If not, well, he’d stay by her side all night, awake, and get her back in the morning. The Rookwoods wouldn’t cast any further blight over her life. He wouldn’t let them. 

The ride seemed interminable but at last he was cantering up the drive to Rookwood Hall. He had an impression of glowering grey stone wreathed with ivy. The great oaken door gaped open, and two men waited in front of it, both perched with shocking casualness on stone parapets. 

A groom came forward as Guy brought Daffodil to an awkward halt. He slid off the horse, feeling the ache in his legs and backside from the unaccustomed exercise, and walked, stiff-legged and ridiculous, up to the house’s entranceway, towards the men.

One of them was a lean sort a few inches taller than Guy, with fairish hair and a sneering look, and the other was a black man. Guy had never in his life seen a dark-skinned man except in pictures, where they were clad in outlandish flowing gowns, or lion skins, or beggarly rags. This one wore breeches and a coat like any gentleman might, and was smoking a cigarillo. He pitched it away as Guy approached and said, in a voice that had nothing of exotic shores about it, “Here you go, Phil. Outraged brother. Have fun.”

The fair man gave him a scathing look. That would be Sir Philip Rookwood, then, whose family had ruined Guy’s life. 

“Sir Philip,” he said, cheeks feeling rather stiff. “I’m Guy Frisby.”

“Thank God you’ve got here,” Rookwood said. “Your sister seems to have taken a very nasty fall while riding uninvited over my east meadow for reasons I cannot imagine. Have you not brought someone to attend her?”

“I’m here.”

“I meant a woman,” Rookwood said impatiently. “This isn’t a female household, hence I specifically told you— Oh, for God’s sake. You’re going to have to take her home tonight if we can’t sort something out. Cornelius! Can you organise a woman?”

The black man snorted. Rookwood swung round to him. “Contribute or shut up.”

“Contribute? What else do you want me to do?” He slid off the parapet to his feet, proving to be a little taller than Sir Philip and very solidly built, and nodded to Guy. “John Raven, at your service. Your sister’s with the doctor now, so why don’t you have a word with him first.”

“Because David Martelo doesn’t run this house,” Rookwood snapped. “If Frisby wants to take his sister home, he shall, and should.”

“I do want to,” Guy said. “Very much. And I wish to see her at once, and if she has come to any harm—”

“—it is hardly my responsibility.” Rookwood spoke over him. “I did mention that she was trespassing, I think.”

“Twice,” Guy said. “You’ve made it entirely clear that she is not here at your invitation and the sooner I can take her away the happier I dare say we shall all be. I would like to see her now.”

Rookwood lifted a sardonic brow. “This way.”

Guy followed him into the house. It was rather bare inside and rather dark, with panelled walls. He could smell wine and cigars and spirits, and as they passed one closed door there was a burst of masculine laughter. 

“She’s in the Blue Drawing-Room,” Rookwood said, walking past. “Here.”

He knocked at the door. A man’s voice said, loudly and with a slight accent, “Clear off.”

Rookwood opened the door, just a crack. “David? The lady’s brother.”

“Good. Come in.”

Rookwood opened the door and waved Guy forward. He went in and saw Amanda. 

She lay on a trestle of some sort, white and unconscious, her hair loose. Her skirts had been cut away, baring her legs to the tops of her thighs. One leg was bandaged, the visible skin purple-red and swollen, the bandages soaked scarlet. A dark man stood by her with his hands on her bare skin, and the room stank of brandy. 

Guy made a strangled noise and started forward. A powerful hand gripped his arm from behind. “Hoi,” Rookwood said. “Frisby, calm down. That’s the damned doctor!”

“What the devil—” Guy struggled, trying to wrench his arm free from the painful grip, and failed. 

The doctor had his hands up. “Mr. Frisby, is it? Your sister has sustained a bad fracture of the thighbone. If you start a fight in here and knock her leg, you will kill her.” 

That got through as nothing else might have. Guy said, “What?”

“The bone broke badly,” the doctor said. “It tore the skin and came very close to the great femoral vein. She has lost a lot of blood. The leg was not easy to set, and if the bone shifts out of place it will probably do a great deal more damage—perhaps too much for her to bear. So you will calm yourself, or you will leave this room. Do you understand?”

“Why does she look like that?” Guy demanded. He couldn’t take his eyes from her white face. Amanda always had a high colour, no need for rouge on her cheeks, and was far more sun-kissed than any conventional lady would be thanks to long walks and rides, and to not caring for her complexion any more. This ashen, unmoving statue wasn’t Amanda. 

“Pain,” the doctor said briefly. “And also laudanum and brandy. Setting the bone was an unpleasant business. She fainted, which was just as well.”

Guy moved forward, shaking off Rookwood’s restraining hands, and looked down at his sister. She was cold and still and pale, and panic clutched his heart. She’s breathing, he told himself. You can see her breathing. Stop. 

“Thank you for—for helping, Doctor,” he managed. 

“We’ll see if I have,” the doctor said. “My name is Martelo. I think you have brought an attendant?”

“No,” Guy said. “We don’t—her maid wouldn’t—there’s our housekeeper but her husband isn’t well. I’m here. I’ll do what you need.”

“What I need is a skilled nurse. Is there any such to be summoned here? Your doctor?”

“That’s Dr. Bewdley.” Guy contemplated the man in front of him. Dr. Martelo was very dark, with huge tangled black eyebrows over sloe-black eyes, a prominent nose, extremely black hair, decidedly brown skin. His powerful bare forearms were liberally coated with dark hair too. He was surely no more than thirty, and he looked and sounded foreign, and Guy couldn’t begin to imagine Dr. Bewdley’s reaction. “Er.”

“Send for him and tell him we need a nurse,” Martelo said. “In the meantime, can you obey orders?”

“Yes?” Guy managed.

“Good. Summon your doctor, and anyone else you can to make her comfortable. Philip, we will need a truckle bed in here for the nights.”

“Wait a moment,” Rookwood said. “I think, and I believe Frisby agrees, that the lady should be moved to her own home as soon as possible.”

“Naturally,” Martelo said. “I’ll let you know. Meanwhile—”

“By as soon as possible, I meant today.”

The doctor made an indescribable noise of mingled incredulity and scorn. He sounded like an outraged horse. “Today? Nonsense. A fortnight at the earliest and only then if I am quite satisfied the bone has knit well enough.”

“A fortnight?” Rookwood and Guy said, in horrified chorus.

“At the very earliest. Not one moment before I am satisfied. Not one, Philip.”

“But she can’t stay here,” Guy said.

“No, she can’t leave. Have you not listened to me?”

“This house is not appropriate for a lady’s sickroom,” Rookwood said levelly. “It is a bachelor establishment.”

“Then bring in some women, if the lady’s reputation is at risk while she lies on her sickbed,” Martelo said. 

“Of course it’s at risk,” Rookwood snapped. “Her state of health has nothing to do with it.”

“And is all that concerns me. Find a way to satisfy the proprieties if you must, but summon me a nurse, and get out of my sickroom.”

“It’s my drawing-room,” Rookwood pointed out.

“It’s mine now. Go away, both of you. I need to look at this leg.”

Guy found himself standing outside the drawing-room, slightly stunned, with the evicted master of the house, whose expression was distinctly sour. 

“Well,” Rookwood said, mouth pursed. “This is a cursed business. Naturally you will consider my house as your own until your sister can be removed.” That was perhaps the least sincere-sounding offer Guy had ever heard. “There is plenty of space in this barrack, at least. I suppose you will stay in the sickroom, but she must have a woman with her too. Can you send for her maid?” 

“She wouldn’t set foot in this house,” Guy said. It was a statement of fact, not intended as an insult, but when he saw Rookwood’s brownish brows shoot up he realised how it had sounded. He opened his mouth to stammer an apology but Rookwood got in first. 

“I do beg your pardon, Mr. Frisby. Had I known Miss Frisby intended to trespass on my land and then colonise my house for an infirmary, I should have conducted myself differently.”

“Had my father known your brother’s intent to—to trespass on his land, I dare say we should all have conducted ourselves differently for the last few years,” Guy said furiously. “But we all have to live with the consequences of his actions, don’t we? I want my sister and myself in your house no more than you do, Sir Philip, so perhaps you will do me the favour of summoning Dr. Bewdley and his nurse now. I should like Amanda examined by someone I have reason to trust.” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Dear God,” Philip said, collapsing into a chair some time later. “The boy is a plank. An utter plank. Possibly the most outrageous specimen of plankhood I have ever encountered. A fortnight! God damn Martelo, and Amanda Frisby with him.”

“Have a drink,” Corvin said soothingly. He didn’t actually get up to pour one, but it was a kindly thought, which Philip acknowledged with an obscene gesture as he went over to the decanter. “That’s the way,” Corvin said. “Pour me another while you’re there.”

“What are we to understand by ‘plank’?” enquired Sheridan. He was short, sharp, cocky as a schoolboy, and still, after a year’s partnership, running rings round Philip’s old friend Harry, who constantly looked as befuddled and proud as any bridegroom on his wedding day. Philip felt a vague urge to say something avuncular every time he saw the pair of them.

“Oh, the obvious,” Corvin answered on Philip’s behalf. “Straight, unbending, wooden, and only suitable to be walked on.”

“His sister’s in a bad way,” John said. “That leg was nasty.”

“You don’t know anything about it,” Philip snapped.

“I helped set it.”

“You pulled where David told you to pull. Stop pretending you’re a bonesetter. Brute strength, that’s what you provided.”

“Strength and a bit of common sense, which is why he didn’t ask you.”

Philip held up a hand in acknowledgement, partly because John had won that round, partly because he was damned grateful not to have been asked. The woman had been screaming and sobbing when she’d been brought in, dress soaked in blood, and David had insisted there was no time to lose. John had acted as his assistant to pull the leg straight without causing any more damage, and emerged from the room with bloody hands, stained cuffs, and his normally rich complexion gone the colour of dry earth. The idea of wrenching a broken leg around made Philip feel queasy, he had not enjoyed John’s vivid description of the sound of bone-ends scraping together, and in any case, the woman in the drawing-room was Eleanor Frisby’s daughter, and Philip wouldn’t have touched her at gunpoint. 

The Frisby children, in his house, for a fortnight. “Oh God,” Philip said aloud. “Someone tell me David was exaggerating. Tell me she’ll walk away tomorrow.”

“Her foot was all but pointing backwards,” John said. “You’re stuck with them. Well, you’re stuck with the girl, and you won’t get the plank out of here while he’s got her virtue to protect.”

“I’m not letting the plank out of here,” Philip said. “I’ll bar the doors if I must. The last thing I need is to find myself accused of compromising Eleanor Frisby’s daughter.”

John’s lips rounded in silent surprise, then he started to laugh. “Oh, my God, I didn’t think of that. Oh, that’s a good one.”

“Hit him, Corvin,” Philip requested. 

“You have to admit, it has a certain piquancy,” Corvin said, but he leaned over to swipe a hand. John ducked sideways mostly as a formality. 

“Who’s Eleanor Frisby?” Sheridan asked. “The girl’s mother? Do you know her?”

“Phil’s brother did,” Corvin replied on his behalf. “In the Biblical sense, you understand.”

“Shut up.” Philip looked around the room. They lacked Isabella Crayford, since her Marianne had a theatrical engagement, and David Martelo was still attending the Frisby girl, but otherwise they were all here. Corvin and John, his lifelong companions and the heart of the Murder, impossibly dear and endlessly exasperating in their very different ways. Harry with that perennially surprised look of his, and Sheridan resting his head against the bigger man’s shoulder. George Penn the composer, and Ned Caulfield, deeply reserved and extraordinarily gifted, who played the violin for him. These were Philip’s closest friends. They were here for comfort and safety, to think and talk without constraint, to touch as they chose, or sleep in the same bed without worrying about it. That was what the Murder offered, it was a rare privilege for some of them—for all of them, really, except Corvin, who could afford safety—and Philip was furious that the Frisbys had arrived to ruin it.

He sighed. “Eleanor Frisby, the mother of the girl and the plank, was the woman with whom my brother ran away.”

That ought to have been a startling revelation. It wasn’t, because Corvin and John remembered it all, and the others, not being in Society, clearly had never heard of the great Rookwood scandal. Sheridan glanced around at the other blank looks and offered, “Well, that’s...awkward, I suppose?”

“It was a great deal more than awkward,” Corvin said, taking over as always where there was drama to be found. “Sir James, as he had recently become, was some five years older than Phil, which made him twenty-one when he distinguished himself by absconding with his neighbour’s wife, the famous Frisby. She was thirty if she was a day, and by all accounts merely passable in looks—”

“The plank is well enough,” George observed. “If that’s the pretty boy who was shouting at Phil in the hall.”

“I dare say, but in any case, the mother swept young James off his feet, age and beauty or no, such that he was not content to make it the usual discreet affair. Well, he couldn’t if he wanted. Her sister had married extremely well—Easterbury’s younger son, a shocking dullard—and that aristocratic connection was all that was needed. The scandal spread like wildfire. James and la belle Frisby fled to the Continent, abandoning on his part an estate—in which we now sit—and on her part a husband and two children. The husband took it poorly.”

Philip couldn’t help a groan at the memory. He had been just sixteen when James had bolted, and the enraged Mr. Frisby had descended on him for lack of any other living Rookwood, venting his fury in a torrent of threats and abuse. Philip had lived in the Corvin household then, as he had most of his youth. No adult had troubled to step in between the outraged cuckold and the boy, but his best friend had strolled in after some moments, as preternaturally self-possessed as ever, and called for footmen to see the fellow off. At that time it had been perhaps the most frightening experience of Philip’s life. 

“Yes, he was dreadful,” Corvin agreed, correctly interpreting the groan. “I dare say that’s how the son came by his own plankishness. Anyway, Sir James and Mrs. Frisby left for the fleshpots of Europe, and lived in carnal enjoyment right up to the point that their carriage fell off an Alp.”

“You say that as if it’s related,” John said. “They didn’t drive off a mountain because they were at it.”

“How do you know? They might have.”

“I suppose it wouldn’t be a bad way to go,” Sheridan said thoughtfully. “Until you started falling. So that was how you became Sir Philip, Phil?”

“Yes. I was eighteen.”

“And Romeo and Juliet only had two years. That’s rather sad.”

“For them,” Philip said. “Whereas it was a damned nuisance at every turn for everyone they left behind.”

“I suppose so. It must have been dreadful for the children,” Sheridan said. 

“I imagine it was, since the humiliated cuckold flung himself to the devil at a great rate. It was not joyous for me, at sixteen, bearing quite so much of other people’s notoriety on my shoulders. And it has caused a great deal of awkwardness since. If I wanted to mingle in Yarlcote society—”

“Where’s that?” Ned asked.

“Where we are,” Philip said patiently. “The nearest—for want of a better word—town. If I wanted to mingle in this society, it would cause endless difficulty, and particularly because one could not ask a Frisby to be in a room with a Rookwood. I’ve never actually aspired to be in a room with them, needless to say.”

“But now they’re staying in your house,” Sheridan said. 

“And one of them an unmarried young lady,” Corvin finished. “Which raises the spectre of Philip ruining the daughter as his brother did the mother, only without the carnal pleasure.”

Sheridan scowled. Philip said, “I am not going to compromise the woman under any circumstances. Her brother is here. I will send for all the women of Yarlcote to protect her virtue in a phalanx if I must, and if they’ll come. I must say, Corvin, it is gratifying to discover quite how well we have destroyed our reputations. I’ve never laid a finger on anyone within fifty miles of Yarlcote, yet this house is renowned as a sink of corruption.”

“Well done, boys. Do you want us to leave?” John asked. 

“No. I’ve a fortnight’s work here to keep my steward honest and reacquaint myself with the books. In hell’s name don’t abandon me.” 

“Never, dear heart,” Corvin assured him. “What’s that noise?”

It was shouting, and it came from the direction of the Blue Drawing-Room. Philip said, “Oh God,” and hauled himself up from his chair. Nobody offered to help. 

Sinclair, his man, stood in the hall. He wasn’t actually shaking his head in disapproval, but might as well have been. “What’s going on?” Philip demanded. 

“Local doctor’s arrived. He’s not getting on with Dr. Martelo, by the sound of things. They’re having a right dust-up.”

Philip shot him a glare. Sinclair regarded the goings-on of the aristocracy as a theatrical entertainment laid on for his benefit, and his mask of professional courtesy was tissue-thin at best. Philip kept him on out of a vague sense it would be hypocritical to sack the man for regarding social convention with as much contempt as Philip did himself, and because he was a rather good valet, and mostly because he and Corvin’s man Cornelius (christened Albert Scrope, which naturally Corvin found intolerable) shared a bed. It made life a great deal easier when one had the right sort of people around one. 

Some aspects of life, anyway. “Has anyone brought a nurse or female attendant for the Frisby girl?”

“Bert’s working on it, Sir Philip.”

“Cornelius.” 

“If you say so. In any case, he ain’t sent anyone yet. I dare say they’re all feared for their virtues. It’s a pickle, this, and no mistake.”

“Stop enjoying yourself,” Philip told him, and went to see what was going on. 

The local man, Dr. Bewdley, proved to be white-haired, red-faced, and puffed up with outrage. That still put him slightly ahead of David, who was dishevelled and bloodstained, as well as foreign and thus inherently dubious. The two doctors were nose to nose, leaning in, and speaking at an unnecessary volume. The plank Frisby stood unhappily by his sister’s body, now decently covered with a sheet. She seemed to be asleep, or unconscious.

“She is my patient,” David was saying. “And if you think, after what I have told you, that you can move her—”

“If you think that Miss Frisby can be left in this house—”

“If that bone slips it could pierce a blood vessel,” David said. “We had hell’s own job to set it in the first place. She will be moved over my dead body.”

“I assure you, sir, a magistrate will take the dimmest view of your efforts at obstruction. I am her family doctor.”

“And Mr. Frisby is her family,” Philip put in. He sided with David as a matter of principle, but if the plank actually wanted to remove the girl, it would solve all Philip’s problems. “Dr. Bewdley, yes? I am Philip Rookwood, I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. Please let me assure you that while my hospitality is extended to Mr. and Miss Frisby for as long as is required, we will not hinder the wishes of her brother—”

“Yes, we damn well will,” David snapped. “If she is moved she could die. Will you please get that into your thick English skulls?”

“It’s not up to me or to you,” Philip said. “Or indeed to Dr. Bewdley, although if Mr. Frisby wishes this gentleman to attend the lady, he is most welcome.” David made a noise suggestive of extreme contempt. Philip reminded himself to have that talk about tact with him, again. “It is Mr. Frisby’s decision,” he said loudly. “And if he feels it necessary to remove the lady, I will supply all the assistance required to do so safely.”

“There is no safely. You cannot put her in a cart with her leg in that state,” David said. “The jolting— I beg you, don’t let this happen. Phil, as a friend, please.”

Dr. Bewdley’s eyes bulged at the informality. Philip took a long, reluctant moment during which he reminded himself that David was one of his best friends, and then met the plank’s eyes. Frisby was nearly as white as his half-dead sister, his hunched stance speaking of misery, and he didn’t look remotely the pretty boy George had called him. He looked like a man with all his worst fears coming to life around him. 

“Mr. Frisby,” Philip said, cursing himself with every word. “You will do as you wish, but let me say three things to you. First, Dr. Martelo is an excellent and highly experienced man; if I had a sister I would put her in his hands without hesitation. Second, I quite understand your reluctance to accept my hospitality, but I give you my word as a gentleman that your sister will be treated with the utmost care and respect by me, my friends, and my staff while she remains here.”

Dr. Bewdley snorted. It wasn’t as good as David’s snort, but it was still quite expressive enough to constitute an insult, and Philip made a mental mark accordingly. 

“That was two things,” Frisby said. His voice was cracked. 

“Yes. The third is that I hope you will not allow the idle words of”—he flicked a glance at the doctor—“petty, malicious busybodies and spiteful gossips to influence your decision. Miss Frisby has suffered a severe injury, and Dr. Martelo advises she should be moved as little as possible. You might well consider any other concerns to be trivial until she has made a recovery.”
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