
diana sensational 

spinster's society

THE SPINSTER’S SOCIETY REGENCY ROMANCE

A HISTORICAL ROMANCE BOOK

––––––––
[image: image]


CHARLOTTE  STONE

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Copyright

[image: image]


Copyright © 2020 by 

Charlotte Stone 

All Rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

*   *   *   *   *
[image: image]


Cover Concept by melody simmons

https://bookcoverscre8tive.com/

Cover Style by  Sanja Gombar

www.bookcoverforyou.com

* * *
[image: image]


Got something to share?

I would want to hear from you! 

So please do get in touch with me: 

F :  https://www.facebook.com/charlottestonebooks/

E :  charlottestonebooks@gmail.com

Table of Contents

Copyright

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Epilogue

Preview of Next Book

ORDER OF BOOKS LIST . Also By

Publisher Notes

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

chapter 1


[image: image]


*   *   *
[image: image]


my addiction conSumes me Again

and like a warm fire I’m drawn to her dance

she moves like flickering flame

my desire’s inferNo ever expands

shall we voyage to iTaly?

loll in the wateRs of the sea

while the white crest of wAves wash Me clean?

i’ll have no more thoughts of She

Yet if the pools of purity fail

and my passions remain ablaze

best yet to still her rousing form

and carnage cause our delays

* * *
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June 1815

London, England

For as long as Franklin Lockwood could remember, he’d been fascinated with the human mind. It learned and controlled the way a man moved, taking a child from crawling to a full-on run. It held memories that either brought happiness or pain, and was the keeper of things that made everyone who they were, and what they would become.

It was no great wonder to his friends and family, that, after years of putting his obsession aside, he finally found a way to make it his focus. It had taken a little bribery on his part. He was the eldest son of England’s largest gentry holding. His focus, therefore, should have been on agriculture, his tenants, and shaping the laws that could affect his vast profits. But he’d given a portion of that responsibility to his younger brother, Calvin, so that he could focus on his true calling.

Medicine of the mind.

It was a field of work not new to England, or even, to humanity. Great philosophers of the ancient past could not avoid conducting studies on the human mind, when they presented their thoughts on reason.

As a young man at Oxford, Frank had read Christian Wolf’s work Psychological Empirical, a book that had been published a century before, and yet had held the power to change the course of Frank’s life, forever.

Frank had not been a doctor for long. Indeed, he was relatively new to it. He still studied, and held discussions with the greatest minds England had to offer on the subject, but had begun seeing patients of his own, a year ago.

But the man who sat across from Frank now, was something entirely different. He was not a patient, but a criminal. Frank could consult with no one else, on the matters that were to be discussed in the dark cellar he’d been shown to.

The consequences of doing so would be dire.

He thought of something William Blake had once said. The imagination is not a state: it is the human existence, itself.

Yet, could something this terrible, truly have been imagined before? What past events had brought his current... subject to this point? Was it memory or dream? The mind did enjoy its play. When one sought sleep, the mind presented its person with sun-kissed dreams, or terrible night terrors.

But never had Frank thought the fabled night terrors of the hobgoblin real.

He stared into the eyes of a man he thought quite crazed, and yet could tell that beyond those dark irises, was a mind that could still reason.

He was staring at a monster. A living abomination with hands, feet, and a brain that had given birth to the most hideous of deaths, which had painted bloody images across Frank’s mind that he would never forget.

His name was Charles Grayly, and he was the Earl of Dahl, a quiet gentleman who didn’t frequent Society, if at all. 

Frank, who’d been to a multitude of parties in the last few years, had never once seen the Earl of Dahl.

Not once.

And yet he’d heard the whispers.

The madman never left his London townhouse, except to prey on women. When his victims were found, their limbs were missing, their faces frozen in the awe of their demise.

The watchmen had given Frank paintings and sketches to look over, things the public had never seen. 

Dahl was the bluebloods’ most horrifying secret, and yet there was nothing to be done about it. The man’s title kept him out of prison, and his younger brother, a leader in the House of Commons, used his authority and powers of persuasion to keep everyone else away.

It was also fortunate for the earl, that all his victims had been ladies of the night, and from the worst part of the city, and so, no one truly made complaints.

Until now.

Frank watched, as the earl’s lips moved. They had been split a few times. The abuse of the thugs who stood in the corners of the cellar was evident on his face. Yet, even with one swollen eye and another made red with blood, Dahl’s gaze remained patiently on Frank. He sat, dressed in a fine black suit that had been roughened and stained with dried blood, poised with his hands resting on his lap, and his back stiff against the wooden chair back. His features were relaxed and without emotion. He reminded Frank of a German Shepherd. A dog who faithfully waited on a command.

They’d beaten him for hours, and yet, Dahl had not spoken a word.

So, they’d called Frank.

At thirty-three, Dahl was only slightly older than Frank’s twenty-nine years, and Frank wondered if an older, and more mature doctor would have been adequate for this task.

Frank leaned forward, preparing to ask a question, and watched as Dahl did the same. Then he stilled and leaned away.

Again, his actions were mirrored.

Frank stood and walked over to a small wooden table that had been set up against one of the cellar’s bare walls. A lamp gave light to the evidence that lay on the surface. Poems, each accounting for victims, each written in Dahl’s hand.

His stomach twisted, and he planted his fist on the table, as he pulled in a breath. “Have you killed her, yet?” He turned and saw Dahl watching him. The earl said nothing, his mouth motionless.

Frank turned back to the papers on the desk.

One of the thugs, the one closest to him, leaned over and whispered, “We don’t ‘ave much time.” His cockney accent was heavy, more so than when they first met. His worry made it worse. “Got to find Skip.”

Frank had no idea who this ‘Skip’ was, that he referred to. He’d only been told to look for a Miss B. “I know,” Frank replied, without turning from the poem before him.

The thug leaned closer. “The earl’s brot’er will find ‘im soon. ‘E’ll come and take ‘im away and we won’t get this chance again.”

Frank looked over at the thug and stared into the man’s eyes, without fear. “I know.”

The ruffian was bigger than Frank and had likely killed more men than Frank ever had. He had arms that looked capable of snapping a man in two, and eyes that said he’d think nothing of it, later.

Yet Frank knew it was best not to back down. The others called the man “Hit.” It was an appropriate name, as nicknames go, yet Frank knew that the moment he backed down, he would lose the respect of every other man, with a befitting nickname, in the room.

Mr. Hit backed away and nodded.

Frank turned back to the poem the earl had sent to Miss B.

shall we voyage to iTaly?

loll in the wateRs of the sea

The man didn’t even write his stanzas correctly.

“Have you been to Italy, my lord?” Frank looked at Dahl and, again, he gained no reply.

Why was the poem written in such a way? Was he planning to take Miss B to Italy? He’d never taken the other victims out of the country, and yet every poem suggested so.

Unless he wasn’t talking to the women at all. Maybe he was taunting them.

Then who was he speaking to?

best yet to still her rousing form

and carnage cause our delays

Was he speaking to himself?

He’d heard stories from other doctors, those who worked at Bedlam, of patients who were sometimes themselves, and other times, someone entirely different.

Was Dahl speaking to his other self? Or his conscience, perhaps?

And, why in rhythm?

“My addiction consumes me again.” Frank ignored how sick it made him to say the words. “And like a warm fire, I’m drawn to her dance.”

He heard the scraping of wood against the ground and turned.

Dahl was leaning close again. Listening.

A hard knock sounded on the door.

Another ruffian, a blackmoor named Miff, answered.

Mr. Harris stuck his head in, and looked at Frank with calm gray eyes. “He wants to know if you have anything.” He was slim, and obviously not a thug, but likely to do whatever his master said, nonetheless.

Frank narrowed his eyes, fighting to keep the ire out of his voice. “Tell him I will call for him when I do.” Would everyone simply leave him alone, and let him work?

Mr. Harris tilted his head and a flicker of concern passed over his features. “He really wanted Miss B found. Post haste.”

“I know.” Frank had only been in the cellar for half an hour, yet he’d never felt more drained. His nerves had sparked out, causing his fingers to tremble. His pulse was erratic, and he nearly cursed picking up Christian Wolff’s book. He almost regretted the day he chose to enter the profession, because it had all led him here.

He was the son of a gentryman. He didn’t belong in a cellar in Seven Dials, locked in a room with a man who’d killed four women.

And those were only the ones they’d found.

“Dr. Lockwood—”

Frank slammed his fist on the table.

There was whispering, and then the door closed.

Mr. Hit grunted, and Frank narrowed his eyes at him, challenging him.

This made Hit’s mouth twitch, but he said nothing.

Frank turned back to the madman, now more than a little mad, himself. “She moves like flickering flame. My desire’s inferno ever expands.”

Dahl came more alert and pulled in a shaky breath. “Shall we... voyage to Italy?” Another great trembling breath. He’d been beaten quite severely, it seemed. “Loll... in the waters of the... sea.” He grinned.

Frank frowned. “Where is Miss B?”

Dahl ignored him. “While the white c-crest... of waves wash me clean?”

Frank strolled across the room and grabbed the man by his coat. “Tell me where she is!”

“I’ll have n-no more... thoughts of... she.”

“Damn you!” Frank backed away, before he ended the life of the only man who could tell them where Miss B was. He ran his hands through his hair, wishing it was slightly longer, so he’d have something to pull.

Dahl went on, finishing the poem. Frank listened as he started again, and groaned. Then he moved over to the table and started reading along with Dahl. Not purposefully at first, but then he really started to listen.

“I need ink!” Frank shouted. “A pen! Pencil, or what have you.”

It was brought to him in seconds, and Frank began to write down the letters that had been capitalized in the poem.

S-A-I-N-T-R-A-M-S-E-Y.

Saint Ramsey.

The man had written a clue in his own poem.

“Saint Ramsey!” Frank shouted. “She’s at Saint Ramsey!” The school wasn’t far from Seven Dials.

Frank ran to the door just as Mr. Miff opened it, nearly running down Mr. Harris, who was in the passageway, and fleeing through the servants’ floor before taking to the main set of stairs and down the long hall toward the front door.

“I need a horse,” he told the butler. His heart was beating like a drum under his skin. His stomach was on fire with anxiety.

“Where are you going?” a great voice spoke from behind him.

*   *   *
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Frank turned to look at Gryffon Bancroft, as he stepped out of the drawing room and into his foyer.

Mr. Bancroft was tall, athletically built, and pale to the extreme, in a way that made one think they were seeing a vision come up from the belly of hell. His eyes were an endless black, and his hair a fine white, yet he was not much older than Frank.

At thirty, he’d become known as the owner of London’s most extravagant garden, Babylon.  The truth was, his wealth came from other activities. For, while he charmed the ton with exotic plants and music, Bancroft was also London’s very own Lord of the Underworld. He controlled vice, and made criminals pay a toll for their misdeeds. His ability to control both the wealthy, and the not-so-wealthy, made it hard for the authorities to touch him.

“I know where Miss B is,” Frank got out, just as everyone else from the basement, except for the earl, made it to the foyer.

“We’ll take the carriage. It’s ready.” Bancroft started for the door, and Frank followed with Mr. Hit and Mr. Harris.

Two carriages pulled up in front of them. Men stepped out, and one was shouting.

“They likely have my brother inside!” It was Mr. Grayly, come to take the earl away. “They stole him from his own rooms! Bancroft! Come out here and face me!” The other men who started for the house were in uniform, dressed like the military.

Their carriage fled then, but not because Bancroft feared any mere mortal. He simply had better things to do. The earl was likely to be gone by the time they returned, and Frank wondered what would happen to him, if anything.

“Are you sure about this?” Bancroft asked.

Frank wanted to reassure him, but knew it would be best to simply state the truth. “You can never be sure of anything, with a mind like Dahl’s.”

Bancroft glowed in the dark. He’d never be missed, even if there was little light. He was like a phantom. His black eyes stuck out of the shadows, giving him the look of the Grim Reaper. The man didn’t need to make threats. All he had to do was keep a focused eye on someone he wished to intimidate.

That haunting gaze turned to the window, just as the carriage began to slow. “We’re here.”

Frank was the last out of the carriage, but the group seemed to let him lead.

Saint Ramsey’s School for Girls was actually in St. Giles. Designed like the buildings around it, the school was made of plain bricks and held several floors. It was a good place to hide someone.

Frank readied to knock on the door, but something stilled his hand. Instead, he reached for the knob and simply opened it.

The hall before him was black.

“I need light,” Frank said.

A lantern from the carriage was handed to him, and he moved forward.

“Which way?” Bancroft asked, right on his heels.

“I don’t know.”

Frank moved the lantern and saw that many of the doors seemed to be boarded up.

At the end of the hall was a drawing room, and a set of stairs. A woman dressed in nothing more than a nightrail and robe was descending the stairs.

She gasped at the sight of them and started to run back upstairs.

“Wait!”

Mr. Hit had her before she could get very far, and efficiently covered her mouth before she could scream. For a large man, he was quick. “Scream, and we’ll kill every person in this building.”

The threat was distasteful, but adequate.

The woman’s blue eyes widened, but she didn’t scream as Mr. Hit pulled away his hand. “Please,” she whispered. “They’re just young girls.”

“We don’t want the girls,” Frank said. “Well, maybe one. I am Dr. Franklin Lockwood. What is your name?”

His title seemed to calm her, but then she looked at Mr. Hit. “I’m Mrs. Little.”

“Did you get any new girls recently?” Frank had no clue how old Miss B was. When he’d first been forced into the cellar, he’d thought Miss B was Bancroft’s mistress, but when the note had said Saint Ramsey, he’d changed his mind.

The woman shook her head. “We haven’t the room to take any more girls. That’s why the home is being redesigned. Mr. Huey is adding more rooms and hiring more maids in the coming months.”

Frank looked around the drawing room, and at the doors that were closed off.

Bancroft asked, “How long has the home been under renovations?”

“A month,” the house’s mistress said. “That’s how long we’ve been forced to use the back door. No one but the workmen come through this way, but never at night.”

Miss B had been missing for over a fortnight, Bancroft had told him, earlier that night.

“What floors are closed off?” Frank asked.

“The first two,” Mrs. Little answered. “And the basement, though nothing is being done in there.”

“Lead us there,” Frank said, more hastily than he should have.

Mrs. Little frowned, but led the way. They crossed the room and stopped before one of the boarded doors. “There’s another way from the garden, but I’m not dressed to go outside. Either way, I assure you, no one has been in this area for—”

She was pulled back, just as Mr. Hit lifted his heavy foot and smashed through the boards. The door splintered, and then he gave it a few more kicks, forming a large hole.

“Oh, my,” Mrs. Little said. “Mr. Huey will not be pleased. I can assure you—”

“Go to bed,” Bancroft commanded, after dropping a heavy purse into her hands. The coins jingled.

The woman looked up in wonder, and then fled the room. 

Frank climbed through the hole that led into an empty room and saw the door on the other side. His heart was once again racing.

“Let me lead,” Bancroft said. “I don’t know... what state she’ll be in.” He seemed to believe they’d come to the end of their journey, and that Miss B was dead.

Frank swallowed, and followed the man, stopping as the door was opened, and walked down the stairs only a pace or so behind.

There was light at the end, and Frank knew they’d found her.

Bancroft lifted his hand, making everyone behind him stop. “Wait here.”

He went alone, and disappeared beyond a corner.

The light flickered when he passed it, a lamp perhaps. Then there was a shuffling sound before a terrible noise rose, from what sounded like a strained throat. The poor woman was alive.

The scream of pure terror was mingled with heart-shattering sobs.

He could hear Bancroft whispering, trying to be soothing, a tone of voice Frank had never heard the man use— though they’d only met that night.

It wasn’t working.

Then Bancroft’s pleas grew louder and nearly frustrated. “Diana, please.”

Diana. Roman goddess of nature, the moon, and the hunt. She sounded more like the wounded creatures she’d been predestined to take care of. It hurt Frank in a way he didn’t understand. 

“No, stop that, Diana. You’ll hurt yourself. Wait. Don’t fight me.” Bancroft’s voice was hard, but Frank could hear the man’s heart breaking.

He took a step, and a heavy hand on his shoulder brought him to a halt.

“Mr. Bancroft said to stay ‘ere,” said Mr. Hit.

Frank looked up at him, just as Diana screamed again. “I can’t leave her like this. It’s not in my nature to do so.” He could very well be killed for crossing the final few steps to Bancroft, but he was a doctor, before he was a coward.

* * *
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He’s not real.

He’s not real.

When the vision reached out for Diana, she used her hands to crawl to him. No. He’d not take her again. He’d been a fool to free her hands this time. God, why couldn’t she just die? He was touching her again. His hands on her ankles burned.

She opened her eyes and saw black.

Gryf?

No, it wasn’t real. Gryffon wasn’t real.

How many times in the last few days— or was it weeks? How many times had she thought of him, dreamed of him coming for her? He never came. His touch always turned to another’s. That man who only ever made her hurt. She couldn’t trust him now.

She screamed and wept, fought to get away.

She did finally, and fell from the table she’d been tied to. Her legs didn’t work, but she crawled with her hands toward the corner. Her cage was in sight. At first, when he’d put her in there, she’d hated it, but then she’d grown to learn that it was safe there. If she was in her cage, he’d leave her alone. He never touched her there.

Never.

She scraped her hands on the hard floor and fell onto her elbow. She gasped at the pain; yet continued to crawl. The pain was now simply a part of her, always there. She could ignore it for a time. Like brandy to the throat, her skin had built a tolerance for it.

She made it to her salvation and closed the door behind her.

She screamed when she saw Gryffon still there, and banged her head on the wall, trying to make him go away. She didn’t want her brother to be there. He had to go away.

“I’m leaving!” her brother shouted.

She looked up and saw his hands were up. He was backing away from the cage, getting farther from her.

He’d never done that before. Usually, when she pictured her brother coming for her, Gryf would turn into him, her captor. Then he’d torture her. Bled her of her tears, and the will to live. Of her hopes and dreams.

She leaned her head to the side and watched him.

It ached from where she’d hit it. Her vision blurred for a moment. She saw feet, then legs, moving toward her.

He was coming for her.

She froze and pulled her knees over her nakedness, as though that had ever stopped him before.

She looked up and stopped.

She didn’t recognize this man. Her vision returned, and she moved this way and that, slowly, trying to make out his face from between the bars.

Then she looked over the rest of him and knew immediately that he was out of place.

He didn’t belong here in hell.

He was too perfect.

An angel.

He was a marble statue come to life, carved by the most meticulous artist, with strong handsome lines and gentle eyes. They were green and gold like summer moors, hills of endless grass, with the pleasant sounds of birds and the buzzing of bees. She closed her eyes and could almost hear them. She could feel the wind across her face, guiding her hair away.

She opened her eyes and realized it wasn’t the wind, but his hand.

Who was he?

Had God finally answered her prayers?

His hair was gold, cut with just enough length to show short waves. He was like a prince from a child’s tale.

He was speaking, and likely had been, for a while.

Why wasn’t he causing her pain? No one ever came who didn’t cause pain.

“May I carry you out of here?” he asked quietly.

She swallowed and tried to laugh. She might have, if her throat worked. Didn’t he know she couldn’t leave? She could never leave. This was where she would die. Alone, with the people in her head.

At least she’d finally envisioned something lovely.

She was glad he was there.

He turned, and a sheet of fine silk appeared in his hands. It had probably fallen from the skies; given to him by The Almighty, himself.

Her imagination had truly crafted a masterpiece this time. All she needed was for Jean-Baptiste Lully to descend from the clouds, so he could put it all to music. She’d dance her very best before the heavenly host.

The silk was laid upon her and stung where her skin was cut. She didn’t like it.

“It’s all right,” her marble man whispered. He spoke quietly, but she could still hear the baritone. She’d been in the theatre far too long, to have missed such a thing. “I’ve got you.”

He moved closer and she smelled lemon, sandalwood, and musk. Together, it was extremely cleansing to her senses. His arms went around her, and she rested her head on his shoulder.

She felt her body being lifted; and allowed her ivory giant to take her away.

*   *   *
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Diana awoke in a room she recognized as a bedchamber in her brother’s house, but didn’t dare to move. Her eyes moved over the blue and gray patterned walls, then down to the matching blanket that covered her. She moved slightly, brushing her skin against the silk sheets. Her limbs settled further into the soft mattress, until it all but engulfed her.

At a crackling sound, she turned to the fire. She watched the light for a few short moments, and smelled mint and something sweet.

These scents, feelings, and sights were familiar to her. Safe.

And she’d never wanted to cry more in her life.

None of it would last. She was likely still strapped to the table in that horrible basement. She couldn’t feel the chains at her wrist and ankles, but she knew them to be there, holding her firmly in place, even as her mind created a safe haven, where she could move as she pleased.

These were the depths of her insanity.

She felt it, then. Something on her wrist. She readied herself for the reality of her situation, but when she lifted her hand, there was not metal, but white linen bandages. 

She tried to lift her head, but her stomach threatened to empty, so she laid back and took long deep breaths.

She kept her eyes open, too afraid to blink. Whenever her eyes burned, she made sure to blink quickly, praying that when they reopened, she would still be in her safe place, the bedchamber she used whenever she came to London, to visit her brother.

She lifted her hands and flexed her fingers. They were cut in places, reddened and bruised. The pinky on her left hand was bandaged to a board. She recalled breaking it.

She frowned and ran her hands over her body, gasping when she touched her side.

The familiar pain brought terror with it.

The room began to change. The wooden table and chains appeared in the corner. Her blood dripped to the carpet, that quickly changed to the hard dirt of her personal hell.

She sat up, ignored the sickening feeling, and screamed.

The door burst open.

Her brother and two other men entered.

Him.

Only different. Her marble man wore spectacles with gold rims, though they didn’t detract from his handsomeness in the least. She hadn’t noticed how wide his shoulders were, before. He held a book in one hand and looked as though he’d been reading. He stared at her, unmoving.

Gryffon moved toward her. “Diana, it’s me. You’re safe here. No one will hurt you.” She’d never seen fear in his eyes. It battled with his usual anger and need for control. He was already trying to control everything and everyone.

She recalled him shouting at her, in hell, trying to get her to be still, as he fought to rescue her.

Her lips parted. “Gryf?”

“Diana.” He pressed his lips together and then got onto the bed. He stretched his arms out to her, and she went into them.

He was so strong. So solid. She wept into his hard shoulder, just as she’d done many times before. White musk and citrus. Different from her marble man, but very masculine. “Gryf, I prayed you’d come for me, every day.”

“I tried, darling.” He never called her that with others around, but she could feel him shaking. He’d been scared. “I searched everywhere, threatened to burn this city to the ground until I found you. I’d have painted London in blood to find you.”

She buried her face in his throat. She knew he’d do just that, when it came down to it.

She’d grown up around such violence, and had almost grown used to her brother’s barbaric ways.

But the thought of blood...

He leaned away, holding her face. His eyes widened. “Diana, you’re turning white.” He turned to look at the man in the room she didn’t know. The one who stood next to her walking statue. “Help her.”

Help.

No.

It was too late.

Blood. She saw it. On her. Covering her. All hers.

Her pulse rushed, beating at her as her limbs locked, and all went black.

* * *
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Franklin dropped his book, and rushed to Diana, as her body seized, but then she stopped, and her eyes opened once more.

“A short and less severe case of epilepsy, then,” Dr. Oliver Handford announced, as he straightened his back. “But it’s best she rest.”

The episode had happened so swiftly Frank would have thought he’d imagined it, if Mr. Bancroft hadn’t gone paler than what was naturally possible.

Siblings. Though they looked nothing alike. Their parents were dead, had died while Diana was young. Bancroft had explained that Diana Banns, one of London’s more famed ballerinas, was in fact, his sister, but she’d changed her surname so that no one would know.

Frank could understand why they didn’t wish people to know the truth. Bancroft’s line of work would threaten anyone he held dear. It must have broken the man in two, to know that he’d still failed at protecting his sister.

Diana Banns had come to London two months ago, with the rest of Monsieur Groux’s Ballet, to perform in London, and Diana was his main attraction. Franklin had planned to go. His niece, Lily, was a fan of the dancer, and Frank had promised to take her.

But the show had been mysteriously cancelled the week he’d been available; and had not reopened until a fortnight later. Then, word spread that Diana Banns had been replaced by another woman. He’d heard the rumor that she’d been kidnapped, but the one that claimed her with child, seemed more likely. Dancers, and women in the theatre, were known to end their careers once they began to show.

A very ridiculous part of Frank wanted to blame himself for her torment. If only he’d believed the kidnapping tales.

Still, he’d not been asked to take part in the hunt until tonight, thus proving his thoughts ridiculous.

Diana looked at her brother, and her eyes, which were a pale blue of bright summer moons, widened. “Gryf. What happened?”

But Gryf’s fear had changed to rage. “I’m going to—”

“Mr. Bancroft,” Frank shouted, gaining both their attention. “Could I speak to you out in the hall?”

Gryf nodded and turned to Diana. “I’ll be right back.” He kissed her bandaged head, and then left her in the care of Dr. Handford.

Frank closed the door behind them and motioned for Bancroft to follow him farther down the hall.

“What’s this about?” Bancroft asked, when they reached the stairs.

“I don’t think you should mention painting London in blood,” Frank said. “I saw her stiffen after you said the words, and then she went pale.” He’d felt his own fear rise, and the urge to rip Diana from her brother’s hands had been so great, he’d torn the pages out of his book on head injuries.

Bancroft continued to frown, and somehow, Frank knew that in a blink, he’d become the new reason for the Lord of the Underworld’s anger. “My sister knows what sort of man I am. She wouldn’t faint at such words. Neither would she... shake as she just did. You know nothing about our history.”

That was true, he didn’t. Though he wished to know. He wanted to know everything about Diana.

For purely scientific reasons.

“Mr. Bancroft, I understand that you know your sister better than I, but believe me, that what she’s just been through, has left her a changed woman.”

“Then I’ll be sure to remind her of the woman she was, as quickly as possible.” Bancroft turned to go.

Frank’s own temper leaped. “Mr. Bancroft.” He didn’t continue speaking until the man turned back around. “You care for your sister. I know you do. I can see it clearly, but you must keep in mind that it could take weeks, years even, for Miss Banns to become the woman she once was, if at all.”

Bancroft lifted a brow. “If at all?” Worry struck Bancroft, but it was banished away in the next breath. “Dr. Lockwood, I can never thank you enough for what you have done. If there is ever a favor you need of me, do not hesitate to ask it. It is yours. Now, I need to be with my sister, and you may return to your practice. Mr. Harris has your payment at the door.” And then he turned away.

Frank wanted to stop him again, to demand that he be allowed to stay, but knew he had no right.

Diana Banns was not his sister. She was nothing more than the end to a very trying puzzle. He would never forget her, the way he’d found her, or the look of confusion and wonder in her eyes as she’d gazed up at him. She’d made him feel as though he wore armor and carried a flaming sword, instead of the plain wool of a wealthy gentryman.

But alas...

He turned and started down the stairs.

He saw Mr. Harris standing by the door, and almost told the man to keep the money. He was wealthy enough as it was, but since it was already ready in hand, he took the coin and only realized then, that it wasn’t English. A feathered beast with a claw and tail stared up at him, shaped and carved in gold.

A griffin. The king of the underworld produced his own money? Frank had a feeling it wouldn’t be good in the usual shop. 

Frank frowned down at it. “What is this?”

“Your favor,” Mr. Harris said, with a grin.

*   *   *
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Diana tensed at the knock on her bedroom door, and then winced. Her neck ached. It did so every time she went rigid at sudden noises.

She’d left London the day after her rescue and was moved to her brother’s country residence under enough laudanum to keep her from panicking during travel. She’d never been to Gryf’s country residence. She hadn’t even known he’d had one, until she’d been given her medicine and was quickly packed away for her tour into the country. They were both city folk, drawn to the extravagance and gleam.

But when Diana woke up that first morning of her arrival, the first pull of air had made her feel reborn. She’d thought the absence of the noise of carriage wheels and shouting drivers would remind her of her captor's dungeon, but it yet to do so.

She’d been in the residence for a sennight and, during the day, she was quite fine.

It was at night that trouble came.

The knock came again, and Diana hesitated to greet whomever stood on the other side of the door, but smiled, when she recognized the voice that called her.

Not a second later, Monsieur Groux came in with a smile as wide as ever.

She was so surprised to see him, so used to her mind playing tricks on her, that she did not allow herself to believe, until he spoke again.

“Mon ange, there you are!” The ballet master lifted his arms dramatically, crossing the room to where Diana sat by the window. “You are looking better than well. Oh, and what accommodations!” He pulled in a breath and spun around the yellow drawing room. “If I were ill, this is the place I would want to come.” He kissed the air in appreciation.

That was the story Mr. Harris had spread through London. Diana had fallen ill and had been taken to a friend’s home in the country. Both her brother’s name, and Lord Dahl’s role in her kidnapping were completely cut out of the narrative.

Which made her wonder why the owner of the ballet was here. Could he be a vision of her own making?

Movement at the door made her still, and she watched two women she knew very well step into the room. Kate Kingsman and Lulu Lévêque both searched the room until they found her. Kate gasped and rushed to Diana’s side. “Cor! Diana!” She kissed her cheek and pulled away. “How are ya, luv? We heard about the fever, wretched thing.” Kate was a petite dancer and one of the best. Her red hair had golden hints and her eyes were a pale brown. She smiled at Diana with open concern. “How are ya feeling?”

“She looks well to me,” Lulu whispered, her own French accent lighter than Monsieur Groux. Her face was pointed at the window, but her gaze was on Diana, looking
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