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  I was not alone in thinking it that it was a tremendously impudent gesture for the man to arrive uninvited at the door of Bruton Hall and demand to see His Lordship. Given Lord Bruton’s fearsome reputation, it would seem inevitable that this man – whose name, he vouchsafed, was Ellery – would be thrown promptly into the rain-sodden dirt for such impertinence. And yet, His Lordship did deign to see this Ellery – even though he arrived without invite or card and was apparently a complete stranger to His Lordship. It was the first link in a chain of seemingly inexplicable events which brought fire and ashes and death.


  The hiring by Lord Bruton of an honest to goodness butler was a subject which excited comment throughout Society that spring. It had long ago been decided that the demanding temper of His Lordship was such that no close servant could possibly stay in attendance, and furthermore that Lord Bruton had quite reconciled himself to the fact. He would make do with the retinue of other household staff, confident his humour was such that they would swiftly learn to stay out of his path while performing their duties without mishap or distraction.


  All who mattered had of course heard the tale of how, on achieving his majority, the new Lord Bruton, had beaten his father’s faithful and long retained butler, MacDonald, until he was a quivering bloody mess mewing from a hundred different agonies. MacDonald had been placed in charge of disciplining the new Lord Bruton and his younger brother when they were boys. Obviously Lord Bruton understood the need for such discipline in a young man’s life and also why his father – a busy parliamentarian, with numerous clubs – had felt the need to delegate the task. What he resented was that MacDonald – one of the lower order, a menial despite the airs he handed himself – clearly took such great pleasure in birching the young boys.


  On the day His new Lordship took possession of Bruton Hall, he gave out a beating that had quite evidently been long overdue. It was said by many that MacDonald walked with a limp for the rest of his life and kept a handkerchief firmly in grasp to wipe away the drool that emanated in a near constant stream from a mouth and jaw which had never set right.


  Other butlers would be tested over the years, but the reputation of Lord Bruton was now established. Some said that this account was greatly exaggerated, particularly by Lord Bruton himself, whose russet face would swell with glee whenever one of his acolytes told the story in his presence. There was no doubt though that Bruton had formed strong and unyielding views on the nature of butlers, and how – despite the belief of most of polite society – they had little place in a gentleman’s life.


  However, all that seemed to change the day this man Ellery arrived unprompted at Bruton Hall. Somehow this man finagled his way into His Lordship’s presence and rather than being shown roughly to the gutter, charmed and mollified Lord Bruton enough for His Lordship to hand out the long dormant position of butler to the great Bruton Hall. If that wasn’t peculiar enough, this man, Ellery, seemed to have no experience in the art of butlering and was unknown to any of the other great families of England. This was all truly astounding.


  Later, when His Lordship spoke of the hiring, those noble eyes glazed over as if his mind had taken temporary leave of itself. He told of how the footman had gently knocked on his library door one evening to inform him that a man had arrived to see him. This visitor offered no explanation for his being anywhere near Bruton Hall, but most incredible of all was that the visitor – this utter stranger – was at that moment standing at the footman’s shoulder. Rather than remain politely at the front door, he had sauntered into the ancestral seat of the Brutons, without even the courtesy of waiting to be announced. And then – with Lord Bruton on his feet and eyeing him with blazing fury – he marched malapert into His Lordship’s library, beaming a smile of fulsome confidence that was far above his station.


  His Lordship nearly burst with rage. How dare this individual intrude into the sanctuary of Bruton Hall like that! How dare he appraise the items on display as if one day they may be his! What was the matter with the idiot footman that he would allow this ill-mannered wretch through the front door to take such liberties? Lord Bruton made up his mind at that instant to have the man thrown into the dirt and the footman flogged into unconsciousness. Strangely though, only one of those actions was ever carried through.


  Just as His Lordship took a step forward, his faithful riding crop raised in his right hand, something in the intruder’s eyes seemed to arrest him. Later on it was difficult for Lord Bruton to quite describe the sensation of exactly what it was, but he said it was like an almost ethereal sparkle. In circumstances like that, His Lordship would normally have taken a glint in the eye from a plebeian as d____d insolent indeed! How dare this person even have the nerve to raise his gaze in the presence of such eminence? But something about that man just seemed to have the power to paralyse Lord Bruton. As Ellery stared at him, every ounce of justifiable anger seemed to burn away until His Lordship peaceably and calmly resumed his seat.


  Some who have travelled wide across the Orient, tell of men who have such hypnotic abilities they can quell a venomous snake an instant before it lunges. This, or something adjacent to it, is what the man Ellery seemed to demonstrate that evening. The fearsome Lord Bruton, who even his oldest friends would have avoided when his blood was up, not only sat down again but also signalled that the footman could depart (for now) and leave him with this stranger.


  The door closed and Ellery’s eyes gazed covetously around the library. He even went so far as to ask indelicate questions about the paintings which adorned the walls, and (the unread, and thus undamaged) encyclopaedia and novels which filled out the burnt-oak bookcases. Approaching His Lordship’s possessions with a grasping expression similar to that of an East End money-lender, inquiring the value of each and if the answer was particularly high (as, incredibly, His Lordship assigned a price to each time he was asked), darting his tongue between his lips like a loathsome desert salamander.


  Those who knew Lord Bruton were amazed to hear that he just sat in his chair throughout this, that he didn’t just strike the man down and watch his blood flow across the varnished floor of the old library. Instead he simply sat in his customary armchair and engaged with the man, even taking calm sips of port as the interloper first assessed and then made free comment on Lord Bruton’s wealth and taste. Seemingly as weak as a tuberculous child, His Lordship watched as Ellery exhibited this utter want of respect.


  Which party brought up the idea of this man being employed as butler in Bruton Hall, His Lordship could not say with any certainty. Of course the unanimously agreed supposition was that it had to be Ellery. Indeed, why would a Noble who’d famously got along well without a butler suddenly, and without prompt, feel the need for a man servant? But His Lordship thought that maybe he had asked the question, that there was something in Ellery’s eyes which convinced him to not only raise, but offer the role. All he could recall was Ellery giving him a wink and a grin (and it was hard to imagine anyone treating Lord Bruton with such casual formality without receiving a slash to the face, even if it were the Archbishop of Canterbury himself), then telling the scion of the Bruton that: “It would be a great pleasure for me to look after an old house like this and an old gent like you.”


  This was all most extraordinary; discombobulating, in fact. The last time His Lordship had employed a butler was over ten years earlier. That man was named Ryan and he came to Bruton Hall from Wickham Manor, where he was much admired for his tact and skill. At the time he was thought to be a good match with His Lordship, as Ryan’s marvellous physique (he was an early proponent of rugby-football) meant he wouldn’t be intimidated easily. However he departed after only six months, with a bruised sense of self if not – in this case – a bruised torso. Discretion is of course assumed with any great butler, but Ryan would apparently shudder with something like revulsion whenever his former master was mentioned.


  As one of the finest butlers in England had failed in the task (not that it kept him out of employment for long; the good and the great knew how difficult that task was), that was the point when Lord Bruton determined to maintain a house free of head servants. At his club he could often be heard making free and merry on the subject of butlers. They were like hamsters, he said, storing up crumbs from your table in their fat cheeks. It was just like His Lordship to compare something he didn’t like to vermin: when particularly in his cups, he would draw analogies between Prince Bertie and a hungry, impatient rat.


  Even if every other detail of the hiring wasn’t absolutely astonishing, what made it doubly so was the figure this Ellery cut. Butlers should, as all know, be presentable to the upper classes and embody an air of superiority which reflects well on the house. The only time I visited Bruton Hall after Ellery had taken tenure, there was a soup stain on the front of his jacket and his shirt was crumpled above his too short trousers. Furthermore he greeted me with a great casualness, chewing on some unidentified meat whose juices had run over his chin, and actually whistling at the same time. As you can no doubt imagine, I was amazed and appalled. But the glazed look in His Lordship’s eyes showed he didn’t have the slightest care. For a moment, I thought Lord Bruton might be suffering some ague. He had after all fallen out with one of the smartest butlers in England, but was now accepting service which would not have passed muster with an American gentleman. And yet, after a few minutes’ conversation, it was clear that Lord Bruton was fit, well and inexplicably happy with his new butler’s service.


  Shocked as I was, it was clearly not my place to question Lord Bruton’s judgement.


  Perhaps this Ellery reminded His Lordship of someone. Hence the swift and baffling attachment. When Lord Bruton did turn his mind in that direction it seemed to be with a vague unease. The person this Ellery possibly brought to mind (in a way that was utterly unquantifiable, and certainly wouldn’t bear any scrutiny) was not someone Lord Bruton would wish to engender recall. It was a young man who had made loud and dreadful accusations against him, and used such disparaging words, that no matter the truth or otherwise of these brash allegations, Lord Bruton had been duty-bound to severely punish him. This was not a man Lord Bruton was going to recollect with affection, let alone transfer such affection to another.


  Physically the two men would have struggled to be further apart. Whereas His Lordship, many years now past his prime in the Horse Guard division of the Empress’s army, had settled into a physique which reflected well on the meats and wines that were his favourites; Ellery had a body which looked like it had been starved somewhere the wrong side of the Rangoon. Furthermore, he had a sharp and angular lankiness to contrast with the squat form of His Lordship. The only trait they shared was a large head. But whereas in His Lordship it confirmed the impression that he was Man’s closest relation to the walrus (a joke once made at our club, but never repeated in his presence), Ellery resembled a stick figure drawn by a small child. His skull did seem to be perfectly round and his lopsided grin, which was never far from his face, absolutely filled it. It was not a pleasant visage and not one I would wish to see each day if I had been in the market for a butler. But initially, His Lordship told us, Ellery’s appointment – baffling as it was to outside observers – went well.


  It was not long after Ellery had taken up residence that the cook was found drunkenly wandering through the gardens of Bruton Hall. This did not reflect badly on the new butler as there had long been a suspicion in His Lordship’s mind that the cook was prone to indulging too freely. She had been in his family many years and it was his view that she’d grown lax in her views of service. Until Ellery appeared however, scarcely a whisper of such had reached His Lordship’s ears, something he put down to the recreant solidarity that existed amongst his servants. Ellery was different though. He apprehended the errant cook and led her back to her room to sleep the intoxication off. It wasn’t a long rest as at first light he woke her and handed over her already packed bags, before sending her with curt abruptness on her way. Of course she wept freely, but Ellery was no more likely to be weakened by a woman’s tears than his new master.


  When His Lordship was informed of the news he was delighted. Not only were his long held doubts proved correct, but now he considered it, he realised he’d actually grown tired of the cook’s food. It was one of the reasons, he told Ellery, that he spent so much time at his London club. Even more impressive, the butler was able to provide an instant replacement. She was a distant cousin of his, he averred, and just happened to be in the neighbourhood seeking a position. His Lordship was more than happy to employ her, not least because he would be in the house for dinner that evening and he was esurient to try something new and pleasing to the palate. He was not disappointed, the venison that night was the best to have ever passed his lips.


  Not long afterwards His Lordship was forced to return to London, both for business reasons and matters in Parliament. Once there, reports reached him of further changes to the staff at Bruton Hall. It seemed that Ellery was removing the more long-standing members of the household and replacing them with other servants. Men and women with whom he was experienced. By that point His Lordship seemed to have developed a substantial amount of faith in the butler. Besides, he had no particular affection for his older retainers, no matter how long they’d been serving his family. Memories of the fine meals he had enjoyed since the arrival of the new cook suggested Ellery knew what he was doing in the hiring of staff.


  Although, the fact that this was done without consultation did somewhat rankle His Lordship. Obviously he did not require every decision sent his way for approval, but if mass changes were to be made then he wanted to be aware of them before some upstart at his club. He made up his mind to have words with Ellery as soon as he returned to Bruton Hall. Maybe even give him a taste of the birch so the lesson would be properly remembered. However, before he was due to leave London, he received news which made household concerns a secondary matter: Sir Marmaduke had returned.


  Sir Marmaduke was Lord Bruton’s younger brother, although – as was often the case – there had never been a great deal of sympathy between the two. In fact, His Lordship was of the opinion that his brother was a coxcomb whose dissolute and peccant behaviour had long shamed the great name of Bruton. True, in later life His Lordship had been known to imbibe somewhat freely himself, but as a young man he had been a military hero, a vibrant figure. His brother however had never achieved anything in life, apparently having no more ambition than to be a source of immense embarrassment. It was not long ago that His Lordship had managed to obtain Sir Marmaduke an honorary role in the Governor’s office in Jamaica. This was a simple enough position; a portfolio of duties that a moderately intelligent child could have performed without aggravation or strain. On achieving this posting for his wastrel sibling, His Lordship had celebrated for a week, confident it would remove his brother from his orbit for a good many years. If not for the rest of their natural lives. Yet now the worthless varlet was back and apparently staying at Bruton Hall.


  Post-haste, Lord Bruton returned to his country seat, determined that his brother should not sup off his charity in perpetuity. He was livid that Marmaduke had clearly done something so reprehensible in Jamaica that a decision had been taken to shift him hurriedly and quietly back to England. Did the louse never give a heartbeat’s consideration for the good name of the Brutons? In his fury, Lord Bruton actually considered stopping his brother’s allowance, even though having a sibling traipse the streets begging for money would be more shameful than anything else.


  By the time he arrived at Bruton Hall his anger was uncontainable. Marmaduke had only arrived through the doors three nights before and already whispers abounded of the tawdry revels taking place within the hallowed walls of Bruton Hall. In his furious impatience he nearly tumbled from the carriage, determined to stamp his foot upon his brother’s neck. Not only had that d_____d ingrate ignominiously departed a position that Lord Bruton had worked so assiduously to achieve for him, he was now turning their family home into little more than a common tavern.


  The sheer rage of Lord Bruton was agitated almost beyond sanity by the tortuous amount of time it took the new footman to give him access to Bruton Hall. Indeed he was rendered almost speechless by the fact that the footman was both clearly drunk and loudly passed gas before greeting him. With a swing of his mighty arm, he shoved that loathsome wretch out the way and determined to deal with his brother first and everything else, including Ellery if necessary, later.


  It did not take him long to find Sir Marmaduke. In fact, greatly in his cups, the Viscount staggered into the hallway and actually attempted to throw an embrace around his older brother. His Lordship, bubbling with anger, pushed the fool roughly away. It was not far past noon and Sir Marmaduke was already bleary eyed and the worse for wine. He was barely dressed, having only an old and an ill-fitting crumpled night-shirt upon his person. However, the most extraordinary sight was that draped around him was a laughing, common strumpet; whose attire was such that clearly all modesty had long since been sacrificed.


  There was a moment when Lord Bruton could not command the power of speech, so horrified was he by the sights before him. And it was then that Ellery appeared at his elbow with a glass of port on a silver tray. His Lordship’s initial reaction was to knock both butler and drink roughly away and scream that this Falstaffian over-indulgence in spirits was a thing not warranted in such a respectful house. But there was a light in the butler’s eye which was so ingratiating and calming, that almost against his better judgement, His Lordship took the glass and drank it down. He told himself it was for fortification. That he needed it to better steady his nerve and steady his hand before he beat the bones of all in front of him.


  Except, after he’d quaffed that sweet liquid, his rage quelled with remarkable and unprecedented swiftness. He had arrived determined to yell, to cause physical violence to his brother and all who accompanied him, and then force his house back into proper order. But after that one glass of port he decided to just take another and a calm settled over him. He actually threw his arm around Sir Marmaduke and the buxom, slatternly strumpet and resolved on the spur to spend some time convivially in the company of his younger brother. Even though it went strongly against his nature to do anything with his brother or to indulge too freely away from his club and his cohorts. Ellery seemed to read this change of mood perfectly, as there was a glass ready for both Lord Bruton and Sir Marmaduke before either one of them had chance to utter another word.


  What happened over the next few days, or even how many days His Lordship spent at Bruton Hall, were points on which he was sadly unclear. It seems that he joined his brother in dissipation and debauchery. Of course this was most out of character for His Lordship, who had never so openly disgraced himself in front of the servants. Lord Bruton knew that he was one of nature’s betters and always liked to demonstrate the fact. So it seems incredible that he found himself waking up in the hallway with the new housekeeper standing over him laughing.  That was not the least of it. Later he told of decadent feasts at which ladies and gentlemen ate in states of undress. More alarmingly, he confessed that young wenches were brought in from the village for he and his brother both to ravish, and that the whole household watched and cheered like bear-baiters as they fornicated.


  It seems there wasn’t much time for consideration, that His Lordship rarely had opportunity to ponder what was happening or why he was acting in such an unaccountable fashion. Physical pleasure was all his mind concentrated upon. Of course it was no surprise that Sir Marmaduke was so easily tipped into louche behaviour with not the merest thought to social standing; but for Lord Bruton to follow him was quite astounding.


  Eventually, His Lordship did have to tear himself away from Bruton Hall. Affairs of finance needed attending to. It was Ellery who made the import of this clear to him, bills of fare were outstanding and Lord Bruton had to speak to his solicitor to release monies. It was for the best for the excellent name of Bruton that these matters were handled before any bailiffs were summoned.


  (That was richness itself. The man, Ellery, referencing the good name of the family, when he had apparently done nothing the last few weeks but hasten it towards ultimate disgrace. A chastised Lord Bruton told us later though that he didn’t react with anger when Ellery used that tool to reputational leverage, to his mortification he merely giggled and then belched.)


  It was a wrench, Lord Bruton said, to tear himself away from the den of depravity which had risen in his ancestral home. Such was his intoxication though, that he was still laughing with glee as his coach rode off. He had said farewell in a decidedly cheerful tone, squeezed the nearly naked breech of a gigantic Latina whore who had allegedly been brought down all the way from Bristol, and promised all in the house that he would return soon.


  It was only when he was safely ensconced in his London residence that his right self somehow revived. The desperate torments of indescribable shame lashed his person. He lay awake, sorting remorsefully through his recent memories and trying to make believe that they were scenes from some unaccountable nightmare the like of which he had never endured. But he knew the truth of the situation, he knew that these were genuine memories that he could reach out and touch, before pulling back in utter revulsion. By morning, his intense embarrassment had metamorphosed to uncontainable anger at this complete loss of both personal and family dignity. His thoughts spun like a top, trying to determine who was responsible, who he should chastise, and the main person who came to mind was Ellery.


  In all of His Lordship’s most recent and most dreadful memories, Ellery was there – a d____d sparkle in his eye which seemed to override all moral objections. It was difficult for Lord Bruton to put into words, but it seemed that each time his inner self rose in righteous rebellion against the appalling behaviour of the house, Ellery was nearby with a glance to calm him again. He thought back to the day the man was first hired, and only then did it truly strike him quite how incongruous a development that had been.


  With the outraged horror of clarity, His Lordship began to consider what an insidious presence this Ellery was. It seemed almost like sorcery the way that butler controlled everything within the walls of his family’s grand old house. With one ingratiating glance he seemed able to stifle any objection a gentleman, or even a man with a fragment of moral fibre, could raise. How did this monster in human form manage to wield such malignant charm? By what demonic magic had this individual – a stranger – taken control of the Bruton’s ancient seat?


  The blood of Lord Bruton did truly boil. Hatred swiftly became the primary emotion coursing through his veins. He despised Ellery, this accursed butler and whatever manipulations he used to stage his debauches. Sir Marmaduke too had fallen even further from the good name of Bruton. His Lordship’s anger towards the latter gentleman was exacerbated when he discovered that Sir Marmaduke was sending out invitations to his many friends and lackeys, telling them to join him at Bruton Hall. In bold black and white lettering, brazenly promising them libations and ladies.


  The invitees belonged almost exclusively to the aristocracy. Not peers or dukes themselves, lordlings and younger brothers in the main, but still gentlemen who had the ears of those whose opinion mattered. If word was widely disseminated of the terrible, bacchanal happenings in that house, then the family name would be ruined forever. His Lordship would be forced to resign from his clubs, he’d be shunned, left with no option but to travel overseas to escape his shame.


  Once again Lord Bruton headed to his childhood home with as much celerity as could be whipped from his horses. As the coach raced he struggled to keep himself still; such was his passion, his fists occasionally committed violence against the other seats.


  This time it was Ellery himself who pulled back the front door, that lopsided smile already upon his face. His shoulders were stooped, but in a way that suggested mock subservience rather than anything of the genuine article.


  “Ah, Your Lordship,” said the butler. “We were not expecting you.”


  “D__n every one of your bones!” cried Lord Bruton as he charged past that odious servant.


  However his pace halted as he took in the full view of that grand old hallway. The ancient curtains had been torn from the windows and food was now scattered and rotting across the beautiful marble floor. His Lordship glanced to the portraits of his ancestors, and saw that they’d been vandalised with monocles and fangs. But the most disturbing sight was the colour. The great old oaks which had been left natural since the sixth Lord Bruton had built that marvellous house, were now dripping red. It was a rich and full scarlet, the kind he’d last seen in such quantities on the battlefield. Was it blood? Surely it could not possibly be blood, but mere paint which ghoulishly resembled that vital liquid. The entire hall was coated in the stuff, it dribbled from the rafters, smeared the windows, ran down the paintings.


  His Lordship reached the oxygen-starved level of the apoplectic; a fury beyond any which had consumed him before. His face was nearly as red as the hallway, truly outraged that something so dreadful could happen within Bruton Hall. Words were inadequate for the pounding emotion he felt, and so he stood – as if impotent – eyes goggling at that terrible sight, fists opening and closing as if unsure whether to beat Ellery to death on the spot or instead throttle him.


  Ellery caught his eye and persuaded him to follow the butler’s gaze.


  His Lordship found his vision arrested by the sight of Emma Willingham.


  Emma Willingham was His Lordship’s goddaughter. She was the third child of his close friend, Lord Willingham, and the only one worth a d__m! Lord Bruton was godfather to all three, the other two being sons who had had high hopes placed upon them and swashed to disappointment at nearly every single opportunity. Emma however was rich with life, haughty and daring. She was the joy of her father’s eye and a great favourite of Lord Bruton. If Lady Bruton hadn’t died young (and miserable) without providing any heirs, then she was the kind of daughter he would have hoped for.


  Now, this young lady – who was the epitome of all that the best English society offered – sat before him with all modesty surrendered. There was not a stitch of clothing upon her youthful body.


  This should have been the final insult. By all that was right, His Lordship should have pummelled Ellery into the marble tile for allowing such a disgrace. He was incontrovertibly convinced that this infernal butler was the evil force behind every outrage, and this was the most appalling atrocity of all. This young girl was beautiful, a lady who did credit to her family. Now she took a position that couldn’t help but destroy her good name, her very future. She was a bare seventeen years old and losing all the respect she deserved.


  Except, as it always did in that blackguard Ellery’s presence, the fury abated within Lord Bruton. Only this time it was replaced by that most extraordinary of emotions – pure lust. Suddenly His Lordship felt a phenomenal desire, a state of longing which had never been inspired by his late wife, or by any of the ladies he’d met on his travels. The way Emma looked at him, so arch and seductive, simpering and lubricous, substituted any hint of anger for something much more consuming. He forgot all about Ellery and just staggered forward to his young goddaughter, determined to make her his doxy. It was perfectly apparent there were no thoughts of resistance in her mind. When their bodies came together – his old and corpulent, hers fresh and sensual – it was as if the two of them had never wanted anything more.


  Weeks His Lordship spent at Bruton Hall. Together with Emma, together with everyone else. There was a louche and easy spirit to the house. Lord Bruton must have taken temporary leave of his senses as he was happy to share the affections of his goddaughter with his brother, his brother’s friends, with men he’d never seen before. There were other female guests to amuse his fancies – some of them noble-born, some as common as the heel of a shoe: it didn’t matter which was which in his concupiscent nakedness – the wine kept flowing and every erotic game was available. Pleasures previously unimagined and inconceivable to His Lordship were opened up to him. Innumerable sins of the flesh, each of which he enjoyed without abandon, thinking nothing of his debasement.


  And of course Ellery was present at all moments, maintaining watch over each fresh carnality. Like the most unprincipled tapster, ensuring each reveller had refreshment, food and a warm body to entertain themselves.


  Whereas everyone else – His Lordship, guests, servants, the common trollops who seemed to have been ferried in en masse from London’s least salubrious establishments – were far the worse for grape and grain, Ellery never seemed to partake. The butler was the one sober man at Bruton Hall and everyone was thankful to him for so expertly taking care of their indulgences. The silver tray he carried as he circled Bruton Hall both night and day seemed to be perpetually stocked and ready for every individual’s desire. If one of the guests wanted to chew on an ostrich leg, then Ellery had it ready for them in a moment; if a lady needed a pair of scissors to chop off her locks in wild fancy, then Ellery could provide them almost before the words had left her mouth; while if His Lordship craved a bottle of Napoleon brandy as he bore gleeful witness to the enjoyment around him, then all he had to do was proffer a glance and Ellery would furnish it instantly.


  The most shocking example of the butler’s prescience occurred on His Lordship’s last night of that particular visit. Again there were urgent financial matters to be attended to, and again Ellery prompted His Lordship that they should be dealt with as expediently as possible. His Lordship had pursed his lips like a four-year-old when told he was required to leave, but Ellery assured him in every spirit of friendship that existed between a servant and master (friendship? As if under normal circumstance, any mere servant would be able to claim such familiarity with Lord Bruton!) that the revels would be waiting for him when he returned.


  That evening Lord Bruton sat back on what he now called – in a joke which made him guffaw like a lower-class drunk at a music hall – his throne. The giant carved oak chair which had once been his father’s at the dining table. Hitherto he had always been too respectful to the memory of the previous Lord to allow anyone to do more than respectfully regard it. But now it had been brought to the ballroom and His Lordship lazed back indolently while assorted coupling proceeded around him. Not a single individual present worried themselves with habiliment any longer. There was no need, they all knew each other so well. The moonlight reflected off the newly red walls of the ballroom as the younger members of the party cavorted gaily around their king.


  There was a cousin of the Brutons whom Sir Marmaduke had invited, a fey and feckless sort who His Lordship had rarely given a moment’s time to. As they danced, this cousin was bumped into by lovely young Emma. All were intoxicated and it was clearly a misstep, but this cousin of the Bruton reacted with all his petulance and shoved Emma to the ground. She fell with a yelp.


  Of course, she was the absolute favourite of His Lordship. In an instant his only thought was that he should kill that cousin. And there, right beside him was Ellery, holding a silver tray on which lay the finest cleaver of the kitchen.


  The appetency and the implement came together so perfectly that His Lordship felt he had little choice. He was propelled forward from his throne and swung the weapon like the young warrior he’d once been. His cousin’s face dissolved into shock and terror, which just reminded Lord Bruton of all the weaknesses he’d ever despised him for.


  In the sudden quiet of the ballroom, the cleaver swished through the air three times. Each occasion ending with a dull, wet thud. The cleaver first gashing wide along the young man’s shoulder. He yelped like a hysterical little girl whose delicate toes had been squashed by a clumsy dance partner. But that cry gurgled to nothing as Lord Bruton slashed his neck almost to the young man’s vertebrae. Incredibly this cousin stayed standing, showing far more resolve in death than he ever had in life. Lord Bruton brought him down with a blow that smashed and sunk deep into his left cheek. Breaking his flesh, breaking his skull and popping out his eyeball on impact. So far did the cleaver penetrate, so forcefully did it take position in the fresh cracks of the cousin’s face, that it took two young men to later heave it free.


  A sickening clarity returned to Lord Bruton for the briefest flicker of a moment. He was stunned by what he had done. To murder a member of his own family, a man with similar blood in his veins, was disgraceful. No matter the man’s many faults, it was a sin against all their noble shared ancestors. But then the roar of cheers from the assembled throng overwhelmed him, applause for such a marvellous act. Emma pressed herself close and showed her gratitude, while others skipped around the corpse in delight. The butler congratulated him with a smile. And with that all thoughts of scandal and moral decrepitude left his mind altogether, and Lord Bruton jollied himself with his guests, having only a vague sense that he’d committed any sort of crime.


  However, the next morning it was a shaken and penitent Lord Bruton who slunk away from his ancestral home. Just how he managed to escape the walls he did not know. All he remembered was that as dawn came, he peered down and saw the splatter of his cousin’s blood across his fingers. As the ladies danced around him he was conscious of the stains heavy upon his hands; as the party imbibed like ancient Celts, even as they cheered, he could feel it itching his skin; when the sun rose fully, he once again coupled with Emma (rutted shamelessly like two animals in a sty) and could see the blood smear across her as well. The smell of it clung to them, not even the finest perfume of Arabia would sweeten its stench. Despite the bewitching chicanery of that infernal butler, despite all he had already surrendered of himself, at some point that morning his insides rebelled and he departed as hastily as he could from his beloved Bruton Hall.


  He had his London residence opened again and tried to make sense of what was happening in his country seat. His mind fuzzy with incomprehension, he tried to fathom a reason for the simply unaccountable way he’d behaved. All in that house were so corrupted now, everyone had been tarnished and abandoned without hope. And the same applied to him. His Lordship had always above all concerned himself with the good name of Bruton. It had been important to him that certain aristocratic standards and beliefs were publicly maintained and enforced. But the sheen of respectability had been rubbed rudely away and Lord Bruton found himself looked upon as nothing but a roué and a degenerate.


  On Berkeley Square he was cut. Lord and Lady Ammingsworth saw him quite plainly, but marched past as if he were nothing more important than a chimney sweep. The news was clearly abroad. One afternoon he tried to take refuge in his club, as if believing by showing himself in the company of good and true men, all rumours heard would be expunged from the debit sheet.


  The very second Lord Bruton entered however, the chill of the Arctic swept through the building. There was a great reluctance from any of the members to even look up from their drinks. His Lordship tried to appear undeterred, taking his spot in his favourite chair and perusing The Times as if all was usual. However, after only half an hour, he received a note which read: “To Lord Bruton. Emperor in the land of the fornicator, the sodomite, the bestiast.”


  On another, earlier, day, no effort would have been spared to find the cowardly miscreant who had the affront to send him such a missive. Now though, there was no chance of His Lordship gaining satisfaction for a note like that, and so he made his departure as hurriedly as he could. Calmly, although with his heart performing acrobatics, Lord Bruton gathered his possessions and walked alone through the hallowed doors of his favourite place in all the world, back to the dark and dingy streets of London.


  At his Cavendish Square address there was a card waiting for him. The card of his old and dear friend, Lord Willingham. In other times Lord Bruton would have been delighted to return the call. Now however, knowing all the sins he’d committed against young Emma’s virtue, and being absolutely convinced that her father would have heard in what kind of den of iniquity Emma now resided, there was no possibility of showing his face to Willingham without moral outrage being visited upon his head.


  What could he do though? That was the question Lord Bruton pondered. He knew he should charge back to Bruton Hall and throw every single corrupted soul out. The Biblical tale of Jesus’ dealings with the moneylenders came to mind, but it was not such a simple task. Those noble intentions would evaporate the moment he stepped a shod foot into Bruton Hall, as once again he fell victim to that devastating spell. As much as he despised to admit weakness, to see himself as a poltroon, he knew it would take no more than a single glimpse from Ellery’s eye for every modicum of strength to dissolve and then – without second thought or moral qualm – he would join in with the licentiousness he had arrived to halt.


  How was it possible for a Bruton to fall so low? All the noble blood which coursed through his veins, all the magnificent deeds of his ancestors, how could this Lord Bruton be such a disgrace to their memory? It was easy to understand a younger son like Sir Marmaduke, even as a boy he had made himself burdensome to their father, who had predicted quite accurately that he would achieve the grand sum of nothing in life. But Lord Bruton himself, the Fourteenth Earl, was a man of true breeding and principle, a representative of The Empire who had always burnished it with pride. Now he was to be remembered for nothing more than dissipation and wild fornication. It was an utter calamity for such a fall to happen.


  The only answer was Ellery. There was something of Lucifer about that man, a sense of innate wickedness which degraded morality, made blameless souls perform actions which all Christian good sense should rebel against. If Ellery were gone, then Bruton Hall would be free. The good name was ruined of course and that was a piece of damage so irreparable it made Lord Bruton actually physically weep, but perhaps as the years passed that might be forgotten and forgiven.


  Maybe if he were to emigrate somewhere far away, perhaps to Ceylon. He could marry again, and this time choose a more easily pleased wife who would be capable of giving him an heir. Then at his majority, his son could return to London, cleansed by time’s healing powers of all but a whisper of scandal, and seize back the Bruton’s good name. This Lord Bruton could serve the penance (and endure it happily), while the next could reclaim the reward of virtuousness.


  For his family to have any chance of redemption though, the bacchanalia at Bruton Hall had to be stopped forthwith. His Lordship had no other options. London was no sanctuary while the terrible stories made their rounds, and if the situation at Bruton Hall didn’t improve then even overseas would not be far enough to escape its fetid stench. His Lordship had to act immediately, he had to try and save what scorched and tattered fragments still remained of his family’s honour.


  The previous occasions His Lordship had dashed to Bruton Hall, he had been loaded with anger. On that last journey however, fear was the over-riding emotion. The image of the crimson soaked house flashed repeatedly through his mind. His Lordship had assumed it was a rich red paint, but what if it were blood? What if other poor souls had fallen like his cousin, and rather than be buried in a churchyard, their insides had been used to decorate the walls? Blood and flesh, the unspeakable viscous contents of internal organs dripping from the rafters, flowing across the marble floors – how many persons did it account for? His Lordship remembered the red, the naked flames, the bodies lazing throughout without discretion or decorum. And he realised that what had taken up residence in Bruton Hall was Hell. It was the realm of Satan in the seat of his ancestors. Except not one of the paintings he’d ever seen of that sulphurous netherworld had looked as evil and degraded as that which now transpired within his walls.


  As his carriage pulled up that final time outside the home of his ancestors, His Lordship felt a wooziness that almost made him faint like a fizgig. Dusk had just kissed Bruton Hall and from inside came the sounds of fresh frolic. Lord Bruton’s determination remained strong, but how much longer it might last he couldn’t contemplate. It may only take a glance from Ellery’s eye, or a glimpse of Emma Willingham’s youthful charms, and his resolve might snap asunder once again. His insides revolted at the sounds of the saturnalia within, but he had partaken of those enjoyments for days, perpetrating acts which he had never conceived or even imagined before and which now made him shudder with unendurable remorse. Surely his reason could not be assaulted again. He couldn’t allow the strength of his good intentions to just evaporate. Lord Bruton told himself that he would rather die than succumb once more.


  The door to Bruton Hall creaked slowly open before His Lordship even reached it. Awaiting him in the gloomy shadows of the hallway was the scoundrel, Ellery. His butler’s uniform completely dishevelled, his hair greasy and unkempt, cheeks which hadn’t received a razor’s touch in at least a week. The figure he cut was a disgrace, nothing of what a true butler should be, and yet he exuded so much power.


  His Lordship averted his gaze quickly, determined to avoid the eyes of that malignant manservant. Even though it wrenched his neck, Lord Bruton strained his vision to the higher reaches of the hall, knowing that the bloodstained portraits of his ancestors would revolt, rather than tempt him.


  “Good evening, My Lord.” The butler’s obsequiousness dripped like golden honey from every syllable. The man even held out his hand to take His Lordship’s cloak, but Lord Bruton backed away. “A fresh ball awaits your presence, Sir. All the usual disports you have grown to enjoy, all the physical pleasures your touch now craves.”


  Even though he knew it was a risk to his right mind, the Fourteenth Earl of Bruton could not help but level a dread glare at the scene before him.


  There was his brother locked in an embrace with Emma Willingham, dancing what seemed to be some disgraceful intimate dance from the Continent. Neither had a stitch of respectability between them. Around these two nobles fallen so far from grace were various servants and guests, again showing the world no decorum. Slurred laughter abounded as they drank, touched and copulated. Amongst the party His Lordship recognised the young Viscount Tyrwhitt, a man just at his majority, who had often given his family cause for concern. The Viscount now seemed to be in amorous pursuit of a saucy-looking stable boy, who was evidently making sure he gave plenty of encouragement for the chase. Elsewhere was Sir Henry Breakspear, the military hero, now indulging himself with two fulsome pox’d trollops of the commonest sort. He laughed with manic glee as they wriggled and squealed in his grasp.


  Sir Henry’s chair seemed raised, as if propped up and resting on some kind of platform. Lord Bruton took a step closer and gasped with soul-crushing horror at what confronted him. Across the floor was a pile of corpses, their faces pushed to the marble so nobody would have chance to recognise a single one. All these men and women, children as well perhaps, slaughtered in dear old Bruton Hall. Their bodies not buried in the Christian fashion, instead desecrated, stacked to form a pyramid at the centre of the grand old hallway. Eyes a-goggle, his gaze rose to the apex and there rested his father’s mighty chair. Sat on that throne, staring at him with a coquettishness so intense it prompted a tangible yearning, was the fair Duchess Helena Romanoff.


  His Lordship had read of her visit in The Times. She was a cousin to the Russian royals, a distant relative of The Empress herself. The Thunderer had rhapsodised at how lovely she was, how enchanting, and neither word could be deemed inaccurate. That newspaper had also pointedly described her as demure, but that day she sat as nude as Eve, held aloft on a pile of slain bodies. Their blood dripping from the walls around her.


  The Duchess raised an index finger and beckoned to His Lordship. Offered him the chance to climb this tower of slowly rotting flesh beneath her feet, and then mount her fair, youthful body. Her flawless pale skin gleamed in the red-tinted candlelight, her smile was a veritable Eighth Wonder. It was almost enough to make Lord Bruton buckle, to wipe his intentions clean from his mind so that all that mattered – all that mattered again – were his own sordid Earthly pleasures. 


   “As you can see, My Lord, we have your throne and an inestimable gift waiting for you.” Ellery’s obsequious tones startled His Lordship, but his gaze never left the vision that was the young Duchess. “You can be King here, Your Lordship. You’ve always considered yourself better than everyone else, haven’t you? Well, prove that fact, become King. Be the absolute King of this world!


  “Surrender all to it. Forget your blessed family name, forget your so-called reputation, forget the pride you wear bumptiously as a uniform. Forget the wife you drove into an early grave, the serving girl you beat so badly she lost the child of yours she was carrying. Forget her brother who you murdered when he charged you with dishonouring her with violence. None of that matters now. All that should concern you at this moment – and for every moment thereafter – is that you can be King. King of this red paradise, this fire-tinted heaven.”


  Duchess Helena fixed him with such a look of enchantment, the light from the flickering candles radiating from her skin magnificently. It was so smooth, so supple. She was royalty and she could be his. Everything Ellery said was true, he could be King there. Lords and Ladies, gentlemen and gentlewomen, would flock to enjoy themselves and he could rule them all. He didn’t need England or The Empire or anyone from the outside world. They could all go hang! He could be King of this domain, with his own Romanoff bride and everything else would be of d____d little consequence.


  His Lordship took a step forward, eyes fixed on that prize of youth, beauty and stature. He could feel Ellery’s gaze behind him, nudging him on, making sure he met his fate. But somehow – as if the final vestiges of strength and honour within Lord Bruton’s noble breast mustered themselves for one last, desperate, gasping push – a wave of revulsion rose up and blotted out every other thought. Even the oh-so-tempting idea of limitless pleasure. There was his brother, the daughter of his closest friend, other nobles and dignitaries, blessed royalty – all of whom were debasing themselves in this blasted Hell!


  The moment was only fleeting, a zephyr across his mind, but it gave him enough resolve. Without warning Lord Bruton thrust out his arm and knocked one of the candlesticks to the floor. It dropped with a clatter of sparks. Innocuous on another day, but there had been so much fine alcohol spilt onto the ancient timbers in the last weeks that a blaze raged almost in an instant.


  Perhaps Ellery yelled out in shock and anger, maybe it was him who yanked His Lordship back. Certainly all strength seemed to depart Lord Bruton’s body and he found himself on the floor, staring up at the sanctifying flames consuming his family home. It spread quickly through the rooms, destroying all the paintings and treasures within. All his childhood memories were ashes within a few minutes.


  Although the most disturbing sight were the revellers, none of whom reacted in any way to the conflagration. His brother and Emma Willingham continued their exotic dance even as the fire blistered their toes and scorched the flesh of their naked legs. Viscount Tyrwhitt did not stop his sinful pursuits though the flames devoured him and his companion. While even Sir Henry, a man keenly attuned to danger, was too sated with satisfaction to really notice. The last image His Lordship could recall was of young Princess Helena, her ivory body perched on a hill of corpses, still beckoning him with her finger even as the fire made ashes of the throne.


  As you are no doubt aware, the only living person pulled from the remains of Bruton Hall was the gravely injured Lord Bruton. It was then he told us this incredible story, in a croaking, smoke-damaged voice. Why it had happened he did not know. Ellery was the name he kept mentioning and evidently he held the butler responsible for all which had taken place. Yet the why and how escaped him. His mind was wandering and he was no longer cogent, but it was clear though that he did not see the butler as human. In Lord Bruton’s fevered mind, Ellery was a manifestation of evil, some kind of demon he had crossed earlier in life (though through what action this had been accomplished, he could not possibly imagine). That demon had arrived to punish him and as Lord Bruton breathed his last – his lungs coated and choked with vestiges of smoke – he considered himself punished. The unjust victim of some dark force terrible and unspeakable.


  




  Pre-order the second Ghostly Shadows novella now!


  Certain Danger


  What are those voices from the past? And why are they screaming at her?


   


  It all started when she witnessed a car crash. A brutal smash which left a gorgeous young couple dead. But for Alice, it reawakened strange memories of childhood: a sinister old house, a dead boy in the woods and an other-worldly power lurking forever in the darkness.


   


  Desperate to make sense of the bizarre pictures in her mind, Alice’s enquires lead her to a hidden away clinic in the Surrey Hills. Within those walls though, are the terrifying secrets she’s been running from her whole life.


   


  Now, for Alice, the truth could not only break apart her sanity, it could destroy the whole world…


   


  A brand new British horror tale perfect for all fans of James Herbert, Clive Barker, Iain Rob Wright and Hammer/Amicus films of the 1970s.


   


  Pre-order your copy now!


   


  




  

    Also by F.R. Jameson


  


  He’s been threatened, beaten and broken – but still he doesn't regret meeting the actress who disappeared…


   


  Michael, a young film journalist, is sent to interview the reclusive movie star Diana Christmas. Twenty years prior, the red-headed starlet suddenly abandoned her career, leaving her fans puzzled and shocked.


   


  Their attraction is instant. Between the sheets, Diana tells him of the blackmail and betrayal which ruined her. And how – even now – she’s being tormented.


   


  Emboldened, Michael sets out on a mission to track down a compromising roll of film – unaware that around the next corner lurks deadly peril.


   


  Can Michael save Diana from her past? Or will the secrets which crushed her life destroy them both?


   


  Diana Christmas: Blackmail, Death and a British Film Star – a new thriller of desire and betrayal from F.R. Jameson.


   


  The first in the Screen Siren Noir series.


   


  Available now!


  




  Avenging her secret could put a noose around both their necks…


   


  Joe might be a stuntman, but still he’d never expect to end up in bed with a genuine movie star. However, that’s what happens the night he meets the ultra-glamorous, Eden St. Michel. Swiftly they’re the talk of the town. Their passion fast, intense and dangerous.


   


  But Eden has scars from her past, both mental and physical. Joe needs to be her hero, although retribution won’t be easy. One misstep could mean the end of their careers and – maybe – their lives.


   


  After a sudden moment of violence, Joe finds himself in deadly trouble. He may have the love of a good woman, yet it’s leading him to the gallows.


   


  But what if the only way to save Eden is to make that ultimate sacrifice?


   


  Eden St. Michel: Scandal, Death and a British Film Star – a new tale of film stars, gangsters and death from F.R. Jameson.


   


  The second book in the ‘Screen Siren Noir’ series.


   


  Available now!


   


  




  Theirs is an affair destined to end in murder!


   


  Thomas had never met a woman like Alice Rackham. A film-star: sophisticated and uninhibited. Not only is their passion intense, but she could help this impoverished young actor with his own career. Surely it doesn’t really matter that she has danger written all over her…


   


  As he isn’t the only one smitten with Alice: her ex-lover skulks ceaselessly outside her home and keeps a former policeman on retainer. A giant of a man who would relish making both their lives torture.


   


  With Thomas rattled, Alice suggests a relaxing trip to an English country house. But trouble isn’t just going to follow them out there, it’s about to turn deadly.


   


  Can Thomas save Alice from her past? Or will it destroy them both?


   


  Alice Rackham: Obsession, Death and a British Film Star - a new thriller of passion, jealousy and suspense from F.R. Jameson.


   


  The third novel in the Screen Siren Noir series.


   


  Available now!


  




  

    Available Free today!


  


  His friend has been murdered, but he can't be responsible... Can he?


  Clay has arrived back in London and rekindled the spark with Belinda, his flame-haired ex. However, one night he suffers a terrible nightmare. He dreams that he brutally murders one of his best friends.


  The next morning – horrifically – he learns that said friend has indeed been slaughtered.


  His dreams continue and each dawn there’s another fresh body. Desperate, Clay and Belinda investigate. Each horribly aware that Clay himself is the number one suspect!


  Will he discover the terrifying truth? And can he do it before his next gruesome nightmare?


  F.R. Jameson’s debut novel – a supernatural thriller of ambition, lust and death – is available free and exclusive today!


  




  

    About the author


  


  F.R. Jameson was born in Wales, but now lives with his wife and daughter in London. He writes thrillers; sometimes of the supernatural variety, and sometimes historical, set around the British film industry.


  His debut novel, The Wannabes, which contains both horror and British actresses is available for free now. Get your copy here!


  He has a regularly updated blog (https://frjameson.com/) where he puts book reviews, film reviews and the occasional writing diary, and you can also find him on Facebook, and follow him on Twitter, Instagram and Pinterest: @frjameson.
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