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Chapter One


The gingerbread at Pemberley was the one thing in my life that had never changed. I had a plate of it resting beside the piano, warm and spiced enough to make my tongue tingle. All these years later it was identical to my first taste of it, when my baby teeth had been too sensitive for the hard biscuits so I’d sucked on them until they dissolved in my mouth. I had lost my mother, then my father and then almost lost my reputation, but Ruth still made the gingerbread the exact same.

For every page of music I successfully played, I rewarded myself with a bite, cleaning my fingers on the hem of my petticoat to ensure I didn’t get grease on the keys.

I fought my way through a particularly complicated section, one I’d been struggling to get right for weeks. My brother and Elizabeth both insisted it sounded perfectly lovely whenever they heard it, but I knew what it was supposed to sound like. The notes in my head never corresponded to the ones my hands were playing. I’d tried it first on the harp and now on the piano—my last attempt to breathe some life into the melody in my mind. Otherwise I was going to need to learn to play some new instruments.

It still wasn’t right. My fingers flew over the keys as fast as I could make them go, but they tripped over one another and the notes weren’t crisp enough. The song came to an end, and a silence settled over the room, broken only by my sigh. I didn’t reach for a gingerbread round. I didn’t deserve one. Soft applause from the doorway interrupted my despondency.

“That was beautiful,” Elizabeth said, stepping into the room. “Is it finished?”

“No,” I said. “It still doesn’t sound like I need it to.”

“Well, it’s as good as anything I’ve heard in a music hall,” she promised, reaching out to steal a piece of gingerbread.

She looked very well considering the late hour she’d likely seen the night before. Pemberley’s monthly ball was one its revellers were never keen to quit early. The house was too vast for the noise to reach my apartments, but the staff grumbled to one another about the sleep of which they’d been robbed when they thought I couldn’t hear them.

Elizabeth sank into her usual chair by the window and took a moment to observe the view, golden in the last of the day’s light, before she focused her attention back on me. This wasn’t a casual visit to my drawing room.

“Your absence was noted at the ball last night, particularly since it was the second since your return from London and you have been seen at neither,” she began, her voice gentle.

My cheeks coloured. Neither she nor my brother had ever encouraged me to attend social events if I preferred the company of books and instruments, and I always preferred the company of books and instruments. The very reason I had been sent to London was to be tutored in proper social etiquette, and yet all it had instilled in me was a deep desire to avoid every social engagement that consisted of more than half a dozen people.

I was no good in large crowds, particularly when half the room was looking at me as a freshly instructed potential wife. In truth, I had no desire to ever find a husband. My interests lay elsewhere, but that was nothing I could ever tell Elizabeth.

Tucking my hands into my lap, I avoided Elizabeth’s eyes. I didn’t want to bring rumour and disapproval to Pemberley’s door. Before I could apologise, she continued.

“Word was you are in a delicate condition and have hidden yourself away in the country for the duration, or perhaps some travesty overcame you in London and left you quite disfigured.” Her words were musical, threaded with laughter she tried to suppress as she teased me. “Or, the most fanciful of all, that you met an untimely death in the city and are not here at all.”

I couldn’t help but pull a face. Finding myself the centre of conversation was little better than finding myself the centre of attention. At least if I was in the room, speculation was restrained.

“Am I truly all they have to talk about?” I said with a sigh. “Surely there is something more interesting, some real scandal.”

“Those who meet you, you intrigue, and those who don’t are left all the more curious for it,” Elizabeth said, getting up to rest her hand on my shoulder and squeeze it reassuringly. “You have your brother’s way of commanding attention, I fear. I tried my best to divert conversation elsewhere but with limited success. I would not make you do something you’d rather not, but perhaps show your face at the ball next month to assure people you are not dead, maimed, or with child?”

She went quiet for a moment, and I thought perhaps she was finished, but when she added a final point it was with a new air of solemnity.

“I heard your name mentioned alongside that of George Wickham. In the interest of preventing that particular storied gossip making a return, it really would be best to make an appearance so they have no reason to talk.”

I went still, fiddling my thumb over a chip in the end of one of the piano keys. No one knew the truth of what had happened between George Wickham and me, but the most vigilant had drawn their own conclusions. Rumours of the son of the former estate manager and the daughter of the house trying to elope caught like the driest kindling.

Time had quietened the whispers, but I knew they lay dormant rather than dead, ready to be reignited by the right spark. It would still be better than the truth being spread, the one that involved a pretty girl and an unlocked door and a blackmail threat, but only marginally.

“I shall think about attending,” I promised Elizabeth.

It was the best I could do, stuck between two disagreeable notions. Evenings of stilted small talk and men stepping on my feet were far from my preferred way to pass the time. Still, the rumours Elizabeth spoke of had the potential to blacken not only my name specifically, but the Darcy name as a whole. My family had a reputation to uphold, and a wayward daughter had no part in it.

“Kitty will be able to accompany you next month,” Elizabeth said. “Being the topic of gossip never much bothered her, as I’m sure you’ll learn as soon as she gets here.”

When my brother married Elizabeth, I inherited what seemed like endless family members. For the longest time it had been just Darcy and me, with both our parents dead, but now I had a sister, and she in turn had four more, each more of a character than the last.

Jane visited often at Pemberley, her good nature making her a favourite houseguest of the household staff. Mary rarely left Longbourn but wrote often to Elizabeth, dreaming wistfully of Pemberley’s library. Lydia was welcome to visit but didn’t, on account of the invitation not extending so warmly to her husband, who himself was the reason I’d not met the younger three Bennet sisters. There had been a risk of him attending Darcy and Elizabeth’s wedding, which made it certain that I did not. My brother would not risk me running into George Wickham, and it was a matter I would not argue with him.

Elizabeth had plenty of stories about most of her sisters, but Kitty seemed to inspire few of her own. She was often at Lydia’s side in a tale, but never the focus. While her sisters planted roots, she spent much of her time with Elizabeth or Jane. Her visits to Pemberley had not yet overlapped with my own, but now that I had returned from London to stay indefinitely, I would undoubtedly be seeing much of her.

“What time is she expected?” I asked.

Elizabeth turned to the clock on the mantelpiece, comparing it to her pocket watch and sighing when they didn’t match.

“Probably not long—maybe half an hour? Will you play me something before she arrives?”

I was happy to oblige, opting for a simple Scottish air I knew by rote. As I played, Elizabeth settled beside the window and tapped her fingers on her knee in time with the music. She recounted fond tales of the ball, perhaps a more subtle way to encourage my attendance next month. I found it hard to imagine my awkward elder brother dancing and making merry, but Elizabeth always did bring out a different side to him. She was midway through a story when she suddenly stopped abruptly, sitting up and squinting out the window.

“It’s Kitty!” she said, grinning and jumping to her feet. “It must be. Are you coming, Georgiana?”

“I’ll join you in a minute,” I promised, seeking one last moment alone to rally myself for introductions.

Elizabeth disappeared out of the room, swiping another gingerbread round as she passed. I finished the song I’d started before leaving the piano for the window.

The light from the coach making its way down the path could only have been a dot in the distance when Elizabeth first saw it, for it was barely in view even now. It had been sent after dinner to collect Kitty for the final stretch of her journey, so it was one of Pemberley’s own, but in the fading light it was unrecognisable from any other.

If I leant far enough forward, I could see Elizabeth already on the front steps. As the coach drew closer, my brother stepped out beside her and offered his arm, which she quickly took. I watched the two of them talking and smiling, imagining the jovial teasing to which Elizabeth was likely subjecting him. He bore it all with the same besotted look as always.

The coach pulled up at the bottom of the stairs, and Darcy stepped up beside it to offer Kitty a hand down the step. She barely took it, flying out of the door and pulling Elizabeth into a hug. There was a pang in my chest at the sight. Elizabeth felt most like my sister when her real sisters weren’t there for comparison.

Kitty Bennet, like all the Bennet sisters, was a variation on a similar theme. They all had the same bright eyes and blonde curls, yet no one could ever accuse them of looking alike. Even from a distance, I could see the differences. Her face was rounder, her features softer. She looked angelic, like the kind of person who could float one inch above the floor, ethereal and one step removed from the plane the rest of us called home, but chose not to. When Elizabeth took her arm and led her inside, Kitty’s heavy steps would have made my former governesses wince. I couldn’t help the smile that played at the corner of my lips.

As tempting as it was to stay upstairs and keep practising, I knew I had to show my face. My absence had already been mentioned by Elizabeth once, and I didn’t want to give her further reason to be concerned. Besides, Kitty mattered to Elizabeth, and Elizabeth had come to matter dearly to me. Playing the part of the dutiful sister-in-law, I shut the piano lid.

I could hear the excited chatter between sisters from down the hallway. When I got to the door, I lingered just out of view for a moment, acclimatising myself to the vibrancy of an atmosphere so at odds with my day of practise and contemplation. I wasn’t as quiet as I imagined, because I didn’t even make it a full minute before Elizabeth caught my eye.

“Georgiana!” She grabbed my hand, dragging me into the room. “This is my sister Kitty.”

Kitty’s eyes were still shining with ripples of laughter as she dipped into a curtsey.

“Pleased to finally meet you, Miss Darcy,” she said with all the hallmarks of a greeting right out of the pages of an etiquette guide.

I curtsied back automatically. “Likewise, Miss Bennet.”

It was a well-rehearsed script, but neither of us was fully committed to the performance. Kitty was barely suppressing her excitement to be back with her sister, squeezing her lips together to dampen her grin.

I wish I could say my own good graces were genuine, but without years of deportment lessons ingraining the gestures into me, I would have been reduced to a wordless statue. Kitty Bennet was stunning. The light in her eyes and the life in her cheeks animated her every feature, her fingers fidgeting with a need to be in motion. It was enough to make someone wish to take her hand in theirs just to tether her down to one place, for that place would surely be better for having her there.

I was now well acquainted with Elizabeth, had been present for many of Mrs. Jane Bingley’s numerous visits, and had heard enough stories of Mrs. Lydia Wickham that it felt as if I knew her, but Kitty Bennet was by far the most intriguing of the Bennet sisters. That she was one of the only two left unmarried seemed incomprehensible. From looks alone, she was exactly the kind of girl it would be all too easy to fall in love with.

“Georgiana, could you perhaps show Kitty to the kitchens? Ruth promised to set aside some supper for her after her journey,” Elizabeth said, clearly trying to encourage a friendship.

Kitty had been to Pemberley before and no doubt knew exactly where the kitchens were, but I didn’t protest.

“Of course,” I said to Elizabeth, before turning to Kitty. “Miss Bennet, if you’d be so kind as to follow me.”

“Certainly for the best,” Kitty said with a note of teasing. “The house is palatial enough for me to get lost. Let us begin our voyage, Miss Darcy.”

I was too out of sorts to laugh, even if her tone suggested I ought to. If I opened my mouth, there was every chance my laughter would be too loud and too wild, revealing the disruption Kitty had caused in my mind with only one smile.

As much as I wanted to abscond to my room and pretend I felt no attraction to the girl in front of me, I forced a smile and led her through the hallways of Pemberley. If Kitty noticed, she said nothing of it.

The marble stairs, oak panelling, and painted ceilings had never felt dark before, but Kitty seemed to shine light into rooms I had not even realised were lacking it. I’d walked the corridors for as long as I’d known how and crawled them before I was steady on my feet, but they had never been missing anything until Kitty walked them beside me, filling them with endless talk of her journey and her family. She stopped only to ask questions, steaming on once she had received my baffled answers. It was impossible to keep up with her in conversation as well as on foot, since she was very much the one leading me to the kitchens.

“What is this?” she asked, scuffing her shoe over a chip in the marble floor, one that had been there since before I was born.

“An accident with a dropped statue,” I explained, holding back the full story. I would never get through the necessary number of words an explanation would require.

Darcy had told me of how he had accidentally gotten under the feet of a man moving in a new bust, doing permanent damage to both the floor and the statue itself, which still bore a noticeable crack if you knew where to look. Pemberley was full of tiny imperfections that most people never noticed. Many of the causes had been Darcy or me, for however well-behaved children were, a house could not be expected to raise two of them and come out entirely unscathed.

My brief answer seemed to satisfy Kitty, prompting her to dive into another story about Lydia knocking over a statue in their garden back home in Meryton. She was fascinating to watch, her eyes bright and her cheeks flushed from the exertion of her storytelling. She spoke equally with her hands as with her voice, illustrating each facet of her tale with enthusiastic gestures.

“Perhaps we need to get you to Meryton,” Kitty said, as if it were a casual sort of invitation that would mean little to me. “Then you’d have some context for all the stories. I’m sure Lizzy tells them, too. My mother adores your brother enough that all Darcys will be in her good graces for the rest of time, so you’d no doubt be welcome.”

She grinned up at me as we descended the stairs to the kitchens, and I knew in that moment that Eurydice had not resented Orpheus for looking back at her as they walked out of the Underworld. If his smile had been anything like Kitty’s, she would have been thankful for a glimpse of it, regardless of her fate.

I felt something in my chest tighten, and I knew, for my own sake, I would have to limit myself to small doses of Kitty. After all, it had ended rather poorly for Eurydice.

The kitchens at Pemberley were Ruth’s domain and had been for as long as I could remember. I always loved spending time there, sneaking gingerbread and hiding from houseguests, so the usual warmth of the stove and smell of dinner hanging in the air were comforting despite Kitty’s unnerving presence.

“Ruth!” Kitty exclaimed, hurrying across the kitchen to greet the cook with a hug.

The familiarity surprised me, even though I knew Kitty had visited before. I had never assumed she’d spent much time in the kitchen.

“I’m glad to see you’ve arrived safely,” Ruth said, pulling back to survey Kitty the way she always did me when I’d been away. No member of her household was wasting away on her watch. “I’ve set out all your favourites.”

She shepherded Kitty over to a table laid with a plate of bread and sliced meat. Beside it was a dish of small honey cakes and gingerbread rounds. Rather than start with the savoury portion of the meal, Kitty bit into a cake almost as soon as she sat down. Her hum of delight turned the tips of my ears red.

“It’s as good as I remember,” she told Ruth, who only beamed and thanked her.

It wasn’t often we were in need of supper at Pemberley, so this was later than Ruth would usually work. Strands of her dark hair, streaked with wisps of grey, were starting to escape from under her cap, and her eyes were shadowed with the weight of the day. I hoped we would not keep her up much longer. Despite her tiredness, she picked up a plate from the side and handed it to me with a wink. On it was another gingerbread round. Even though I had eaten a plateful earlier, I always had room for one more, and I savoured the warmth of the spices as I bit through the outer shell.

It was almost enough to settle me, until I once again caught sight of Kitty so at home in the kitchen I had grown up in. She fit the picture too neatly somehow, making it warmer and more compelling as she pulled Ruth into conversation. Her boundless enthusiasm was captivating, but I knew all too well the dangers of being taken hostage by beguiling girls.

Noiselessly setting my empty plate down beside the sink, I slipped out of the kitchen. It was entirely rude and certainly not what Elizabeth had in mind when she asked me to escort Kitty, but I could not bear it in there any longer. I needed to put some distance between myself and Kitty, and calm the flutters starting to whip around my chest. Her presence seemed as if it would only feed the flames of attraction, and I was keen not to let them develop into anything more substantial.
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Chapter Two


A night of sleep managed to put Kitty Bennet from my mind, but when I made it downstairs for breakfast, she proved herself to be very real and very present. It was a Darcy family trait to awake slowly and with a certain level of irritability, but the Bennets had a rather different approach to mornings. Elizabeth met each one with a startling vitality, and Kitty, too, was already beaming at her sister across the table as they gossiped between bites of honey cake.

“Good morning, Georgiana,” my brother greeted me from the head of the table with a tone of relief in his voice, likely thankful to no longer be the sole subdued figure at the table.

I returned the greeting, extending it to Elizabeth and Kitty, and was grateful for the cup of tea Elizabeth pushed my way. Darcy relied on coffee to chase away the lingering tendrils of sleep, but even when I heaped it full of cream and sugar, I couldn’t stand the taste. The way he drank multiple pitch-dark cups was bordering on criminal.

Ordinarily I forced myself to make conversation with Elizabeth in the morning, since she wouldn’t get much out of my brother until the coffee started to work, but I was relieved to find Kitty a far more willing conversation partner than I was. I was less pleased by her choice of conversation topic.

“I was so disappointed to have missed the ball,” she said, turned to try to include both Darcy and me in the conversation. It was thoughtful, but somewhat wasted. “Mother so desperately wanted me to attend, but that streak of bad weather was rotten luck in delaying the trip. I had to put up with days of her complaining about the lost opportunity to find a match.”

She pulled a face that chased a laugh from me, surprising both of us. It only succeeded in pulling her attention my way.

“Did you meet any suitors we can expect to come calling?” she asked.

I was entirely grateful I had already swallowed my latest mouthful of tea, or it would have risked choking a coughing fit from me.

“No,” I said, perhaps too quickly.

Elizabeth looked like she was about to provide context, but I caught her eye and quickly shook my head. I didn’t wish to get into a discussion of my dislike for assembled crowds over breakfast, especially not when Kitty clearly had no concerns with shining brightly amongst veritable strangers.

Before I could summon a suitable explanation, a footman approached the table with a tray of papers, and my attention was lost to the best part of breakfast: the delivery of the newspaper and the day’s incoming correspondence. The tray was set down beside Darcy as usual, but he passed over the newspaper without me having to ask, turning his attention to the small pile of envelopes.

It was yesterday evening’s newspaper, the trip from London not a quick one, but I coveted it all the same. The rich scent of ink and paper made it worth the dark smudges it left on my fingers and the headache I got from squinting to read the tiny, blurred text. I skipped the advertisements and sales notices and the gossipy article about a high-society wedding, instead focusing first on the newly published book list. I was pleased to see a new novel by Mrs. Sarah Green and made sure to commit it to memory to request it be purchased, certain Elizabeth would want to read it. I had just moved on to the paper’s recollection of the latest affairs in Parliament when Darcy’s voice won my attention.

“Your aunt once again requests your presence at Rosings Park,” he informed me, reading over a letter I could see in her foreboding, spiky script. “I am a poor influence on you, and she could have you married to a suitable match within the year to restore the good name of our family.”

Anyone who did not know my brother might think he was genuinely contemplating the request, but I could see the hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth. He mocked the suggestion in his airing of it, rather than considering it.

“Lady Catherine’s optimism is impressive,” I said, choosing my words carefully. She may not have been present, but I had been raised better than to directly insult my relatives, even if my aunt had been rather insufferable to Darcy since his marriage to Elizabeth. She deemed her too far below him. “If it is all the same, I would like to remain here, with my poor influence of a brother.”

His smile was overshadowed by Kitty’s laugh, punctuated by a particularly unladylike snort. She covered her mouth with her hand, but her eyes still showed her amusement.

“You’ll find that a full house at Pemberley is probably more similar to Meryton when we were all in residence than you might expect,” Elizabeth said to Kitty, not quite hiding her smile behind her teacup.

“So I see,” Kitty replied with a grin.

The weight of her attention on me, with that bright smile, squeezed my breath from my chest, and I raised the newspaper higher to sequester myself behind it. The report of a man hanged at Newgate wasn’t usually something I would linger on, but I read each word intently just to focus on something other than the freckles across Kitty’s nose.

“Charlotte writes from Hunsford,” Elizabeth said.

When I peeked over the top of the paper, I found her reading a letter of her own. Charlotte was one of the people who wrote to Elizabeth the most, a friend from when she’d lived in Meryton who had married the Bennets’ reportedly rather trying cousin.

“How is she?” Kitty asked, genuine interest in her voice and eyes.

As if she could sense me looking, she turned back to me. I ducked behind the paper again, my cheeks burning like I’d been caught doing something wrong.

“She’s with child again,” Elizabeth said. “I’m not sure staying at home is doing her much good. I ought to go and visit her.”

From what I knew of Charlotte Collins, she lived far too near my aunt for me to voluntarily offer to accompany Elizabeth as I otherwise might. Journeying close to Rosings seemed too dangerous a trip if I wanted to return home unmarried.

“Is there anything of interest to report?” Darcy asked me, prompting me to lower the paper. This felt familiar, our usual breakfast routine of swapping opinions about the military’s actions on the Continent or the latest law to be passed into effect.

“Debates over tax increases in Parliament,” I summarised, knowing Darcy cared little for the gossip columns on the actions of the Prince Regent.

He sighed. “They might as well reprint the same article every day.”

“Can I see the newspaper, when you’ve finished with it?” Kitty asked.

I blinked at her, surprised. She hadn’t struck me as the kind of person who would be interested in politics. I handed over the paper, unable to stop myself from watching her as she turned to the ship logs and scanned down the reports of what vessels were arriving into and leaving from the ports. If she was looking for something in particular, she didn’t seem to find it, but she lingered over each entry. Her fingertip picked up a dark smudge as she skimmed it over the text.

Once Elizabeth had refolded her letter from Charlotte and returned her attention to the table, Kitty passed the newspaper back to Darcy and started up another conversation with her sister. There appeared to be a lot of gossip to catch Kitty up on, with endless tales of betrothals or babies from within the walls of the estate and amongst the tenants of its lands. She surprised me by taking a genuine interest, recognising names from previous trips and making enquiries of her own after those she’d befriended.

She expressed joy at the good news and sorrow at the bad, her compassion evident. It was strange to think she had connections to Pemberley that I knew nothing about, and it unsettled me to see her fit so easily into the picture. This Kitty Bennet was not the one from Elizabeth’s stories of her two youngest sisters, but I liked her all the better for it.

The deeper into the gossip the two Bennet sisters delved, the less respectable the subject matter became. It was impossible to be certain of the veracity of a tale so much retold that no one could remember the original teller, so I trusted the stories no more than I trusted the pages of my novels. That did not, however, mean they weren’t just as enthralling, and I found myself leaning closer over the table to listen in.

Darcy tolerated local gossip more than he actively participated in it, and I never quite felt qualified to join in, with nothing to contribute myself, so it was usually an uncommon activity. But knowing her new audience well, Elizabeth spun a more lurid tale. So divorced from its source that it came without names, she launched into the story of a local family suffering from the scandal of their youngest son, who ought to have been courting respectable ladies, caught with a servant girl from the kitchens.

It was the kind of story that probably wasn’t true. I suspected perhaps that the anonymity was why she chose it, with no one to actually be hurt by its telling. There were no details, no recognisable figures, no known consequences. It could have happened in any town from Land’s End to Gretna Green. Yet I still felt my face burn.

The way Elizabeth told it, how the clandestine couple had been caught trying to steal some time alone, it was all too familiar. There were several key differences, of course, but the room they had thought locked and the bursting in of someone who was never meant to see… I tried not to make connections to what remained the most terrifying moment of my life. The squeak of a door hinge and the sadistic tutting of someone who knew the power of the information they’d just gained—it still haunted my nightmares. I’d sworn to forget the whole thing, even if it meant brushing the good aside with the bad, the two inextricable.

But did anyone ever truly forget their first love?

My brother professed he had married his, although I questioned what he’d been doing with his life to have gotten to the age of eight and twenty and not found himself drawn to a woman. Elizabeth had likewise confided in me Darcy was the first man she’d truly loved, but to say otherwise would be too improper to consider. I could not have been the only person to have felt the clench of my heart before I was even truly supposed to be seeking a partner.

It had happened so easily and so quickly that I’d wondered if I was mistaking one feeling for another, but it was not something I could speak to Elizabeth about, as much as I’d come to trust her. Not when the object of my heart’s desires had been my best friend and a fellow student of my governess. Well-behaved young ladies did not fall in love with other girls. That particular rule wasn’t in the etiquette guides, but I daresay only because it was such a scandalous thought to begin with that there was no need to even suggest otherwise.

My head found itself in such a spiral at Elizabeth’s story that I didn’t notice I’d stopped eating and was staring at my hands in my lap. My blush had spread across my cheeks and down my neck, burning a gentle heat at the memory of soft fingers that had once, and only once, traced the same path.

“Mrs. Darcy, I fear your sense of impropriety is scandalising my sister,” Darcy said, giving Elizabeth a warning look as he misunderstood the source of my emotions.

Elizabeth just laughed. “Oh, Georgiana doesn’t mind, do you?”

In truth, it gave me a thrill to be included, to be treated like another of Elizabeth’s sisters rather than a child. There was simply no question of me admitting the reason for my blush, but I didn’t want the present company to believe me so naive that one story of misplaced affection could unsettle me.

“Not at all,” I promised, trying my best at a look that read unruffled.

Elizabeth’s resulting smile was directed at my brother, self-satisfied and victorious. More a smirk than anything else. But Kitty’s look was reserved for me, and she beamed. Her surprise was painfully evident, but I had given her little reason to think me anything other than an innocent little mouse of a thing who hid from company and never had anything to say. I could not be blamed that it was always far more interesting to listen.

Perhaps it was simply the way Kitty’s grin lit up her face, unabashed and unrestrained, or maybe the intrigue in her eye as she looked at me—I couldn’t be sure—but it pulled at something in my stomach. A tug that entreated me to follow after it, after Kitty, to see where it led.

It was a feeling I knew all too well, and one I swore I would not give in to again.


[image: ]




Darcy disappeared to his office and his financial ledgers to ensure the estate kept running as it should, but Elizabeth, Kitty, and I retired from breakfast to the front parlour to make the most of the morning’s light. I had unearthed a book from the sofa cushions, settling in to continue the tale, when the footman appeared in the doorway.

“Ma’am,” he said, addressing Elizabeth, “there is a caller here to see Miss Darcy.”

The look of confusion on Elizabeth’s face was almost certainly also present on mine. I had never once received a caller at Pemberley by virtue of never going anywhere to meet someone who might want to come calling. No doubt plenty of visits were made to other houses in the days following a ball, but there was no reason for anyone to call on me.

“A male caller?” Elizabeth asked.

The footman nodded, handing over a calling card. “A Mr. Honeyfield, ma’am.”

That only strengthened my confusion. The name rang a faint bell in the recesses of my memory, but I could not put it to a face. I wasn’t convinced I had ever met this man personally before, which meant his call was entirely unconventional. I was within my rights to turn him away, but there was a chance it wasn’t a call from a suitor. It could be news from someone I’d known in London, something too important to put in a letter.

“Have him shown in,” I said to the footman. “Thank you.”

As soon as he left, Kitty spoke up.

“Who is Mr. Honeyfield? A suitor?” she asked, fidgeting with her embroidery in her lap.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

Sticking her needle into the fabric stretched across her embroidery hoop, she climbed to her feet and placed her project down on the side table.

“I think I’ll go and ensure my things are unpacked” was the only explanation she gave before she hurried out of the room.

I couldn’t blame her for leaving when it was what I most wanted to do, too. At least Elizabeth could be trusted upon to stay. Young ladies did not take callers, particularly male callers, without a chaperone.

“Georgiana—” she began, but before she could get anything meaningful out, the footman ushered in a man who, just as suspected, was entirely unfamiliar to me.

“Miss Darcy,” he greeted me with lacquered enthusiasm. “How kind of you to take the time to receive my call. I had been hoping to see you at the recent Pemberley ball, but when you made no appearance, I felt I should call upon you to ensure you were in good health.”

I rose to my feet and offered a curtsey, as was the polite thing to do. He was a tall, slender man, every limb an inch too long. When he bowed back to me it seemed perfectly measured as to not topple over his stretched frame.

“I do not believe we have been introduced,” I said, making certain he could hear the insinuation that he was breaking social conventions. Men ought not to call upon ladies until a proper introduction was made.

Mr. Honeyfield’s smile was wolfish, baring his teeth.

“I can only express my offence that you do not remember me. Why, we have known each other for over a decade now. Our fathers did business together. James Honeyfield.” He introduced himself with smooth and polished words.

With the additional context, I could tease out a memory of running around the lawn of Pemberley with a gangly young boy, thrilled for the company while Darcy was away. We had met before. Technically he was within his right to visit, and he knew it, a self-satisfied smile betraying him at the corner of his lips. It was an unfortunate loophole.

“Of course.” I forced a smile in return. “Thank you for the reminder. What brings you to my home?”

“As I said, I was most keen to ensure your good health. Shall we sit? Perhaps reminisce on happy childhood memories?” he asked. “If Mrs. Darcy does not mind?” He looked to Elizabeth.

I wished I could beg her to refuse him. If this was purely a social call, I had no interest in it. Mr. Honeyfield was wasting his time if he thought showing up unprompted would be endearing to me. Even with written notice a week in advance, I still had no desire to be courted.

When I looked at him, I felt fear. He had not personally done anything to frighten me, but he represented the kind of life that would stifle me. It would be unfeeling and shackled, and every second of it would be a lie. The intentions of his visit were clear: He wished to court me, propose to me, and make me his wife. All it did was remind me that I would never want that from any man. Instead, I could only compare how I felt about him to how Kitty had made me feel in the little time she’d been at Pemberley. It made that attraction all the harder to ignore.

Be that as it may, turning him away immediately after his arrival would be unthinkably rude. I had been backed into a corner, and I wasn’t quite as good with loopholes as he appeared to be. Gritting my teeth, I was ready to resign myself to at least half an hour of talking about the weather, making polite enquiries after his family, and peppering him with suggestions that he should be thinking about leaving.

I had only just retaken my seat when Elizabeth spoke up.

“If only you had given us some notice, Mr. Honeyfield,” she said. “I’m afraid we can spare only five minutes this morning before we must be on our way. We have promised to make calls of our own.”

We had promised absolutely no such thing, but I was not about to disagree with her. I could endure this for five minutes, after which I would be spending another ten thanking Elizabeth profusely for having the mind-reading powers of a clairvoyant. If I was to be forced into social situations where men viewed me as a prize to be won, I wanted her there beside me to redirect them with undeniable politeness but irrefutable cunning.
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Chapter Three


Despite how many years had passed, my mother’s touch lingered on Pemberley. My father had preserved much of her influence after her death, and Darcy had been just as reticent to make any changes that diminished her memory, so many of the rooms rarely seen by visitors were almost two decades out of style. It was a welcome thought to know she’d picked the fabrics and the wallpapers, even if their comforting warmth could easily be mistaken as dark and cold by someone with no understanding of their significance.

My favourite place on the entire estate, however, was wholly of her creation, and it was to there that I absconded the moment Mr. Honeyfield took his leave. Between his unexpected visit and Kitty’s enduring presence, I needed the solitude.

Manufactured out of the side of one of the hills in the grounds, the shell grotto was a place rarely visited by anyone but me. Its entrance was covered by a wall of shrubbery, concealing it from all those unaware it was there. My brother knew of its existence, of course, as did most of the staff, and I had shown Elizabeth a few months after she had married Darcy, but Kitty likely had no idea. Which made it the perfect place to hide from her.

Developing any kind of fondness for Kitty Bennet was out of the question. That kind of thing did not end happily. I had learnt plenty of lessons throughout my life, but I knew that one would stay with me the longest. Rather than linger in her presence and feel the threads that pulled me to her tighten, I picked the densest Latin text from the library and took it to the grotto in the hopes of staying out of sight and keeping my mind occupied.

The grotto was older than I was, so I hadn’t been around for its construction, but I’d been told my mother had made it her project, dedicating years to the design and then the selection and placement of thousands of shells. They swirled from the floor up and across the ceiling, forming complicated patterns with unending intricacy.

The only light source was a circular hole in the roof, disguised from above as a well, that let in a column of sunlight. It bounced off abalone and mother-of-pearl, revealing the true beauty of the hidden cove, but it didn’t provide quite enough light by which to read. With a candle, a book, and a bag full of Ruth’s gingerbread, I was perfectly set for a long afternoon of seclusion. Anyone who truly needed to find me would know exactly where to look, but those new to Pemberley, including girls with angelic curls and permanent smiles, wouldn’t have the slightest clue where I’d gone.

I was forty pages into my book when I realised I’d been interrupted. Quite how long Emma had been standing there, I wasn’t sure, but when I looked up to reach for another biscuit, I instead found myself clutching my chest to calm my surprise at the sight of a figure in the doorway.

“My apologies,” Emma said, her smile suggesting she wasn’t particularly sorry.

After Darcy had married Elizabeth and I’d moved back to Pemberley for good, I had convinced him I was too old for governesses. There was nothing academic left they were willing to teach me, my education instead continuing in the pages of Pemberley’s books. I had tired of being told I was wilful for requesting to be allowed to practise my Greek rather than my sewing. To my relief, Darcy had hired a lady’s maid upon my return home, and it did not take long for relief to turn to delight as I got to know Emma. Sharp, skilled, and willing to collude in my feeble excuses to get me out of social engagements I couldn’t bear to endure, she was one of my favourite people at Pemberley. Even if she did sneak up on me in silence.

“How did you find me?” I asked her, setting aside my book.

“You were not to be found anywhere else, which meant there was only one place you could be.” She sat down beside me, lit by the flickering glow of the candle. “It has been a while since you have hidden yourself away here. Is everything all right?”

The last time I had spent a full day amongst the shells had been when Darcy brought me back to Pemberley after all but rescuing me from the clutches of a fortune-hunting, power-hungry man who knew enough about me to barter with my freedom. One could hardly consider that an unreasonable seclusion, but Emma had yet to be appointed then. If she had been there to speak to, I likely would have been less keen to hide alone. Telling her a part of what had happened, even a year after the fact, had eased the knot it still tied around my lungs.

“Who says I am hiding?” My visits to the grotto had always been frequent, if admittedly shorter.

“These are provisions for days”—Emma gestured to the bag of gingerbread between us—“and you told no one where you were going. Your brother was getting concerned. So what is it that brought you here?”

The problem with excellent lady’s maids was the potential for their perceptive nature to see far more than you intended them to. I wished I hadn’t put my book down, lamenting my lack of something to hide behind as I felt my cheeks go pink.

“I just needed some peace and quiet,” I explained softly. “I can come back to the house, if my brother needs me for something.”

Emma squeezed my arm. If I was spending extended periods of time in the grotto, it was usually because I wanted to feel closer to my mother. Guilt gnawed at me for allowing Emma to think that was what this was, but I couldn’t explain the truth. I couldn’t bear the thought of someone I cared about looking at me differently.

“Stay,” Emma said. “I’ll tell Mr. Darcy you’re safe and sound. Perhaps make sure you talk to him after dinner? He worries about you. As do I.”

“No, it’s all right, I can—”

“It is fine to take some time to yourself,” she insisted. “If you need it, no one in that house would begrudge you that. Just come back before you forget your way there. And call for me before you go to dinner, because you have been playing with your curls and they look terrible.”

I hadn’t realised I had done it until she pointed it out, but I’d been pulling on the locks of hair that framed my face, stretching out their coils until they hung limply. I tucked them behind my ears to hide the worst of it and assured Emma I would not go to dinner so dishevelled. She left me with a promise she would reassure my brother no harm had come to me and, unlike the governesses I’d had, did not say a word against me picking up my hefty Latin tome again. Her patience was endless, even though I knew she would enjoy working for a normal young lady who needed dressing up for balls and subsequent visits from suitors. I was rather boring in comparison.

I read my way through the wax of an entire candle, lighting a new one with the stub of the first. It was only when my supply of biscuits ran low and my back began to ache from sitting on the hard, shell-encrusted bench set into the wall that I finally ventured back to the house. Instead of heading straight for my own rooms, I took myself to Darcy’s office and knocked on the half-open door.

“Georgiana,” he said, surprise in his voice as he looked up to see me. “Emma said you wanted some time to yourself. Is everything all right?”

Like he always had, he set down his pen and pushed aside the letter he was writing, ready to listen to anything I had to say. Even when I’d been an endlessly curious child who always had one more question, I had never been denied his time. My multipage letters to him at school had been answered just as lengthily, and to my knowledge he had never once lied to me. If he didn’t know, he said so. If he did know, he told me. He was the only person to truly take me seriously. So perhaps I was the worst sister imaginable for harbouring so significant a secret.
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