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Chapter 1

THE DANGER BECKONS
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It was a path she had taken many times, for she spent the chief part of every afternoon walking in the grounds, and yet still Georgiana’s heart leapt as she left the neat lawns about the house and strode towards the dark expanse of the wood. This was a wilderness in which she could breathe. She could sketch or write without being observed by the odious Mrs Annesley, who never went an hour without remarking upon her deficiencies or implying that she would soon receive a marriage proposal from Baron John de Halighwell. Mrs Annesley paid no heed to Georgiana’s conviction that the Baron cared only for her fortune, or that she felt nothing but alarm in his presence and could only be as civil as his bad breath would allow; Mrs Annesley thought solely of carriages and an income of twenty-five thousand a year. She had not yet forgiven Georgiana for refusing Sir William Popham-Bonham, despite the fact that he was past forty and complained of the rheumatism. Georgiana knew that she must one day consent to marry, but the idea of doing so at twenty – or even twenty-one – dismayed her beyond words.

In the woods, she could dance to the melody of the wind in the leaves, and she could wet her feet in the stream on a warm day and watch the dragonflies dart about their business, free and unencumbered. There was no other place where she could be alone without risk of intrusion, except beneath the canopy of those trees. She might have been a sprite of the air for all the lightness that she felt when she was alone there.

There was one part of the wood, however, into which she almost never ventured. Here the oaks were stunted, twisted into strange shapes that made them appear not as trees at all, but something else, something with their own minds. Hoary with a strange moss that grew like horsehair along their trunks and branches, these gnarled creatures flitted through her dreams as spectres. Perhaps it was childish fancy on her part, but the trees were so old there, so disfigured, that when she beheld them, she could not help but be afraid. It was said in local lore to be where ancient folk had held their forums, where they had hanged their guilty and made their blood sacrifices, and as such it was a place where magic might happen in the right confluence of weather and words. Even though her brother assured her that this was no more than ignorant country superstition, Georgiana felt the place retained an air of something evil and she shrank away from it.

On this day, however, mere hours before her most cherished confidante Anne was due to arrive from Rosings, Georgiana felt braver than she was accustomed, and when she heard the sound – the sound that she would come to know so well in the time ahead – she could not ignore it. She stopped, she turned, and she walked straight towards the danger.






Chapter 2

A CHIME WITHOUT REASON OR RHYME
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The noise was rhythmic, almost mechanical in nature, something like the chime of a clock, but more insistent. Georgiana had never before heard such a sound. Strong was the impulse to flee, but her curiosity was stronger. She looked about her for the creature or object that could be responsible for this clamour and was drawn towards a particularly ugly oak, whose branches looked so entirely like human arms that Georgiana felt a strong compulsion to close her eyes. Withstanding this temptation, she peered into the forked fingers and saw there a polished black rectangle constructed of a strange material that shone with a peculiar green glow. Against every notion of self-preservation, she reached for the object. It was icy in her hand and like no wood she had ever seen. It was more akin to polished jet, except without the natural striations typical of that material; neither did it have the weight of solid glass. Indeed, it most closely resembled a black type of ivory, although no such thing existed to her knowledge. Carefully she turned it over, smoothed away some dirt with her thumb and read a word, of which she could make little sense.

MOTOROLA

She sounded it out in her mouth. Was this some corruption of Latin? Perhaps an obscure Italian word she did not know?

The green glow that had drawn her attention emanated from a smaller rectangle placed within the centre of the larger. This part of the object was perhaps constructed from some exotic lapis, or the new material jade that she had heard so much about from her aunt, Lady Catherine, who was keen to begin her own collection. Could such a marvel from China or Burma have already found its way into the wilds of Derbyshire?

As she cleared more dirt from it, Georgiana perceived that there were markings set into the facade: two arrows pointing north and south, and another pair, pointing east and west. Could this be a compass of some ingenious devise? Cleaning another section of the rectangle, a fifth raised marking became visible: a small square with a vivid red circle in its centre.

Her handkerchief proving ineffectual for thorough cleansing, she scraped at the jade rectangle with her fingernail and further details emerged: small numerals, ordered in the manner of a date.

01/05/95

She presumed this denoted the first day of May in the year 1795 – almost four years since – unless it were an antique and belonged to another century, in which case the ninety-five might easily refer to the year 1695, or even earlier, although it did not have the look of an antiquity.

If her dear sister were not at present confined for the detested period of lying-in, she might go to her with the object and beg her opinion, for Elizabeth always seemed to know what other people did not. But with only weeks until the expected time of parturition, Elizabeth was not to be concerned with any matter, trifling or otherwise. Georgiana’s brother, normally so tranquil, was already in a state of great agitation on account of his wife’s health, and she could not consult him about an article she had discovered in the woods, when she knew very well he did not wholly approve of her solitary rambles, even in his most cheerful moods, of which she had seen few this past month.

Throughout all, the shrill noise persisted, and Georgiana wondered whether something might be done to bring about its cessation, although she could not imagine what. In her anxiety she became hot, and she perspired so very much that, after using it to mop her brow, she was obliged to hang her cloak on a branch.

If she could find a way to silence the thing, she would take it to Anne – her intimate friend, confidante and cousin – at her first opportunity. Anne was due to arrive on the morrow and Georgiana knew that her cousin would be eager to provide any assistance in her power. The extensive library at Rosings might contain a book with an illustration of such objects and, if it did, Georgiana felt assured that Anne would know of it, for she did little other than read. Anne’s thirst for knowledge was rivalled only by her desire to be silent in the company of her mother, whose violent opinions mortified her with every expression.

Moistening her kerchief, Georgiana rubbed at the topmost part of the jade rectangle and its final details were revealed in the form of two mysterious words.

NEW PAGE

She stared at these words. What could they mean? Was this a curious sort of reading device? Something intended for the magnification of small print? And yet, how could it work when it was not at all transparent?

Georgiana could not think. Her head began to ache from the discordant shriek of the device, which was akin to a small child’s attack on a single piano key, without any variation of tone or rhythm. She longed for respite, but none came. Perhaps, Georgiana considered, the red circle might effect the silence necessary for her to smuggle the thing into the house and find a suitable hiding place for it, until she could consult with Anne.

And this was how Georgiana Darcy came to press the red button, which was, in hindsight, a singular mistake, for when she looked up from the object, she was no longer in the hoary oakwood; she was standing on a lawn facing a fine white house that was not Pemberley.






Chapter 3

THE MYSTERIOUS MANSION
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She took the delicate skin at her wrist and pinched viciously. The pain made her gasp. She screwed her eyes shut, expecting a different aspect when she opened them, but her wish made no alteration to the scene: this house was white; Pemberley was not. The house before her was a Palladian mansion, as one might expect to encounter in the north of Italy; Pemberley was made of silver granite in the baroque style. On the frontage of this manor she counted thirty-six windows; Pemberley had forty-two. This lawn was semi-circular, dotted over with timber, and it did not appear to lead to water.

The facts were indisputable: she had somehow come to a different place.

Could she have awoken in Italy? Had she taken a voyage and lost her memory of it in the fog of some illness? Yet the scene around her appeared English: there were hedgerows with beech trees, oak, ash, and seemingly every other manner of tree typical of the English countryside.

But how had she come to be here? She could not account for it. She must be dreaming. She must have swooned and hit her head.

At her feet, the cold rectangle emitted its faint glow in complete silence, no longer sounding its dreadful shriek. If the object were real, her faculties must be undamaged. She swooped to pick it up and felt it cold in her hand, as icy as the touch of any frozen February pond.

Nothing about the device seemed altered. Her head ached acutely, but she had taken only a small glass of orange wine at lunch, which could not account for this effect. Was she poisoned? Had she breathed in toxic vapours that had altered her senses? Was this a kind of witchcraft? Or could the object be enchanted, as in the storybooks her nurse had read to her once upon a time?

She pushed the device into her reticule, so that she should not have to risk carrying it in her hand and being affected further by whatever powers it possessed.

She took a few paces and her attention was drawn by a flash of green. It appeared to be a parakeet. The bird was joined by its mate and followed by a further two birds, all of them settling in a horse chestnut tree, which further inspection revealed had singular red flowers. A red horse chestnut tree? She did not know such a thing existed. What manner of place was this?

She opened the vinaigrette she always carried and inhaled lavender smelling salts, but when they did not prove efficacious, she slapped herself hard about the face. The result was no change in her spirits, only a sting in her cheek.

If Anne had only come to Pemberley a day early. Anne would be undaunted. She would not let shock intimidate her into inaction. She would find a way to make sense of all that had occurred. Georgiana longed for Anne’s company now, for the comfort of her quiet intelligence. But Anne was not here, and neither was Elizabeth. Georgiana was entirely alone.

The sky was cloven, a mountain of grey fast encroaching into the blue, and she shivered as a raindrop fell onto her face and slid down her nose. When she went to wipe it away, she felt a slipperiness she had not expected. She did not heed it until the smear of scarlet on her index finger caught her attention, and when she brought it to her nose, she smelled an unmistakeable metallic scent. Blood.

As a buzzard gave vent to its mournful cry, she looked upwards and saw high above, in the topmost branches of an ancient sycamore tree, the outline of a man.






Chapter 4

THE TOUCH OF DEATH
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His face was ashen, and his limbs were twisted in a manner so unnatural that she knew there was but little possibility that he lived.

She clasped her hand to her mouth. In all her twenty years, she had never seen a dead body. When her dear father died, she had been kept away from home lest she contract the putrid fever that eventually claimed his life, and had not been afforded the opportunity to say goodbye to him or to express her esteem and love. She was told of his death in a letter sent by her brother, who seemed in those days not to know how to express himself other than with absolute directness of manner. There was no preamble or preparation; she had not a sentence to gather herself before she read the fateful words: ‘Our father is dead.’ In his mental disarray, he had not even had the presence of mind to use black sealing wax on the envelope to prepare her for bad news within: he used red, just as he had when their father lived.

Her mother’s death she had known nothing of, for she had been too young to notice it. She could not even be sure she remembered her mama, retaining only a shadowy sense of her that might have been more invention than memory. In the small hours of the night, she thought sometimes that she recalled dozing in her mother’s arms and listening to the murmur of her laugh as people flitted round them like butterflies. Her face she could not remember beyond the visages displayed in the house portraits and the painted miniature in the box of treasures beneath her bed. Her mama’s voice was gone for ever, but the softness of her lap and the warmth of her embrace remained a comfort.

When she was older, her brother let slip that their mother was taken to bed of a dead child, two full months before it was expected to be born. She had perished of a complication from that tragic stillbirth, the progression of her illness so rapid that from the first labour pains to her mother’s last breath there elapsed no more than eight and forty hours. Two days only between perfect health and infinite silence. That such a thing could occur would never have entered Georgiana’s two-year-old head. She did not know to fear death, for she had no concept of it, and her father and brother had taken pains to shield her from its cold shadow. Even her pet rabbits had been taken away from her before she could cry over their stiff little corpses.

But now she was faced with death: a man’s blood had run onto her face. His body even now hung over her in a ghastly tangle, not thirty feet above.

Looking about her, she saw no stable boy or farm labourer to whom she could apply for assistance. Whatever action was to be taken, it must be taken by herself. Recoil from the horror as she might, she felt she must get closer, must touch the man’s pulse to be quite certain that no hope remained.

The sycamore had large branches that might have been designed expressly for climbing. With scarcely a thought to the propriety of her conduct, she hitched up her skirts and pulled herself onto the first branch. As a child, her father had never discouraged her from rough outdoor pursuits: she knew how to climb a tree, and she did it now, quickly closing in upon the man.

There was a moment when she thought she detected movement above her and hoped it indicated some sign of life, but it must only have been a consequence of her own motion, for the body hung as still as any crow’s nest in the dead of winter.

As she climbed, she tried not to think of what her brother would say. She knew Elizabeth would not chastise her – she had seen Elizabeth climb branches in the orchard to pick the ripest fruits and only laugh at her husband when he said she had better come down before she broke her leg. Elizabeth was never afraid of falling; she was never afraid of any consequence of her own actions, so resolutely did she trust in her own judgement.

It was a trait that Georgiana much admired but did not share. She never articulated her opinions or ideas without regretting their expression, and such decisions as she had been given licence to make had been uniformly poor: the nadir of which was known only to Elizabeth, her brother and Colonel Fitzwilliam.

As Georgiana came nearer to the stricken man, she saw that he was clad in farm attire but with the addition of a loose waistcoat dyed in the most garish shade of orange – so bright it almost glowed, even in the dim light of the branches, and she wondered if it had been woven with a form of phosphorous. He was wearing a stiff kind of cap, with a tight black chinstrap that made the flesh of his neck bulge. This cap seemed to be carved of wood, with grooves in the sides and the top, painted in the same unbecoming shade as his waistcoat.

In his hands, he held a monstrously large tool that might have been some manner of saw, except it was made to a very strange design. The blade was some four feet in length, also painted that curious luminous orange, and there was a chain of jagged teeth the whole way around.

Georgiana did not think it likely that the man had ended his own life, for there was no rope tied around his neck; his torso appeared to be held fast to the branches with colourful tethers of some kind. On his hands he was wearing thickly upholstered gloves that were caught within the handle of his tool, so that he could not drop it, even if he wished.

She felt for a pulse at his neck, but could discern none, and it only took but one glance at his face to see that he was dead. There was a pallor to his countenance that chilled Georgiana’s veins, and her eyes fixed on blood that oozed from a gash in his temple.

She perceived, however, that no blood darkened his saw, as might be expected from an accident involving the blade, and he was tethered tightly, which gave little opportunity for a slip and fall. How then had this injury occurred? Could it be otherwise than an accident?

A constable should be called with all expedience and the case should go before a magistrate and coroner to determine the circumstances of the death. Georgiana could not imagine how the corpse could be retrieved from its position, so high in the canopy, without risking it falling to the ground and damaging any evidence that might be of the most crucial importance.

She ought to have been frightened out of her senses but all she felt was a powerful desire to know the truth. This curiosity seizing control of her mind and body, she reached out her hand to search the man’s attire, for perhaps he carried something of note upon his person. In his orange waistcoat she could find nothing except lint and crumbs, but as she perused the construction of his lower garments, she perceived a pocket, the contours of which seemed to suggest the presence of some small concealed item. Hesitating, her fingers touched the blue twill of his breeches, the pocket so small that she might easily have missed it. Inserting her hand into the coarse fabric, she felt the touch of paper, and she withdrew a yellowed square, folded tightly. When she smoothed it out upon her knee, one arm hooked tight around a branch, she read a few lines of what she first thought poetry, but then saw was something far more rudimentary.

Mary Mary, quite contrary,

How does your garden grow?

With nightshade bells, and hemlock shells,

And pretty blades all in a row, row, row,

And pretty blades all in a row.

It was a crude approximation of the nursery rhyme she had sung many times in infancy, but this incarnation sat uneasily with her. Why were there no silver bells, cockleshells and pretty maids in a row? In this version, there were only knives and deadly shrubs. Who had written such a thing and why did the dead man carry it upon his person?

Without further thought, she stuffed the note beneath the neckline of her dress. Perhaps the verse meant nothing at all, but it could perhaps be of vital importance. In any case, it had unsettled her enough to deserve further perusal.

She climbed back down – acutely aware of each graze to the muslin of her dress – and resolved to find whichsoever men might know how to retrieve the body, for she herself could have no hope of moving such a large person. She was tall but she was slight, and she well knew the limits of her strength.

And yet how would she explain her part in this to any man she might call for assistance? As the discoverer of the corpse, she would be expected to provide a reason for her proximity, and yet she could not even say where she was, nor how she had come to be here. What then should she do?

Should she take one of the paths towards the house, beg its occupants for help and endure all the attendant questioning, which must be only natural in the circumstances? Or flee, leaving the poor man to drip blood onto the fallen twigs beneath the tree and hope that somebody else would find him?

But flee where – into a hedgerow? A field? She saw no woods into which she could disappear. There were only glebe lands and pastures with grazing cattle in the distance.

She had just stopped to inspect a sign at the edge of the thoroughfare – which said, somewhat confoundingly, ‘Toads on the path!’ – when a gentleman strode around the corner of the house and fixed his eyes upon her. Whether or not it was because the sign had put the idea into her head, she could not say, but never had a man seemed to her more like a slimy amphibian.






Chapter 5

A SMEAR OF BLOOD
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The man stared at her, as if in wonder, before his initial look of surprise gave way to a smile that was all insincerity. From his position, he could not possibly see the poor man hanging lifeless above her, since the tree was in full leaf. In any case, he was looking directly at her, not into the canopy, and his mouth was agape.

He was small, bare-headed and wearing a greatcoat that seemed too large for his frame, and he seemed to stagger a little with each step, as if he were dizzy.

‘Bingo!’ he said, holding his hand up to her. ‘That’s the silhouette we need. How come an extra has it spot on, but Marianne looks like a dog’s dinner? Who made your outfit, darling? Come on, you can tell me. I don’t bite.’

Elizabeth’s former maid Cassandra had made up the gown for her, but Georgiana could not even attempt to answer such an impertinent enquiry. Even from this first utterance, she could perceive the man’s ill-breeding. His conversation lacked the most basic civility and he had the conceited air of a coxcomb used to having his way.

‘What’s an extra doing wandering around by herself over here?’ he pressed her, reducing the distance between them by half. He had drooping features, bright eyes and a countenance that spoke less of candour and more of cunning.

An extra? What could he mean by this? She waited for him to elaborate but he did not.

‘Do you speak English?’ he said, raising his eyebrows, which were sparse and nearly as weak as his chin.

‘Yes indeed, sir,’ she said, looking over his shoulder to see if any other person might emerge. She was entirely alone with this man who had come upon her so suddenly, and the impropriety of it was not lost on her. If Mrs Annesley should find her in this situation, her disapproval would be severe. Her lectures would know no limits.

‘What’s that mark, by your mouth?’ he said suddenly. ‘Ketchup, or are you bleeding? Did you get your lip bitten, kissing boys?’

In haste, Georgiana used her sleeve to wipe away what must have been a spot of the poor farmer’s blood.

The man was intolerable. If her brother had been here, he would have struck him about the head and rendered him senseless.

‘Come on, tell me who you are,’ he insisted, flashing another smile devoid of sincerity. His small white teeth and single gold tooth made her flesh creep and she wished he would close his lips.

She meditated within herself: what words might provide an escape out of this conversation and away from the attentions of such a disagreeable man? If there were such words, she could not find them.

He stared at her, so intently that it verged upon insolence, beginning at the toes of her boots and finishing at the top of her head; it was as if he were trying to get the measure of her worth without any intention of concealing the fact.

‘You’re a pretty little thing and not a bit of make-up on you, is there? Look at that wee bonnet over those pretty little curls. Such a tight, prim lass.’

The expression with which he rendered the last three words was abhorrent to Georgiana, and yet he grinned with evident delight and made as if to actually touch the curls about her face. The gap between them was now no more than half an arm’s length. Georgiana could not maintain her composure. She stepped backwards, acutely aware of the corpse above their heads, anxious to be gone before his gaze travelled upwards and he noticed it, or before another drop of blood fell. It was evident that this man did not possess a thinking mind or an honest heart, and his interference could only worsen a situation that was already terrible.

‘I beg your pardon, sir, but I must take your leave,’ Georgiana said, looking about her desperately. Her eye fell on a series of conical items of white and orange, set alongside the road, and to a large and exceedingly grey squirrel, which stared at her boldly from some grass fringed with the most pungent wild garlic. The man groaned and when she looked back to him, he seemed to be laughing at her, as if she had attempted a joke.

In her entire life, she had never felt less like laughing.






Chapter 6

THE BURN OF HUMILIATION
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‘Lord preserve me from method actors,’ he said. ‘I admire the dedication to the craft, though. I don’t think I’d be able to keep it up. How do you manage to stay in character without dropping F-bombs?’

‘Sir, what is it you mean?’ she forced herself to ask.

‘You’re a serious actress, eh? Just out of drama school? Where did you study?’

Was he in jest? If so, his joke was in exceedingly poor taste. Still, he appeared to be waiting for an answer.

Georgiana shook her head. ‘Sir, I assure you I am no actress.’

‘That’s right,’ he said, with the audacity to pat her on the head. ‘You are one hundred per cent a pretty Regency lady.’

‘Regency?’ she said, confused. ‘Who is the Regent?’

Her mouth was dry, and she could feel the colour rise in her cheeks. There was some mistake. She could not fathom it, but he took her for another person entirely. His questions made no sense. What in her appearance or manner could possibly lead him to believe that she was a person of the stage? Was this his manner of insulting her? She could ready believe it, for he had such a malicious, sneering countenance.

‘I must go, sir. I bid you good day.’

‘Wait, are you one of the student dailies here to help with costume?’ he said, coming so close that the toes of their boots touched, and she could smell whisky on his breath, even though the sun was low in the sky and dew still remained on the ground. This overindulgence would explain his strange manners, and his absolute absence of civility.

‘Did you make your frock yourself? Don’t be shy. It’s very nice work if you did. The detailing on the shoulders is exquisite. You wouldn’t see better in Milan or Paris and, believe me, I’ve sat in the front row of more than one couture show.’

His manner reminded her of a person of her acquaintance, but she could not think whom it was. The notion plagued her, almost revealing itself and then withdrawing into the darkness of her mind.

‘That embroidery must have taken days to finish,’ he continued, and he had the audacity to touch her on the shoulder as if examining the silk stitches, which was so unexpected a gesture that she started. ‘Don’t be shy, darling. Did you make it? You can tell me. I’m the boss around here. We don’t do secrets on my set.’

When his probing failed to stimulate a response, a darkness came across his countenance and to Georgiana’s immense horror, she felt his fingertips brush against her bosom as he withdrew the piece of yellowed paper she had stowed there. Some portion of it must have been visible for he took it in his hand and looked at it.

‘What’s this, then?’

Every moment added to her sufferings. Not only did she wish him gone, she wished him in shackles.

‘Are you a writer?’

Georgiana shook her head, unable to comprehend what was happening or the intention behind his questions, but increasingly aware that another blood droplet could fall at any moment.

‘Evidently not.’ He folded the paper and put it in the pocket of his coat.

‘If you want it back, you’ll just have to ask me nicely,’ he said, with a repellent smile.

Wickham. He reminded her of an elderly, balding Wickham. He had the same over-familiar manner, the same expectation of finding pleasure wherever he sought it and the same natural arrogance.

This notion only increased her wretchedness. She never allowed herself to think of Wickham, except in the darkest hours of the night, for the resultant shame lay so heavy upon her that she could not breathe. She had almost destroyed herself, her brother, and the good name of her family, and for what? Love? No, for the falsehood and flattery of a wastrel and a rake.

She burned with humiliation at the recollection of her foolishness, but she did not now have the luxury of sinking into self-recrimination. Escape could be her only concern.

The man’s brow furrowed, as if suddenly struck with an unpleasant thought.

‘Wait, you’re not one of those flipping fangirls, are you? One of the nutters?’ he said, narrowing his eyes. ‘Are you trying to get your picture taken with the stars – is that your game? Do I need to call security?’






Chapter 7

THE PAGER FORMERLY KNOWN AS THE OBJECT
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Given she didn’t understand above one in four of his words, and certainly not those relating to ‘pictures taken with the stars’, she did not venture an answer. Moreover, it seemed that she had unwittingly offended him. Her most pressing source of alarm, however, could be nothing except the corpse hanging above both their heads. She hadn’t screamed and nor had she run for help upon discovering it. If this odious person should notice the dead farmer now, he would naturally wonder why she had not done either of these things. He might suspect her of some involvement in the man’s demise. Everything she had done since she had arrived at this unknown manor house could be viewed through the lens of suspicion. She could not explain even how she had come here, when one moment ago she had been wandering the woods of her brother’s estate and dreaming of fairies.

‘Ah,’ he said, nodding to her reticule. It had been a treasured birthday gift from Anne, and she clutched it now tightly in her hand. ‘So, you’re crew.’

‘Crew?’ she whispered, thinking of those men whose voyages took them halfway around the world on the high seas and who returned home one year later but seemed to have aged ten years in the time that they were gone.

‘You’ve got one of the set pagers in your little bag there. I can see the top of it. What’s your name, beautiful?’

She attempted to answer him but could only manage to stammer half before her voice and her courage failed her.

‘Well, Miss Georgie, I don’t care why you’re here, I don’t even care if you nicked that pager, just go and find the costume department and show them what you’re wearing. Tell them I sent you. They’ll do the rest. Off you pop.’

Why did he talk so peculiarly? It was unaccountable that he had not introduced himself to Georgiana and yet he expected her to know with absolute surety who he was. He must be a person of significance, perhaps even the owner of this estate. He certainly expected his commands to be executed without delay.

He raised his hand and pointed towards an orangery distinct from the rest of the house.

‘That way. Chop-chop. Time is money. And don’t be so shy, darling! Shyness won’t get you anywhere in this business. Shoulders back, tits out, and look people in the eye, or you’ll never be taken seriously.’

The indelicacy of this conduct made Georgiana’s eyes widen with alarm. There was no possible answer to such gross impertinence. In a state of deep distress, she began to walk, hardly knowing where she went.

She followed the uncommonly smooth road past a proliferation of wooden tables and benches – more than could surely ever be wanted by the family and its guests – towards the orangery. She saw a second sign regarding the mating season of toads, and a third sign informing her that she was ‘Entering a Dogs on Lead Area’. How many dogs were expected that such a sign was thought necessary? A great many of them, judging by yet a fourth sign that read ‘Play Area. No Dogs Allowed’.

An area in which plays were held?

Perhaps the owners of the house had a pack of foxhounds or other hunting dogs that caused mischief when given too much free rein? But how peculiar to put up signs to warn the servants. Surely a stiff verbal reminder would be adequate? And who was to say any of them could even read?

As she approached a smart red-brick stables, she came alongside a hushed crowd of people so strangely clad in articles of undress that she could make no sense of it, only to see others of their number who were dressed perfectly unremarkably in clothes that were perhaps a little old-fashioned, but only by a few seasons. Georgiana’s eye was drawn to a man wielding a long pole topped by what looked like stuffed vermin of a kind – perhaps a silver fox or a large ferret. He dangled it over the heads of a man and woman who conversed with great intimacy, but seemed wholly unaware that they were surrounded by a horde.

Georgiana cast a woeful glance back in the direction of the sycamore tree where she had so suddenly found herself and where, thirty feet above, a man had breathed his last.

The unpleasant man in the greatcoat had gone and the scene was undisturbed. Perhaps she could do a loop of the house and return to the tree undetected, which would give her time to formulate a plan.

The stable block was obscured by two dozen or more people, but her eye was drawn to the roof’s cupola and its handsome bell and clock, which showed a time of half past ten. It was then certainly morning, not afternoon, which made no sense, for it had definitely been afternoon when she had embarked upon her walk. Avoiding the mass of pedestrians, she quickly took another path into the gardens.

‘Clear the area,’ shouted a woman of middle years and the loose undressed hair of a pauper. ‘Yes, I’m talking to you, love. Get out of the bloody way.’

Other voices joined the first, and all seemed unanimous in the sentiment that Georgiana must move immediately, although in what direction there seemed no unanimity, for she was waved and urged to all points of the compass.

‘Hello? We’re setting up a shot here.’

Instinctively Georgiana ducked, for she did not wish to be caught in any crossfire.

‘Wait – what are you wearing? Who made that bonnet and who did your hair like that?’

The woman had turned towards her and was fast approaching with her hand raised, as if to detain her. Georgiana could stand it no longer. She gathered her skirts and fled, and did not stop until she found herself in a knot garden alive with bees and the nodding heads of alliums.

She must be dreaming. It was the only explanation. Perhaps the way to end the dream was in the manner in which it had started. She must take the black and jade rectangle and once again press the button with the scarlet circle. What had the man in the greatcoat called this device? A reader? No, a pager. ‘NEW PAGE’, it had said.

She glanced into her reticule and saw, to her profound dismay, that the device was no longer there.






Chapter 8

A BEAST CALLED WATSON
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In her flight from the house, the device must have fallen from her reticule. She could not think how she had been so careless, even in her present agitation of spirit. If only she had worn the deep pocket beneath her skirt that hung from a ribbon at her waist, she would never have lost the thing, but instead she had brought her reticule. Now she would have to retrace her steps and face again the stares of the crowd about the orangery and the risk of running again into the loathsome man in the greatcoat.

At this moment, a black and white dog came running up to her and began to tug at her skirts, as if beckoning her to follow. Try as she might, she could not remove its teeth from the skirts of her gown, until she began to follow it, whereupon it yapped at her with increasing savagery.

‘Watson, come back here!’ shouted a male voice. ‘You’re not rounding up a sheep, you dopey border collie.’

She heard footsteps approaching and was inclined to hide but could find nowhere to do it. She thought of running, but knew not where to go, and in any case, the dog would surely outpace her.

‘Watson, get down, sir,’ Georgiana said, imitating the growling tone taken by the Pemberley coachmen when conversing with troublesome curs.


Watson obliged and sat down so swiftly that Georgiana was impressed by her own authority of voice. She wondered if she should try it upon Mrs Annesley and winced at the thought.

‘Hey, you there, wait up!’ she heard the man’s voice call.

In an instant, with a shiver that ran right through her, she felt the hairs rise up on her arms.






Chapter 9

THE BEAUTY OF AN IRISHMAN
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He had an accent that she thought might be Irish. It was a captivating voice, warm and reassuring.

She turned and came face to face with a young man of exceptionally pleasing countenance, but who was wearing a costume so outlandish as to make him look like a court jester. Upon his head there was a cap of blue, embroidered with a foreign word she did not know: REEBOK. Perhaps some type of antelope, akin to the African springbok? She would check the encyclopaedia at her first opportunity. His shirt was woven in colours of the rainbow that bled into each other in a swirl upon his chest, and he wore loose breeches of the same fabric, with stiff black boots fastened with strange laces of blue and purple. He wore no coat or jacket, only an unflatteringly loose waistcoat in Wedgwood blue, fastened with hidden buttons. Perhaps, she conjectured, this was what the unpleasant man had referred to when he had instructed Georgiana to find the costume department? Could this be a company of actors or, worse, a troupe of strolling players putting on an entertainment for the members of the household?

‘You dropped this,’ he said, holding something out to her.

The pager.

She curtseyed, took it gratefully and clasped it to her heart, which still pounded from the panic of having lost it, if only for a moment – a mistake she would not allow herself to make again.

‘You know, I never even knew how pagers worked until I got the job here.’

‘Did not you?’ Georgiana hoped he would be induced to say more, for she dearly wished to know how the object worked.

‘My uncle had one when I was little, but he’d never let me touch it. I thought it was magic.’

‘Magic? What made you think so?’ Georgiana asked, too eagerly.

‘Just the way there’s these “pages” – which are basically invisible messages, right? – flying through the air by radio waves and the pager somehow knows they’re there and catches them, and starts beeping.’

‘Beeping?’

The man did an impression of the device’s noise so accurately that Georgiana smiled in wonder. The noise it made was a beep.

He brought the dog to heel, but it was now so serene as to lie down with its head between its paws and close its eyes, as if it had not just a moment before been tearing at her dress and barking fit to raise a household.

‘Sorry about Watson. He belongs to Saltram’s house manager and he can be a bit of a wally sometimes. Thinks everything needs rounding up.’ Then, with a look of concern on his face, he enquired, ‘Are you all right? You look like you’re going to be sick.’

‘I am only out of breath, thank you.’

Dark curls tumbled about his temple and shone in the morning light. He was not merely handsome; he had more beauty than he had any right to, more even than most ladies of her acquaintance.

He touched his palm to his chest. ‘I’m Quinn. I haven’t seen you around. Are you new?’

Was she new? Only to this place. She had been upon the earth for twenty years but in the past ten minutes she felt as if she had been reborn into an entirely new realm.

‘I am new . . . here,’ she replied, beginning to catch her breath.

‘Cool. I know it looks a bit hectic at first, all the shouting and that, but most people on this job are really nice. A few bad eggs but you get that everywhere. Especially in this business.’

‘What is this business?’ Georgiana asked, looking about her for wagons or other signs of a travelling company.

‘Show,’ was his only reply, which illuminated her not at all.

She looked into his fine dark eyes, alive with intelligence and kindness, and thought of Elizabeth. The man could almost be her brother, except he was so much taller and broader, with a square jaw. Their eyes were identical. Oh, what she would give to have Elizabeth by her side now. Sensible, clever Elizabeth, who with her strength of understanding and coolness of judgement had never guided Georgiana ill. She was the elder sister for whom she had always longed, and Georgiana had the highest opinion in the world of her. If Elizabeth were here, she would discover the truth about everything: how Georgiana had come to travel to this place, who or what had brought her, and why there was presently a dead man in orange raiment hanging in the uppermost branches of a sycamore tree.

At the thought of the poor dead man, Georgiana was overcome by another wave of nausea and felt that indeed she was very likely to be sick, a fact that was not lost on the man who had introduced himself as Quinn. Coming to her aid, he hooked his arm through hers and led her towards the manor house. He would brook no dissent and she did not attempt to resist. She was ill. She must be very, very ill.






Chapter 10

UNCHAPERONED WITH A STRANGE QUEEN
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‘Come and get a cup of sweet tea. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

She smiled ruefully. Little did he know how close he had come to the truth. At the very least, perhaps he would be able to provide her with a chair for a few minutes. Her stomach and legs had begun to ache with the same ferocity as her fiercely throbbing head and she wondered if she was afflicted with an infectious malady, perhaps a fever that had caused her to suffer hallucinations.

He led her through a large entrance hall gloomy with a profusion of mahogany, black wainscotting and faded paper on the wall. The hanging portraits glowered darkly, as if they had never suffered a cleaning, and a chair was upholstered in crimson velvet that had known more than one generation of moths.

‘Take a seat,’ he said, with a worried smile. ‘I don’t think people are really supposed to sit on this one, but it’s lasted this long, so I’m sure it can take one more bum.’

‘It is not permitted to sit in the chair?’

‘It’s just so old. I suppose they don’t want to risk damaging it.’

The chair did not look old except in the upholstery, which was easily replaced.

‘Why do they not mend it?’

‘It’s an antique. They won’t touch it. It’s all about the preservation, you know?’

Georgiana’s eyes strayed to a portrait of a handsome woman with no curls around her face and no sleeves of any description. She wore a diamond tiara and necklace, a buttercup yellow gown garnished with a blue sash, and a star upon her breast. She was dressed like a monarch, but one Georgiana had never seen before.

‘Who is that lady in the portrait?’ she asked, inclining her head towards it.

He turned to see which portrait she meant.

‘The Queen?’ he said, raising his eyebrows.

‘Which queen do you mean, sir?’

‘Uh, Queen Elizabeth . . . obviously.’

Georgiana narrowed her eyes at him. History had not been her favourite subject, but she knew that Queen Elizabeth had had red hair, not black.

‘Sir, that lady bears little resemblance to Queen Elizabeth.’

He nodded. ‘I know. She’s really young in this picture. She was pretty hot in her day, in my opinion. Better looking than most royals in this country, who generally look even uglier than their Spitting Image puppets.’

Georgiana stared. As with the first person she had encountered, this man persisted in making odd, unconnected statements, full of words she did not understand.

‘What country is this?’ she asked tentatively.

He started in exaggerated fashion, as if pretending he was insulted by the question. ‘Are Irishmen not allowed in England? Are you one of those xenophobes?’

She waved away his comment but her mind raced. She was in England, but she had never heard of any house by the name of Saltram near Pemberley – or anywhere. She turned to Quinn.

‘Pray tell me, am I presently in Derbyshire?’

‘Definitely still Devon.’

‘Devonshire?’ Georgiana gasped, unable to grasp how she could have travelled such a distance in a single moment of time.

Time. The thought that had lain just beyond her reach found articulation.

No. It could not be. It was impossible. She had indulged in such flights of fancy when she was a child, dreaming that she could walk through a shimmering pane of glass and find herself in the time of Anne Boleyn or Joan of Arc. Never once, not in her wildest imagination, had she thought about going in the other direction.

‘And . . . what is the year?’

Quinn seemed not to understand what she was asking.

‘The year?’ Georgiana pressed.

‘Still 1995.’

The intelligence rushed upon Georgiana without preparation. She stared, unable to articulate a syllable.

‘Seventeen ninety-five?’ she ventured at last.

‘Are you feeling ill again?’ he asked her, his dark eyes serious with concern.

‘I am certainly not feeling well,’ she replied. She was sure she must have gone as pale as her gown, for all the blood had rushed to her feet and she sensed she was in danger of fainting. She also had the unaccountable urge to laugh, since she had clearly gone quite insane.






Chapter 11

A REALIZATION AND A RESOLUTION
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‘You’re Georgie, aren’t you?’ he said. ‘I’m guessing it must be you. You look incredible, by the way. You’ve totally nailed the costume.’

Costume? It was he who was wearing the costume. Georgiana’s dress was completely unremarkable.

‘How is it you know of me?’

‘I heard the producer talking to the AP about a girl in a fantastic outfit.’

‘The producer?’ Georgiana repeated.

‘Yeah, Clinton Yabsley. Short, bald fella . . . Likes big coats and nothing but Y-fronts under them.’

The ill-bred man with the rebarbative demeanour, who had so disgracefully touched her bosom and stolen the note.

‘I’m in his bad books,’ Quinn said sheepishly.

‘For what reason?’

‘On his security badge I just wrote CLINT. But I put it all in capital letters and he reckoned the L and the I were too close together. Purely an accident.’

Georgiana understood little of this but judged by his tone and expression that whatever had occurred was not an accident.

‘I’m sorry, I do not follow.’

‘He’s a bit up himself, to say the least.’

‘Up . . . himself.’

‘You know, full of shite, but don’t tell him I said that. Look, I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but your face is really interesting. Your whole look is just lovely,’ he said, with a forwardness she found she could not resent because it came with such sincerity of expression. ‘You should be up front, not lost in the background.’

She risked another glance at his eyes. Was he attempting some strange flattery? A metaphor of poetry designed to impress her? Why did he think she was in the background when she sat but three feet from him?

‘What do you mean, sir?’ she said at last.

‘I just meant because your face is so symmetrical,’ he continued. ‘I promise this isn’t a come-on. I’m serious: the camera would absolutely love you.’

Camera? She wracked her brain. She could not be certain, but she thought this word came from the Latin, meaning something like ‘room’. In what sense could a room love her?

He must have taken pity on her because he turned the subject, leaving her with the distinct impression that she had caught his fancy. ‘It was just a thought. Don’t worry about it.’

He spoke as confoundingly as the first man, and yet he had a manner that suggested kindness and trustworthiness. Perhaps she should disclose the fact of the dead man in the tree. He seemed to be a person who would know what action to take.

‘Look, you rest up here. The cafe’s closed, but I’ll hit up craft services, and be back with a cup of tea and biscuits. Do you want Rich Teas or Digestives? They have Mars Bars and Spiras too, if you fancy a chocolate fix – or I can get you a sandwich or a pasty if you’re properly hungry?’

‘Only a cup of tea,’ she said, ‘with a little lemon.’

‘I don’t know if they have lemons . . . but I’ll look,’ he said. ‘Stay put and I’ll be back in a minute.’

Georgiana had no intention of drinking tea or of being found again, even by a man with such pretty eyes. Her only intention was to return home. She took the object from her reticule and pressed the button that she prayed would wake her up and end this nightmare.
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