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            Chapter One

          

          APRIL 1812

        

      

    

    
      Hellfire Caves, Buckinghamshire

      A fire flickered on the altar at the base of the inverted cross. Two men stood facing each other, their shadows dancing on the cavern roof though their bodies were eerily still.

      The younger man was the first to break the silence. ‘I’ve kept my side of the bargain and brought the book. Do your part!’

      ‘Oh, I will!’

      The strike came from within the folds of a cloak. With brute force, blade grated against rib. It shoved the Warden of the Hellfire Caves backwards. The stroke had missed the heart, piercing to the right of the sternum.

      Anthony Pennington stared in disbelief at the dagger protruding from his chest. So wrong. Was it only three nights ago his lover had kissed that same spot?

      His shirtfront swiftly turned scarlet. He clamped a hand to the wound, clutching his cravat to staunch the flow. There was too much blood.

      The man stepped back from the puddle. ‘Save your wants and wishes, Pennington, for the afterlife.’

      Anthony’s knees gave way.

      Strength left but pain was late arriving, like a duke knowing the ball would wait for him. Feeling nothing was a bad sign. Was he going to die here? How could he? He was only twenty-eight. He’d done nothing of note – barely lived. He’d been in the army and seen his share of battlefield injuries, though he was no one’s hero. Under his command, men had been slaughtered by Napoleon’s soldiers or died of gangrene after the butchery of field doctors. Experience asserted that it was already over for him. To escape Old Boney only to find his end in Buckinghamshire? What a grim joke.

      All he could do was protect the others.

      The man Anthony had come here to meet picked up the book his victim had let fall. He smeared the cover with blood as he attempted to wipe it clean. It wasn’t the first blood the book had seen. Tradition demanded the ink be mixed with the faithful’s own when they made their pledge. Anthony’s signature had been in there. He had thought to use the book to buy his freedom. How blind he had been! Good breeding did not mean honourable behaviour. Had his common sense not told him that blackmailers don’t release their victims so easily?

      The man flicked through the pages. Anthony wanted to rip it from him, but his arms wouldn’t obey. They hung like hams on hooks at his side.

      A cruel smile lit the man’s face. He glanced up. ‘Rejoice! You have played with hellfire and now you go to meet it. By your lights, I’ve done you a service.’

      Finally, Lord Pain entered and made his bow. Anthony gasped, then gave an agonised cry. Every breath he took was like being stabbed anew. The pressure in his chest indicated a lung had collapsed.

      ‘Getting a taste of the devil’s whip, are you?’ The man seemed intrigued. ‘Tell me: what is it like?’ He pushed his face nearer, the reek of civet too strong in his pomade.

      How humiliating to be killed by someone who didn’t know how a true gentleman dressed; by someone who had no style.

      Such a disappointment not to score a better calibre of assassin, Anthony thought grimly.

      ‘Go to hell!’ he spat.

      The man tsked. ‘I thought we’d covered that. That’s your destination. Frankly, I don’t believe in such superstitious nonsense. All the names and their pledges are here, I trust?’

      Anthony wasn’t going to give his murderer the satisfaction of an explanation. He had fulfilled his part by bringing Sir Francis Dashwood’s diary to the meeting. He hadn’t promised to reveal how to read it. A rag of honour remained, and he would cling to it until his last breath. Let his killer find that out himself.

      The man negligently flipped the leaves. He glanced at Anthony and smiled.

      ‘Still alive? Well then, tell your master, Beelzebub, that you have served into my hands the means to destroy the Hellfire Club – with the chaser of bringing down the government as their wicked practices are revealed. He might let you have time off for infernal behaviour.’ He chuckled at his own joke.

      Anthony’s head swam. His knees were wet as a pool of blood formed on the floor of the cave. Skulls grinned from the altar. The lewd carvings quivered and cavorted – demons tupping maidens, boys servicing old men, drunkards pissing on sacred symbols…

      The man found the list of those who had belonged to the Hellfire Club since it began. He gloated with sick joy.

      ‘Really? The Duke of Wharton was the founder?’ He tapped his lips with a bloody forefinger. ‘Shame that line is extinct. It would have been my greatest pleasure to bring it down.’ He turned a page.

      Anthony grimaced at his red-kneed breeches. He knew that book as well as his own chin in the shaving mirror so he could predict what the man would see next.

      Gloating turned to alarm. ‘Where are the pages for the current members?’

      Oh, the uses of a razor blade. Anthony thought he should write an ode on the subject in the style of Pope. Or Cowper. He was good at imitation. A family trait. Anthony shook his head. Thoughts tangled. Knowing he was taking his leave of life’s assembly, he couldn’t bring himself to care. He’d be out of this man’s reach so very soon.

      A hand gripped the hilt of the knife.

      ‘No, you don’t escape that easily, Pennington! It’s not too late for you to suffer beyond your imaginings. I’ll make you cry for your mother!’ The murderer shoved the knife deeper and sent pain ricocheting. Anthony could hear the sawing against the bone, but the dagger was still not near enough to the heart to kill him quickly.

      Dear God, it hurts so much!

      ‘Tell me!’

      The diary had been Anthony’s sacred charge. He hadn’t had time to pass on the knowledge that was his responsibility. It spelt the ruin of so many; it threatened the kingdom. What was written there would make the world burn until there was nothing but ashes.

      He hated to fail.

      ‘So sorry.’ He addressed his brethren, wildly thinking that he saw them crowding him. No, those were only the club’s paintings, decorating the walls of this chamber of revelry. No one else was here but him and his killer – he’d made sure of that.

      ‘Tell me – or I will make everyone you love suffer!’

      ‘I have … no one.’ Some comfort in that thought.

      ‘Everyone has someone! You have a lover, don’t you?’

      He did, but no one would know the name – they’d been careful. His lover had the wits to disappear back into the crowd once they heard what had happened to him.

      ‘A father?’

      Anthony gave a gurgle of laughter. ‘Good luck … taking him on. I almost … want to … live to … see that.’

      ‘Your sister?’ The man’s voice was a snake’s hiss.

      A chill spread through Anthony’s limbs. Horror came with death biting its heels. He sought the man’s face but there was no mercy to be found there. ‘How…?’

      ‘How do I know about your father’s bastard? Society talks, you fool! And she hardly hid the connection, flaunting her bastard name.’ The man kicked him in the stomach. ‘I’ll make you tell, or she’ll suffer next!’

      Dora, Dora, why did you not hide as I begged you? You chose defiance over safety. Anthony shuddered. Would this man torture the answer from him, piling pain upon pain in Anthony’s last moments? Did he have the strength to hold out?

      He should protect Dora. He had failed to do so in life, and now he was failing her in death. But his secret⁠—!

      Confusion muddled the path ahead.

      There was one step left that he could take. He’d already left the letter. It would put her in danger, but he’d had no choice. He had sworn an oath. She had to understand, but he would leave as many clues as he could. Anthony put his hands on the hilt over the killer’s and twisted, angling it up. He chose a soldier’s death.

      ‘No time… Tell her… Not Dora…’ His last words came in an agonised whisper as he ruptured his heart. Consciousness trickled away with the massive outflow of blood.

      ‘Dammit!’ The murderer freed his hand and wiped it on the young man’s jacket. ‘You can’t do a thing right, can you, Pennington? You even died too soon.’
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      Lake Windermere

      ‘Sir!’ The messenger loped up the steep path, waving his hat. Late afternoon sun behind him cast a spider-limbed shadow on the rocky ground.

      ‘Damn you,’ muttered Dr Jacob Sandys, putting down his brush. There went his pleasant day of trying to capture the Lakes in their majesty. Someone was sick and the locals had not taken him at his word that he had quit the medical profession. It had proved too dangerous a life for him. Why could he not be left alone?

      Because the world carried on turning. Babies insisted on being born. People had the unfortunate habit of dying.

      Resigned to his duty, Jacob stood up and waved back. A phalanx of rainclouds marched in over Ambleside, the surface of Windermere dulling from navy to grey. The wind whipped his collar-length dark hair into his eyes. He needed to visit a barber but had let himself grow a little wild out here. Ah well. Nature was conspiring to cut short his session. Maybe that was for the best. He had become an indifferent landscape artist, worsening with every attempt. Was that because he had wrenched shut the gates of Paradise and lost the brilliant vision once given him? Or had he overestimated his skill back then, one of the many delusions of the opium-eater?

      ‘A letter, sir! Express – from London.’ The messenger, Ned Black from the inn, waved the envelope like a flag of truce. The locals knew Jacob had a temper when interrupted.

      Not sickness then, or at least not a patient he could reach in time. He wiped off his brush and stowed it in the travel-sized art box. His father? Lord Sandys had been declining for some years, lingering in Bath or Harrogate. Had his mother finally sent for him? He snatched the letter from Ned and cracked the seal. Not his mother’s handwriting – or anyone in his family. He’d not seen this signature for a decade. George, now Reverend Leighton of West Wycombe, his old friend from Oxford.

      Whatever had prompted George to write to him express?

      
        
        My dear Sandys,

        I apologise for the alarm I have no doubt caused you with the receipt of a sudden letter from one from whom you have not heard for an age. The truth is that I am in urgent need of your assistance and beg your forgiveness for my presumption. My problem is twofold – two devil’s horns, I could call it. I will start with the unfortunate events that occurred in my parish last night. A young gentleman who was leasing a house in the village was found dead in the West Wycombe Caves (though you may have heard of them under their infamous title of the Hellfire Caves). I had only recently made the acquaintance of Anthony Pennington, the victim – an officer on half-pay, a young captain battered by the wars. I had been visiting him in the hopes of curing him of his infatuation with this impious group, but I was too late to save him.

        It now seems to me that his murder is connected to similar questionable deaths in my parish over the last eighteen months – all young men or women associated with the caves. These poor lost children of God have been worrying my conscience as no effective action has been taken to discover the cause and punish the guilty. Having such a place of riotous behaviour within the parish bounds attracts the licentious, and though I had expected drunkards and impropriety on the nights that the Hellfire fraternity gathered, I did not expect death. The local magistrate refuses to act – and indeed I suspect him of being amongst the revellers. He dismissed it as a robbery gone awry. I stand as the lone gentleman wishing to get to the bottom of this crime.

        At a loss to know to whom I should turn, I recalled how you helped the Dean at Trinity solve the mystery of the disappearance of Havers while we were undergraduates. That emboldened me to appeal to you now to come and help me in my time of need. Somerton told me that you are living quietly in the Lake District, rubbing shoulders with that poetical lot, Wordsworth, Southey and their ilk. He said you are not currently employed on any more worthy endeavour. For friendship’s sake, I beg you to emerge from seclusion just this once.

      

      

      Jacob grimaced. He remembered well how impressed Leighton had been that he had discovered that Donald Havers had staged a drowning accident and fled to Ireland to escape his creditors. Leighton’s praise had not been merited; the deduction had been nothing but pure logic. Havers had been the last man to go for a swim on a cold day and the first man to run at the sign of trouble.

      He turned to the second side.

      
        
        My other request I beg you to carry out even if friendship cannot persuade you to travel south. The young gentleman, Anthony Pennington, left a message for a lady who I believe is his sister from the wrong side of the blanket – a Miss Dora Fitz-Pennington. The surname says it all, does it not? He once told me that he was related to an actress in one of the touring companies and, putting two and two together, I saw he had a playbill advertising a circuit this summer amongst his possessions. That bill states that the company will be in Kendal next week so, by the time my message reaches you, she will be a short ride from your cottage if you act quickly. I see God’s hand in that. Would you bear the burden of Christian service and break the melancholy news to the poor man’s sister? She is estranged from her family so there is a danger she will first hear the news in the papers – a shock I’m sure you would wish to spare her.

        He left her a message amongst his effects that I will preserve until she can come to fetch it herself. The instruction is to hand it to her in person and trust it to no other, not even her father, though I prefer not to have to refuse a pointed request from that gentleman in his time of trouble. He too must wish to see his son’s last words.

        I remain, my dear sir,

        Your very much obliged and sincere friend,

        George Leighton

      

      

      Bloody Leighton. The appeal to friendship would make Jacob an impious cad if he ignored it. He uttered a stronger swear word that made the messenger flinch.

      ‘Sorry, Ned.’ He folded up the letter.

      ‘Bad news, sir?’

      ‘Does good news ever travel express?’

      ‘True enough.’ Ned picked up the painting stool and easel as Jacob shouldered his satchel and portfolio.

      ‘It appears I’m going on a journey.’ They started down the path back to the village, Jacob a step in the lead.

      ‘I’ll fetch your horse from the stable.’

      ‘Good man.’ They reached the path where it divided, one way to the village, the other to his home. Jacob tossed Ned a shilling for his pains. ‘Bring him to Cragside. It’ll save me half an hour.’

      Passing Jacob the artist’s gear, Ned ran off in the direction of the White Hart. Jacob hastened to his house, duty rather than desire driving him. So, he was to tell some actress that her brother was dead? He could think of happier ways of spending his evening. He didn’t care for the theatre. Jacob preferred antiquarian collecting – there was not much a relic could do to you other than intrigue the intellect. It certainly didn’t demand you stand up and perform in front of strangers. Still, he acknowledged that he did have the skill Leighton ascribed to him. He could ferret out a fraud – person or parchment – better than most men.

      The church clock tolled five as he reached his cottage. He’d better hurry if he was to make Kendal before nightfall. Dora Fitz-Pennington didn’t yet know it, but her life was about to take a turn for the worse.
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      Kendal

      Dora dipped the nib in the inkwell and gave the last D a final flourish. At least the Kendal management had furnished her little cupboard of a dressing room with wax candles rather than tallow – an improvement on the theatre at Carlisle. The light was good enough to work right to curtain-up. Would the piece pass judgement?

      She nibbled the top of her pen, assessing as a buyer would. The paper had been cut from the back of an old hymnal in Keswick parish church so it had the right vintage. Once the surface had been distressed, the odd word smudged, perhaps an artistic burn as if it had only just been snatched from the fire, then it would be ready. A little singeing would go with the story of its origins, which she had decided was that the writer had condemned the draft to the flames, but an enterprising servant had rescued it. Ben Jonson had been known for his temper. He’d killed a man – hardly one of literature’s most admirable souls. He was a rogue of the theatre, like her. Jonson was not as collectable as Shakespeare, but there was still a market amongst antiquarians for his work and they were less suspicious when a new document emerged. They should lap up this early draft of ‘To Celia’. Drink to me only with thine eyes…

      She would laugh if someone tried that line on her to get her into bed, but it was the kind of sentimental claptrap that her agent in London liked best. He would be pleased that she was varying her ‘finds’. He had complained in his last letter that she had done too much Dryden (she had to agree), so she had reached further back for her newest piece. She loved this game of fooling the experts and imagining what her favourite authors would write if only they’d had an extra day and a bit of paper in front of them… The right paper was always a challenge but touring with the Northern Players did mean she had the chance to call in on many an unlocked church and liberate a few blank pages from old bibles without anyone being the wiser. Or if they did realise, by then she would be long gone, playing Richmond or York by the time they thought to ask what had brought the actress to spend so long on her knees in front of their lectern.

      Better than being on her knees backstage earning a coin that way. Men were pigs.

      The youngest stagehand, son of the company’s manager, knocked and put his head around the door.

      ‘Miss Fitzy, you’re on in five.’

      At least, the older ones were swine. Young, they could be tolerable.

      ‘Thank you, Jem.’ She slid the Jonson poem into her writing case inside the battered leather album she and her brother had created. Travelling with their father around English estates, they had sought out samples of the handwriting of the great and the good in libraries for their little hobby. No one noticed two children rummaging along the shelves and in desks, or if they did, just sent them away with a box on the ear. Anthony had given the keepsake book to her as a parting gift when she had made the final break with her family. Five years had passed since that tumultuous Christmas Day. She missed her big brother, even if she understood his reasons for keeping his distance. Threat of disinheritance held even the boldest in line. He was a rebel, but only up to a point.

      No good dwelling on past disappointments. People did tend to let you down, even those you loved most. A brother in thrall to the poppy was never going to be a hero. She turned the key and dropped that into her cleavage, checking it was secure. Her fellow actors, fine friends though they were, could be notorious spies and gossips. More than one had tried to open her case, knowing that she kept her valuables within. So far, they had not guessed that her extra income came from literary forgery rather than gentlemen callers. Let them carry on speculating.

      Jem dipped back in without knocking.

      ‘Miss Fitzy? There’s a gentleman to see you.’

      Speak of the devil. Dora checked her costume, buckskins ready under the skirt she wore in the first act for a quick change. They were a little tight around her thighs, being cut for a man. The breeches parts always drew the crowds, which was why Mr Thomas insisted on repeating As You Like It and Twelfth Night every week in abbreviated form. It was a rare man who passed up the opportunity to admire her … ehem … Rosalind.

      ‘He’ll have to wait.’ She stuffed her spiralling brown hair under her hat. One man whose advances she had rejected last week had called her Medusa, saying that her hair was like the gorgon’s snakes, escaping every which way when not tamed. Sour grapes, no doubt, disparaging what she had kept out of reach.

      She smiled at herself in the mirror, checking she had not smudged her stage makeup. Brown eyes outlined in kohl smiled back. She’d enjoyed her set-down of that last suitor and thanked him for his insult. She had told him a gorgon was no bad role model for a female. It meant she was empowered to bite a few annoying people or put them out of countenance with a stony glare.

      ‘He says it’s urgent.’ Jem twisted his cap. The poor boy had a soft spot for her. He would be better sighing for someone nearer his age. Dora patted his shoulder as she passed. Her mind was already summoning up her first line. Having to remember so many scripts did wonders for the memory. She could scan a page and recall it with few errors.

      ‘The play’s the thing, my lad. I’ll speak to the gentleman afterwards.’
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      Jacob arrived too late to catch the actress before she went on stage. Resigned to spending the evening in this damp northern town of grey buildings and greyer streets, he wondered what to do with himself. He paused outside the druggist’s shop, knowing that one form of escape was always available there. Sapphire- and emerald-coloured glass jars in the window put him more in mind of a confectioner’s, but it was greedy adults rather than children who crowded around the counter for their lozenges to be weighed out for them. He saw in the opium-eaters’ desperate faces an echo of his own. Before he could move on, a familiar devil crept out from its hiding place inside his brain, pitchfork pricking him in the stomach as the pains began – an excuse to dull them with the poppy. He needed the pain relief. Who would know he had broken his own promise to himself? Who would care? Was he not a happier sailor on life’s voyage when he took a mere drop or two – cleverer – more perceptive? The tug to go in was visceral, his feet already turning in that direction.

      Tincture or tablet – happiness could be bought for a penny and carried off in a coat pocket.

      A man came out and jostled Jacob in his rush to get home to take his medicine and enjoy his dreams in private. That was enough to bring Jacob to his senses. He had been down that path. It might lead to a few hours of euphoria, his mind spinning like a Catherine Wheel with ideas and insights, but the payment would go on long after. He forced himself to send the devil back to the corner of his brain that he had never entirely managed to cleanse. His time would be better spent watching the actress perform and gauging her character by mundane means, not drugged perceptions. He felt pity for her, naturally, but the last thing he wanted was some sentimental Miss weeping on his shoulder all night. There had been too much loss and grief in his life to rush to embrace a stranger’s pain.

      He looked back at the druggist. No, stop: he would not go there! Setting his shoulders in a firm line, he marched on, a prisoner under his own guard.
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        * * *

      

      Jacob took a seat in the pit at the Woolpack Yard theatre, exchanging a nod with the clerk perched on the bench next to him. The play was already underway, the auditorium hot and smelling of too many bodies crushed in close proximity. Compared to Drury Lane, this was a very poor relation, the auditorium no bigger than his father’s ballroom – not that Lord Sandys would thank him for that comparison. On the other hand, you could see and hear the actors with greater ease. Thank God someone had burned down Sheridan’s monstrosity of a Theatre Royal and caused it to require rebuilding. Jacob hoped the new theatre would be an improvement and that having a box would finally be a worthwhile investment for his family after they had spent a decade struggling to hear the dialogue.

      No danger of that in Kendal. The actors declaimed as if they were performing in a gale, captains on the poop deck of a warship. All subtlety was lost, and Shakespeare reduced to a parade of fools in one of his wittiest plays. Jacob was relieved to see that the women were of a higher quality. The two playing Rosalind and Celia were the stars of the show. It was only a shame that Rosalind had to pretend to be the boy Ganymede, and then pretended to be a girl for Orlando to woo…

      Really, Shakespeare?

      Despite that nonsense, she was witty and warm with a magnificent head of dark curls and a shapely feminine form very well displayed in her men’s clothes. Her dark eyes were framed by long lashes, reminiscent of a doe, but there was nothing shy or meek about her to continue that comparison. On the contrary, her skin glowed with a summery tan that made Jacob think of meadow romps long ago with a willing lass, and her eyes sparkled with humour. She was more alive than anyone else in the entire theatre. You knew that she would be a handful in all the best ways and her lucky partner would love every moment of the challenge. Looking around at the appreciation on the faces of the men around him, he could tell he was not the only one to notice and he feared he would have to beat back the stage-door admirers if she was the one for whom he had bad news.

      Or was Pennington’s sister Celia? A black-haired girl with porcelain skin and big blue eyes, the kind of frail female so many of his acquaintance would pay royally to take under their protection. He knew her type. Her expression did not mask the experience and calculation. Of course, the lady was concentrating on remembering her part, but Jacob guessed that her intelligence went beyond stagecraft. She would know very well how to wrap fools around her little finger. Once bitten…

      ‘Do you know the name of the actress playing Celia?’ he asked the clerk as the play wound up to its happy resolution. The manager had taken liberties with the cuts as it had lasted barely two hours.

      ‘Miss Plum?’ The clerk waggled his eyebrows and Jacob had to smile at the absurd sobriquet. ‘Apparently that is her true name and no stage affectation.’

      ‘Then nature has been very apt in the way she has grown into it.’

      ‘Are you here for the picking?’

      Jacob was beginning to wish he hadn’t started this conversation. He had grown to dislike the trade that went on in the Green Room at theatres with actresses treated as little more than courtesans. Only such luminaries as Mrs Siddons had avoided that path and maintained a respectable standing.

      ‘No. I’m merely a messenger – and the lady is not my target.’

      ‘Then the delightful Dora?’ The clerk nodded without waiting for confirmation. ‘I hear she is discriminating as to whom she lets into her dressing room, unlike her cousin.’

      ‘I’d better make an early start then.’

      The clerk put a hand on his arm.

      ‘The evening’s not over, my friend. They’re doing Castle Spectre as an afterpiece.’

      Jacob stifled a groan. The playwright, ‘Monk’ Lewis, was his least favourite author. His school friends had been obsessed by his gothic novel of rape and murder, with its cast of virginal victims, devilish monks, and corrupted nuns. They’d acted out satanic rites and drinking games in his honour, forming a club which they had called the Eton Monks, a cub version of the Hellfire wolves. Jacob had been withering in his scorn and had earned a broken nose as a result.

      Then again, you should have seen the other boy. Ben Knighton still carried the scar on his lip.

      This play was not much better, with a Welsh castle, ghosts and a wicked earl to titillate the audience. If he had to go to the theatre, Jacob preferred sparkling comedies or Shakespeare well done, not this highly spiced fare delivered by an incompetent cast.

      More to the point, how long was this all to last? He had hoped for an early night so he could rise at dawn to catch the stage to London because, damn his eyes, he had not yet repented of his decision to answer the call of friendship. Leighton had left him little choice when he had played that card.

      During the shifting of the set, a tumbler came on to entertain the audience with feats of agility, somersaulting like a jester of old in front of the painted vista of a haunted castle. Jacob relinquished his seat to try his luck with Miss Fitz-Pennington in the interval but had no joy. The stage door was guarded by a cyclops of a man – his arms folded and a black eyepatch giving him a piratical look. He told Jacob, and the other hopefuls, to bugger off until the end. The management clearly didn’t want their actresses engaged on their backs when they should be on their feet on stage.

      Rather than return to his seat on the bench, Jacob stood at the rear to watch the play without paying much attention to the execrable dialogue. It dawned on him that Dora Fitz-Pennington was actually a very fine actress, surely far above this cackle. She was mesmerising to watch, her movements graceful and somehow knowing, as if she were sharing a joke with the audience as to how silly the piece was. He didn’t blame her for the arch performance. If he had to deliver lines like ‘from good spirits I have nothing to fear, and heaven and my innocence will protect me against bad’, which anyone who had lived more than five minutes in the world would know was a bouncer, he too would be laughing inside.

      Or crying.

      And he very much feared she would be crying when he spoke to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby Plum jostled Dora in the corridor backstage – no mean feat as her friend was barely five feet and Dora was tall for a woman.

      ‘Did you see him?’

      ‘See whom?’ Dora was going to be late for her final scene but her Lilliputian friend was determined to share the news.

      ‘That gorgeous man standing at the back!’

      ‘Gorgeous? In Kendal?’

      Ruby wrinkled her brow. ‘Perhaps I meant rich?’

      ‘You definitely meant rich.’ Ruby chose her conquests by the depth of their purses, and Dora could not fault her for it. They each did what they had to survive.

      ‘Dora!’ hissed Jack Lammas, her stage lover, beckoning her on. ‘Move your arse!’

      ‘Remember I saw him first,’ called Ruby.

      Dora gave her a mock salute and entered for her final scene. At least in this play she got to stab a villain – and then plead that he be spared death so he could repent. The latter part was a disappointment. Angela would be a better character if she enjoyed her moment of heroism and sent the evil to perdition.

      She plunged her dagger into the bosom of Earl Osmond, piercing the blood bag for the gory effect. From her fellow actor’s glare, maybe she had been a little too enthusiastic with the thrust. The play wrapped up quickly afterwards as she had saved her lost father and earned the hand of her lover in a nice swap of the usual roles. The applause was generous for their bloody resolution to the problems facing the inhabitants of Castle Spectre. The men in the pit even stood and cheered. Some threw flowers at her feet, which was far better than the rotten fruit that had assailed them in Richmond. Jack had been having one of his self-destructive spells and had slept with the mayor’s wife.

      A cast note had gone round after that: do not dally with the wives and daughters of the men who decide our welcome in a town.

      She gathered up the flowers, gave a final curtsy and left the stage well pleased. It was the kind of play that regional theatregoers enjoyed – the portrayals of isolated great houses ruled over by despotic men being not that far from their reality. Dora knew that the London sophisticates rubbished such things as far-fetched, but in her experience, gothic dilemmas were all too common. Men did want to take you against your will. Noble houses were not havens of manners and culture but more often than not hid ugly secrets. As for ghosts, there were uncanny stories told in all corners of the country so it would be unwise to dismiss those cavalierly. What did the city critics know in any case? Give her the theatrical splendour of this ragamuffin troupe – who watched your back and were open about their dishonesty – over the polished lies of the rational gentlemen of parliament who ruled the nation.

      Not that she harboured a grudge, of course.

      Wiping her hands and leaving the prop knife on the table for cleaning, Dora set about removing her costume. She was just struggling with the laces of her costume when Jem knocked on the door again.

      ‘Another gentleman to see you, Miss Fitzy. Shall I tell him to take his horn colic elsewhere?’

      She had been entertaining Jem with a variety of colourful rebuffs all of which added up to refusals of amorous advances. She laughed to hear one of her phrases repeated back to her.

      ‘You liked that one, did you?’

      Jem rubbed his sleeve over his nose and gave her a Shakespearian bow. ‘Excellent, i’faith. Almost as good as “Take your peppered pego to the pushing school!”’

      She had indeed been rather proud of that one.

      She put her finger to her lips in mock thought. ‘Then how about this? Tell the dangler to take his cock-a-doodle elsewhere.’ She waggled a finger to underline the meaning.

      He snorted, bowed and ran off on his mission.

      The laces finally unknotted, she threw on a dressing gown, giving herself a moment of unconfined joy before facing the annoyance of having to don her street clothes. She sometimes wished nature had not endowed her so copiously in the bust.

      Jem knocked quickly and put his head round the door.

      ‘Really sorry, Miss Fitzy, but he says⁠—’

      The door banged open.

      ‘—He says that he’s no dangler and won’t even touch the cock-a-doodle comment.’ A stranger stood in the entrance. This had to be Ruby’s gorgeously rich gentleman. Wavy dark hair kissed his collar, but his pale blue eyes were cold, like one of the Westmoreland lakes on a spring day before summer had warmed it. He was tall and wore his clothes well. He was, she surmised, someone who understood the importance of tailoring. The cut of his cloth screamed Bond Street and his boots were Hoby’s. Round these parts, this suggested he either belonged to the rising class of factory owners or was a scion of an old family.

      That didn’t mean he could get away with having no manners. A lady’s no meant no.

      Dora pulled the front of her dressing gown closed. ‘I fear touching your own cock-a-doodle is exactly what lies in your future because I’ll have none of it. Get out of my dressing room.’

      ‘Very witty, Miss Fitz-Pennington, but you have misunderstood this situation.’

      When would men learn?

      ‘Of course, it has to be my problem, doesn’t it? Well, I have the solution. She’s next door and very desirous to make your acquaintance. I, however, have better things to do. Jem, please ask Harding to remove the gentleman if he refuses to go willingly.’

      ‘Come along, sir.’ Jem pulled at his elbow. ‘She’s not like that. Come see Ruby. She’ll appreciate you.’

      The man pulled his arm free.

      ‘I don’t want appreciating by Miss Fitz-Pennington, Ruby or anyone else for that matter. I’m here to deliver a message.’

      That was a likely story.

      ‘Oh? And who, pray, is using you as a messenger to me?’

      Jem gave her a look, asking if he should go for Harding. She held up a hand, interested as to what latest twist the man would give to his tale.

      ‘My message is from Reverend Leighton of West Wycombe.’

      Dora groaned and spun away to the mirror to remove her stage makeup. The gentleman caller was one of the worst: a moralist.

      ‘At least you don’t claim an acquaintance with the Archbishop of Canterbury. What’s the message? Don’t tell me, I can guess.’ She ran a damp cloth over one eyelid, the first swipe turning her into Cleopatra with kohl winged around her eye.

      ‘I very much doubt that.’ He met her gaze in the mirror, an ironic arch to his brow.

      She rubbed away the makeup, her own brown eyes now clear of enhancement. ‘You want me to repent of my wicked ways and stop distressing my father with my choice of profession.’

      He seemed amused rather than offended by her words.

      ‘I would rather hope we all repent of our wicked ways.’

      She threw the used cloth in the wash basket. ‘Tell Reverend Leighton to inform my father I am completely content with my life and would not crawl back to live under his roof if you paid me.’ She gestured for Jem to fetch Harding. The boy hurried away.

      ‘As I said, Miss Fitz-Pennington, you mistake me. I’m here about your brother.’ He was using his height to loom over her like some lord dominating an uppity peasant.

      She could do uppity. It was one of her favourite roles.

      ‘Get your story straight, sir.’ She moved to command the stage – the mirror in this case – putting a chair between them. ‘First you are here for the church, now my brother. I advise you never to stand for parliament. You are a terrible liar and would not flourish there.’

      Harding entered, pushing up his sleeves.

      ‘Shall I get rid of the nuisance, Miss Fitzy?’

      ‘Hold, man.’ The visitor’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t look like he would be that easy to remove. His stance had shifted to that of a military man, or pugilist, hands held loosely by his sides, ready to react to her giant. ‘She may not want to hear my message, but I am honour bound to deliver it.’

      Dora was not the kind of woman to enjoy provoking fisticuffs. Letting him speak seemed the quickest way to get rid of him.

      She gave a weary sigh. ‘Very well. Deliver your sermon and be gone.’

      Harding scowled but stood back.

      The gentleman glanced at the big man.

      ‘You may wish to hear this in private.’

      Her laugh was sardonic.

      ‘No, I really would not.’

      He hesitated, then continued.

      ‘Very well then. Miss Fitz-Pennington, I very much regret to inform you that your brother is dead.’

      ‘What?’ Dora swayed, the room spinning like a child’s top. No, it couldn’t be.

      ‘Get a seat for the lady,’ snapped the man.

      Jem wormed past Harding and pushed her dressing table chair behind her suddenly weak knees.

      ‘Sit down, miss,’ he whispered, pulling her into the chair.

      ‘Is this a horrible joke?’ Anthony had developed a very bleak sense of humour since leaving the army and she wouldn’t put it past him to test her. ‘Did Anthony put you up to this?’

      The man bristled.

      ‘I do not amuse myself by going around telling young ladies that their relatives have died unless it is the case. I have no acquaintance with your brother. The news came from the rector of his parish⁠—’

      ‘Reverend Leighton.’ Now it all made horrible sense. ‘I owe you an apology⁠—’

      ‘It was a misunderstanding. My condolences for your loss.’ He gave her a clipped bow.

      ‘I… Thank you.’ She rubbed her hands together, belatedly aware she had not yet cleaned off all the blood. An emptiness filled her chest. Anthony … gone. ‘How did he die? Do you know?’

      The man looked away over her head.

      ‘I understand that he was killed. Possibly by footpads.’

      ‘In London? I thought he was living in the countryside and had given up on city life?’ She had indeed fretted about his companions when he had been roistering around Covent Garden and St Giles, but had worried far less of late.

      ‘Not there. In some caves near his home.’

      ‘Caves? In Buckinghamshire?’

      ‘The Hellfire Caves.’

      The news stunned her. Everyone who followed the scandal sheets had heard of those infamous caves, haunt of the idle rich who liked to shock society. She had warned Anthony that they were dangerous circles in which to move. The rich men who dabbled in the orgies fuelled by drink laced with drugs and the performance of satanic rituals to spice up the occasion were the worst that ‘the quality’ had to offer. Anthony had countered that the members were the only honest men in the Ton and that they were only what he, a sinner, deserved. Already a laudanum addict, he’d found them accepting of his habit. Yet, after her entreaties, he had promised to stop.

      But that was five years ago, on the occasion of their last face-to-face meeting. The gulf between them had widened since then, he entangled in his world of high society, she in her workaday role slogging between towns and bringing Shakespeare to the labouring classes. They still loved each other, but from a distance.

      The pain grew – she hadn’t known grief would feel like this. Oh God: it wasn’t fair! She hadn’t been there to save him. She had been familiar with his periods of blank desolation but had been too far away to shake him out of them. Her influence had waned, and he had been left to punish himself as he saw fit.

      Oh Anthony. The emptiness expanded into an ugly hole, her happiness buried six feet under.

      ‘My friend, Reverend Leighton, says he will tend to the body for interment and expects your family to arrive shortly.’ The messenger’s voice was almost gentle. ‘He also wrote that he has a letter for you from your brother.’

      Dora steeled herself. Pride dictated that she mourn in private. She held out a hand, clinging desperately to her dignity.

      ‘The letter is held for collection in West Wycombe.’

      ‘Of course it is,’ she said wearily, letting her hand fall. ‘Will the reverend keep it until I can fetch it?’

      ‘Yes, if he can. I’ll tell him your wishes when I see him.’

      ‘You’re going south?’ Dora sat up. Here was the answer. ‘Would you fetch it for me?’

      Her lordly messenger went poker stiff. ‘Miss Fitz-Pennington, I doubt very much that Leighton will hand it over. He stressed that it was to be delivered to you in person and that he will hold it for you alone, unless your father demands it.’

      ‘And you wouldn’t want to play carrier pigeon either.’ Next week the troupe would probably be in Lancaster. No, this was something she would have to do herself when she could.

      The man tugged at his cravat, disordering the perfect knot. ‘You … could come with me. I mean, I could escort you, if you so wish.’

      She gave a hollow laugh, her suspicions returning.

      ‘I have employment, sir. I cannot abandon my people so lightly.’

      ‘Indeed. Well then, I will leave you to your friends.’

      Jem crept to her side and put his hand on her shoulder. She patted it in thanks but all she wanted to do was curl around her pain.

      ‘Thank you. Most kind. I’d prefer to be alone.’

      ‘In that case, I will leave you in peace. I go to London on the coach tomorrow morning, should you change your mind. You can find me at The Golden Fleece.’ He gave her a shallow bow.

      Left to herself as she had asked, Jem and Harding escorting the visitor out, Dora bent her head to her hands. Her eyes were dry but only because she was still too stunned to comprehend the message. It seemed absurd. Anthony, dead? It had been a common fear when he was in the army, but she had got used of late to the idea that he was a survivor. She expected him to outlive his wild days and become a fat alderman in Liverpool with a flock of children and a tolerant wife. When her father predeceased him, she had hoped to be allowed back as wicked Aunt Dora, entertaining his children with tales of the stage and spoiling them terribly.

      It hurt so badly that this future was ripped apart.

      With Anthony gone, she was alone in the world.

      She got up abruptly. Her father. In her shock, she had forgotten to wonder what her sire would do at the news. It was simple to guess – the messenger had already hinted. He would sweep in and clear Anthony’s house of anything that might drag the family name into disrepute.

      More disrepute.

      Would Anthony’s letter to her survive? Oh, she could see him opening it, or destroying it, but not keeping it aside for her. Only a man of the cloth stood between the letter and destruction and how reliable would the clergyman be when faced with the tempest that was Ezra Pennington?

      That messenger was right. She would have to go and retrieve it herself if she wished to know her brother’s last words to her. She hadn’t been thinking straight. Time was against her. Her father had advance notice and would already be on his way – or would have sent someone in his place. They might have already arrived.

      But she couldn’t give up without trying. Thanks to her last imaginative reconstruction of a Dryden letter, she had enough funds to travel to London. She could even take her latest Jonson piece and so pay for her return. She just had to tell her friends that her absence was unavoidable. Mr Thomas would fuss but he wouldn’t want to lose one of his best actresses, not if she promised to return as soon as possible.

      ‘Mr Thomas!’ She ran from the dressing room. ‘Mr Thomas!’
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        * * *

      

      Only when she had received permission to take a leave of absence did she realise that the gentleman who had brought the message had not thought to give his name.

      Typical. Bloody gents and their presumption.

      Collecting her writing case and personal items into a bag, she set about packing up the costumes that would stay with the company until her return. If she left Ruby to do it, some of the nicer items would doubtless relocate to her trunk. Ruby had the soul of a magpie.

      Chest packed and strapped shut, Dora did a last sweep of her dressing room. The rest of the company had already left for their lodgings, so the theatre was quiet and dark.

      As she turned to leave, a crash reverberated through the building. Someone had just kicked in the stage door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Stirring the lamb and thyme stew the innkeeper had served him for a late supper, Jacob wrestled with his conscience. He was aware that he had treated the actress with only cursory kindness. Her luminous dark eyes had held worlds of pain – he knew the look, having had to deliver bad news many times to patients and their loved ones. It was little wonder she had refused his offer to escort her south. He hadn’t made it clear that he would fund her trip – he was not short of money thanks to his inheritance and could spare the price of a coach ticket for the sister of a murder victim.

      Had his wartime experience hardened him so much that he had lost the last shreds of his humanity? He should have offered more than scant words and shallow concern. He hadn’t even mentioned that his friend found the circumstances of the man’s death suspicious.

      Badly done, Jacob, he chided himself.

      Pushing the empty bowl aside, he resolved to return to the theatre. She would probably already have left for her lodgings, but the nightwatchman might be able to tell him where that was. He could send up a note and a more generous offer.

      The front doors of the theatre were padlocked and the lights extinguished, just as he had expected. It was gone eleven, which was late for a rural town, and the only people out and about at this time were gathered at the inns. Jacob walked around to the rear, planning to knock on the stage door as he had earlier, but found it gaping open.

      Strange.

      He stepped inside. Caution bred of years spent with the army made him stop, old instincts firing. If he were interrupting a burglary, he needed more than his fists. He would be better off going for aid – or his pistols. Yet if someone had merely failed to secure the door after returning to pick up a forgotten item, he would not be thanked for over-reacting.

      A woman’s scream settled the question for him. Breaking into a sprint, he headed towards the cry. He passed the open door to Dora’s dressing room and saw that a candle still burned inside. A chair had been overturned and a shoe lay on the floor. Evidence of a scuffle?

      The scream came again. It sounded like it was in an echoing space.

      The stage.

      Jacob slowed as he reached the wings. Inexperienced soldiers died by running into battle without assessing the threat; veterans knew better. Taking cover in the shadows, he peeked out at the bare boards of the performance space. What the devil? Dora was on her knees, her arms tied behind her with a scarf, a pose that thrust her chest forward and made her neck vulnerable. A man straddled her from behind. He had a knife to her bare throat and her magnificent hair bunched in his fist to pull her head back and expose her neck further. He was not alone. Two companions flanked him, but that was all Jacob could tell about them because they wore long black cloaks and expressionless Venetian masks that covered their faces.

      He checked his instinct to rush to intervene. The scene was too bizarre for workaday Kendal. Was this the next play? Was he interrupting a late-night rehearsal? The lady was a good actress and her fear looked genuine, and he did not want to make an ass of himself.

      But the single shoe…

      ‘Tell us what you know!’ hissed the one who held her.

      ‘I don’t know anything!’ Dora pleaded. ‘Let me go!’

      ‘What did he give you?’ He twisted his fist in her hair and she screamed again.

      ‘Nothing! I don’t even know the man!’

      This was no rehearsal.

      Three against one. He needed a weapon. Jacob looked around him and saw a dagger on the props table. Better than nothing. He grabbed it and dashed onto the stage, taking the closest of the man’s associates by surprise. Holding the blade to the assailant’s jugular, Jacob trapped his arms in the folds of his cloak. There was a reason soldiers didn’t go into battle wearing voluminous garments.

      ‘Release her!’ He called on the commanding tone he’d used to daunt rioting soldiers in Portugal.

      Unfortunately, these were no raw conscripts. The man holding Dora looked up, the barest hint of dark eyes shining behind the white mask.

      ‘Get him!’ The leader clearly had no concern for his friend, or he had guessed that Jacob would not in truth cut his throat. He was correct, but Jacob could put the man out of action, and even the odds a little. He shifted his grip on the dagger and plunged it into the man’s shoulder where it would immobilise him and cause maximum pain.

      At least, that was the plan. What happened was that the blade disappeared up into the hilt and all he did was deliver a hearty thump.

      ‘Hell!’ A blasted prop!

      It took Jacob’s prisoner only a second to realise he wasn’t injured. He spun round with a grunt of laughter and tackled Jacob to the floor. The other man joined in the fun, kicking him in the ribs. They were enthusiastic, he would grant them that. Jacob tried to squirm free but the best he could do from his position was protect his head against the men’s boots.

      ‘Soften him up, but I don’t want him unconscious. I need to talk to him,’ said the leader, thrusting Dora onto her face. With her hands tied, she took the impact on her cheek, unable to control her fall. ‘We’ll come back to her later.’ He sheathed his knife. ‘Maybe she’ll like to spend the night telling us what we want to know, eh?’

      Jacob swore at them.

      The leader crossed the stage to kick Jacob in the kidneys. Pain exploded in a rocket burst.

      Jacob couldn’t keep count of the blows – chest, ribs, back, right arm, groin. His vision had blurred and he was light-headed with agony. Only the strictest discipline kept him from crying out. He would not give these bastards the satisfaction. What could he do? He would almost have welcomed blacking out if he didn’t have both Dora and himself to save. He tried rolling into their legs to bring at least one down but that ended with a kick to the back of his head that made him see stars. He hadn’t been on the end of a beating like this since he had been unhorsed in a cavalry charge.

      Then came a thud and he was pinned under something flexible but heavy. Confusingly, a black bat fluttered by his nose. A painted backdrop covered him. Next, someone gripped his arm and pulled him out.

      ‘Run!’ cried Dora.

      Following her cue, he glanced back to see their attackers floundering under the canvas for Castle Spectre. She’d dropped the scenery on them. Brilliant – and resourceful. She led him back via her dressing room where she grabbed a bag and her shoe, not stopping long to put it on. He snatched up her coat for her, guessing neither of them would want to return this evening. His body ached and his eye was swelling, but he couldn’t afford the time to stop and treat his injuries. Nothing serious, he didn’t think, though a cracked rib was possible.

      ‘The inn?’ he asked, once they were on the street. ‘Safety in numbers?’

      They could hear shouts behind them. The backdrop had only delayed their assailants, not put them out of action.

      ‘Yes. I can’t think of a better place. Do you know who they are?’ Dora walked swiftly but didn’t run once they were out of the alley and in the high street. He appreciated that she understood running where others sauntered would merely alert their followers to their position. Mingling with the people going in and out of the tavern was their best choice. There was a ballad singer with a violin entertaining the crowd with an Irish jig so that made their job a little easier.

      ‘No idea. How could I?’

      ‘They were asking about you.’

      ‘Me?’

      A man staggered up to Dora, reaching for her arm.

      ‘Wonderful performance, mish. Buy you a drink?’

      The actress deftly side-stepped him.

      ‘No thank you. I’m already engaged for the evening.’ She carried on walking as if such annoyances were standard fare and not worth mentioning or calling upon Jacob to repel. Actresses were exotic visitors to quiet towns like this one.

      They entered the public bar. Pipe smoke made a welcome cloud. Jacob looked for the tallest customers he could find.

      Dora continued her account without a hitch. ‘I stayed late and they found me. They wanted to know what you’d given me.’

      Jacob frowned, guiding her to the far side of the bar.

      ‘I didn’t give you anything.’

      ‘Apart from news.’ She glanced over her shoulder. ‘Is that them?’

      Three men entered the taproom, scanning the crowd. If it was the attackers from the theatre, they had dumped their cloaks and masks and Jacob got a better look at them. None of them were known to him but they were too richly turned-out to be mere hired hands. Watchchains, snowy cravats, tie pins – they had money. One had his black hair tied back, one was balding with a crooked nose and the last, the youngest, was auburn-headed and looked slightly familiar but not in a way Jacob could pin down. The redhead had marks on his pale cheeks.

      As though he had recently been wearing a mask tied behind his head.

      ‘It’s them.’ With a nod to the innkeeper, Jacob kept walking. ‘My horse and my account immediately. I’m leaving.’

      The innkeeper, a rotund host with a grimy apron, threw down the rag he was holding and followed them out into the yard.

      ‘I hope we’ve given satisfaction, sir?’

      Jacob dug into his pocket, knowing his sudden departure would be greatly smoothed by the application of gold.

      ‘Completely. Family emergency.’

      The innkeeper took the coin and smiled. A guinea always had that effect. He whistled to the stableboy.

      ‘The master’s horse, Robbie.’

      The assailants would be through the bar shortly. He had to risk it.

      ‘There are some men I really don’t want to meet. They are no friends of the lady here either. Would you delay them for me?’ This time he offered five shillings.

      The host nodded at Jacob’s black eye.

      ‘Looks like you’ve met them already. Well then.’ The innkeeper gave him and Dora a swift look, probably spinning some explanation for himself about jealous suitors or disgruntled husbands. ‘I can do that, sir. You duck in the stable and I’ll send the lad for your bags. Love conquers all, eh?’

      Jacob really did like an innkeeper who could think on his feet.

      ‘Thank you.
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