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Chapter 1



From the celebrated authoress of Minerva’s Tomb and Wightwick Priory, a new tale, entitled The Bride of Ottaviano, possessed of the same wit, daring, and sensation …

—from an anonymously published review in THE LONDON CRITIC, 1822




As a matter of principle, Lady Georgiana Cleeve did not object to ghosts. The haunting, when it came, was perfectly tolerable.

When the Baronessa Branciaroli pulled back the curtain to reveal the portrait of her desiccated lover, Georgiana did not bat an eyelash. When the last will and testament of the barone was uncovered beneath his tomb, Georgiana gritted her teeth and nodded along.

But when the barone’s daughter’s identity was finally revealed, Georgiana snapped her iced biscuit in half, thus decorating the table in a spray of lavender crumbs.

“What did you say?”

Across the tea table, her mother gave a delicate wince.

Georgiana attempted to modulate her tone from piercing to a more decorous mildly outraged. “What name was that?”

Edith Cleeve, the dowager Countess of Alverthorpe, raised her pince-nez again to look at the newspaper in her hand, which featured a lengthy summation of the recently published Gothic novel The Bride of Ottaviano—including the book’s ghosts, portraits, and barone’s secret daughter. “Alba Margherita, it says here.”

Georgiana tossed the remains of her biscuit down onto her white china plate and leapt to her feet. “Alba Margherita! Curse the woman. Damn her sideways!”

Edith raised her elegant blond brows in Georgiana’s direction, a gentle chastisement which Georgiana refused to acknowledge. She strode closer to her mother and plucked up the paper, her gaze flicking over the effusive review. “Alba Margherita. The barone’s daughter. The bloody bride. How is she doing it again?”

Georgiana tossed the newspaper back down on the table and started to pace.

The Bride of Ottaviano was the latest in a series of lurid supernatural novels that had roared into the public eye four years ago. Authored by the improbably monikered “Lady Darling,” the novels had captured the public imagination, gone into second and third and sometimes eleventh printings, and bewitched thousands of gleeful British readers.

As an author of Gothic novels herself, Georgiana was not disturbed by the instantaneous celebrity of another writer. In fact, the situation was much the opposite—she cheered the success of the genre. She delighted in the vociferous clamorings of the general readership for more female-authored novels of horror and romance, even if said author employed a truly ludicrous nom de plume.

She’d been happy for the woman. She’d directed several of her own loyal readers in Lady Darling’s direction.

Her happiness had veered slightly off course the following year.

In 1820, Lady Darling had put out a brand-new novel called The Witch in the Castle. It had appeared exactly one week before Georgiana’s own newest work. Which had been titled The Witch Castle.

It had been too late to change the name of her book. Stacks and stacks of the thing had already been bound, the title engraved in a thin layer of gilt. She had stared at them, piled in towers at her printer’s office, with a rising sense of deep professional dismay.

But it was fine. It was a coincidence. Such things happened. Georgiana had made herself shake off the tingle of dissatisfaction every time a critic confused the two novels, which was unfortunately more or less every time the books were mentioned. She’d forced herself to ignore the frisson of rivalry that had prickled her skin. She had even, in a fit of fellow feeling, acquired The Witch in the Castle herself.

(Not The Witch Castle, she had grumpily informed the clerk at the bookseller. She had written that one.)

Lady Darling’s latest novel had had little in common with her own—besides the witch and the castle—and had been, to Georgiana’s mingled delight and aggravation, extremely good. She had laughed aloud twice when she read it, and pressed one knuckle against her lips in horror at her own display.

The titles, she told herself, were a quirk of fate. Nothing more.

Except then it had happened again. Six months later, Georgiana had been leafing through a review of Lady Darling’s latest book—“rollicking,” the papers called it, and “exuberant”—only to discover that the two books shared not only their ruined abbey setting but also the first and last names of their protagonists, both of whom were christened Augusta Quirkle.

Augusta Quirkle! It wasn’t as though the name were particularly common.

Two coincidences seemed rather less like an accident of fate and more like intentional intrigue. Could the woman be altering her books to make them more like Georgiana’s?

It seemed implausible, to be sure. But out of an abundance of caution, Georgiana had kept the subject of her next work a secret from everyone except her printer and her mother. No one had seen the manuscript—which had made it all the more infuriatingly unlikely that her subsequent book and Lady Darling’s should come out within days of one another and somehow both feature the possibilities and perils of electric power.

Except Lady Darling’s had included an animate skeleton. Which was ridiculous—a skeleton could not be animated. Bones had no electrical properties.

The public, naturally, had loved it.

Georgiana had rather lost her head after that. She had marched down to Belvoir’s, the circulating library that was her single largest distributor, and demanded to know whether the owner—her close personal friend Selina, the Duchess of Stanhope—knew who the devil Lady Darling was.

Selina had directed an exasperatingly patient look at Georgiana. “Dearest,” she’d said, “I did not reveal your identity to the interested public. Do you truly think I would do so with hers?”

Yes! Georgiana had thought with a mental wail. Because we are friends! And because this woman is driving me mad!

Raw emotion was something Georgiana kept close to her chest, however, and so instead of wailing, she had pressed her lips together and nodded. “Of course. I should not have asked.”

She ought not have taken her troubles to Selina. Though they were close friends now, Georgiana could not forget that her own cowardice had nearly destroyed Selina’s library seven years ago. Though Selina did not seem to hold the memory against her, sometimes Georgiana could scarcely stand to enter the building, so closely did the recollection press upon her.

She had no business asking Selina for any favors.

Instead, she’d taken a very long walk around the park with her dog, Sir Francis Bacon, and attempted to talk some sense into herself.

Her sales had not flagged. If Lady Darling meant for their novels to compete with one another, she had not succeeded—the interest of the literate public was enough to support them both and more. What did it matter that their novels were repeatedly and serendipitously similar?

Except it did matter. To Georgiana.

Her novels were the only means she had of supporting herself and her mother. Her books had been the gateway to their independence from her late father. Her continued sales were critical. She and her mother kept a small, neat apartment in Bloomsbury, and by now also supported a single maid, whom Georgiana very much did not wish to abandon. She had some savings, to be sure, but not enough for them to live on for the remainder of their natural lives.

She needed her books. She needed her career. She did not need the competitive schemes of the so-called Lady Darling.

After the skeleton debacle, Georgiana had decided to wait the woman out. She kept her manuscript on her person at all times. She spoke of it to no one—not even her publisher, Jean Laventille, whom she trusted more or less with her life.

Let Lady Darling publish first this time! Then she, Georgiana, could scrub her manuscript of any similarities before it was printed and ensure that their latest works were entirely, completely, memorably distinct.

Which brought her to the present moment, her skirts whispering furiously along the floor as she stalked back and forth in front of the tea table, Bacon looking hopefully in the direction of the fractured biscuit.

“My heroine is named Alba! My Alba has a secret identity that is revealed at the end of the novel—her second name, Margherita, is the clue to her highborn origins. How could this Darling woman possibly know?”

This question was more or less rhetorical, but her mother made a decorous little sound, not quite a cough. “Are secret identities not … fairly common in the genre?”

Georgiana whirled so quickly that she nearly upset the tea table. Bacon cast her a disgruntled glance, and Edith pretended not to feed him a biscuit directly in front of Georgiana’s eyes.

“Of course they are. But the revelation of Alba’s second name is the climactic moment of the book—and oh God, I shall have to change her name on every single page, won’t I? Every cursed page. She is in every single sentence!”

“Surely not,” her mother protested. “Sometimes you must use a pronoun.”

“Are you not taking this seriously?” Georgiana demanded. “The woman is … is…”

“Yes?”

“I don’t know precisely. An agent of espionage and—and chaos. Perhaps she works for the Home Office. Perhaps she is bribing someone to rifle through my belongings!”

Edith looked unimpressed by this leap of logic. Her long slim fingers tapped once against the side of her plate and then promptly ceased, the tiny tic smothered as quickly as it had appeared. “Does that truly seem likely?”

“I don’t know! I know her name is not Lady Darling, for heaven’s sake. There are no Darlings in the peerage.” She had looked it up in Debrett’s, cursing in her head all the while.

“Georgie, my love,” her mother said. “Do you not publish under a nom de plume yourself?”

Georgiana groaned, flung herself back into her chair, and sent a resentful glance in the direction of her plate, which had been thoroughly cleared of biscuit fragments by the combined forces of her mother and her dog.

“There is something more going on here than meets the eye.” She took a single decided swallow of her tea and then placed her teacup back in the precise center of her saucer. “And I mean to find out what it is.”

Bacon shoved his wet nose against her calf, and she reached absently down to stroke the white fluff around his snout.

“Georgie,” her mother said. Her voice was soft, but there was a faint edge there, almost a tremor.

Georgiana looked up sharply.

Edith pressed her lips together, her mouth making a small thin line before she spoke. “You needn’t … do all of this, you know. For me.”

Georgiana’s heart clenched a bit at her mother’s words. For all that they’d lived alone together these past seven years, they rarely spoke of the circumstances that had conspired to bring about their independence.

“I am protecting my career.” She made her voice crisp, as though her mother’s words did not catch at the soft places in her heart. As though it were not her fault, after all, that they were alone.

“You are protecting me,” her mother said, “and you do not need to. I am so proud of you—you know that I am. But we need not rely solely upon your work. Your brother—”

“No.” She could not help the terseness of her tone, could not soften her sharp edges. “We do not need to contact Ambrose. Or Percy. I can handle this on my own.”

“I know you can,” her mother said patiently, “but I am trying to tell you that you do not need to. If we ask—”

“No,” Georgiana said, and she pushed back from the table to stand again. “No. I shall—I will talk to my publisher. I’ll find out who this Darling woman is and warn her off. There is no need to involve Ambrose or anyone else. I have everything under control.”

Edith let out a tiny breath that, in another woman, might have been a sigh. She touched her fingers to her neat blond coiffure, which was as immaculate as it had been that morning, when she had pinned it up herself. “Take care, Georgie, my love. Do not do anything rash.”

“I shan’t.” She made for the door, Bacon at her heels, and did not look back at her mother.

She would not do anything rash. She had used up her capacity for rashness when she was eighteen years old.

She had not yet stopped trying to make up for it.
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Chapter 2



With exceeding slowness, Alba Blanche unfolded the letter. Her gaze fell upon the words, written in ink and engraved forevermore upon her heart: To my daughter, Alba Margherita Blanche Estelle …

—from the manuscript for MORNINGSTAR, extensively revised by the author




As she hid in the shelter of a potted shrub behind Belvoir’s Library just before dawn, Georgiana wondered if she had—perhaps—tipped over the edge into rashness.

Iris Duggleby, her friend and unexpected co-conspirator, pulled her cloak more firmly around herself. It was November, and dark, and unpleasantly cold. Iris’s nose, just visible from beneath her hood, was the color of garden rhubarb.

“Do you know,” Iris said to the alley at large, “we could be in our beds right now.”

“Yes.”

“Underneath the covers. Where it is warm.”

Georgiana bit her lip. “I know this may seem a bit untoward.”

Iris tucked her hands into her armpits to warm them. “I like untoward. This is bordering on outlandish. Remind me why we are here at this hour?”

“You did not need to accompany me. I told you, I—”

Iris waved a hand, winced, then stuck it back beneath her arm. “Yes, yes. You told me. I heard you. And yet here I am.”

Georgiana felt a stab of guilt at Iris’s visible shivers, at her very presence in the alley. She had not intentionally brought her blunt, abstracted friend into the project of ascertaining Lady Darling’s identity. Iris was an antiquities scholar. While she possessed a marked facility for languages and considerable knowledge of Etruscan coins—Georgiana thought it was coins, though it might have been urns or maybe bowls—she was not particularly well-versed in the realm of scandalous novels.

But Iris was a friend of long standing. Though her continued association with Georgiana after the revelation of Georgiana’s novels had meant the loss of many social invitations—and likely some potential suitors—Iris had been stubbornly determined to keep up her friendship with Georgiana anyway. Spinsters, she’d said blithely, have the freedom to do as we like.

And when Georgiana had outlined her ridiculous plan for how to unmask her rival, Iris had blinked, nodded, and then insisted upon joining her.

“I have spent the last fortnight trying to identify this Darling woman,” Georgiana began.

“This darling woman? I thought you did not like her.”

“What? No, I meant—” Georgiana’s words strangled themselves slightly in her throat, and she coughed and tried again. “It is her nom de plume.”

“This darling woman?”

“No—for heaven’s sake, Iris. Her pseudonym is Lady Darling. I am confident I have mentioned it before.”

“Have you?”

She was positive she had. She’d read The Bride of Ottaviano in the intervening fortnight and had discovered several more infuriating, inexplicable parallels, all of which she had related to Iris. The last time they’d been at Belvoir’s together, Georgiana was fairly certain she’d wielded the novel like a cudgel. “Of course I have. I—No. Never mind. It does not signify. What I am trying to say is that I have spent the last two weeks trying to track down this Lady Darling—”

“That is the most unlikely name.”

“I said the exact same thing! I—” She paused. “Are you doing this on purpose? To rile me?”

Iris’s face was very blank and very innocent. “I don’t know what you mean. I’m quite certain you’ve only mentioned Lady Darling once or twice to me before.”

“I’m not—”

“Once or twice an hour.”

It dawned on Georgiana, rather belatedly, that Iris was teasing her. She straightened the seams of her gloves and tried to pretend she was not blushing. As she did, she looked again down the shadowed alley behind Belvoir’s where she and Iris had stationed themselves.

Georgiana’s own foray into scandalous novels had begun a decade ago. At the time, her late father’s attentions had focused primarily upon her two older brothers. Georgiana had wanted it that way—it was preferable by far for the earl’s gaze not to linger too long upon one. But when she’d turned fifteen, her father had begun to talk about Georgiana’s launch into society: the debut that would lead to her marriage and make her someone else’s burden to bear.

And for perhaps the first time in her life, Georgiana had revolted. Her rebellion, as was her wont, had been executed very quietly and with as much secrecy as possible. Tucked away in her bedchamber, she had written six novels and then sold them all, for a sum that had seemed astounding at the time, and had turned out to be barely enough.

She would not be handed off like a possession. She would not let her personhood become subsumed by a man’s, all control of her own future denied to her. She would not do it.

But when the time had come for her to make her debut, she had not yet saved quite enough money to declare her independence. Instead, forced in front of the ton, she’d playacted the empty-headed fool so no one would ever suspect her secret. It had been then that she’d discovered her talent for creating characters went beyond the page. She had a knack for voices and accents; she had spent so long watching from the margins that she could take on another person’s mannerisms with the same ease that she changed her frock.

She had disguised herself as a charwoman when she had brought her manuscripts to Jean Laventille to print. When she’d researched incarceration for Septimus’s Tower, she’d convincingly played the role of newspaper journalist. And when she’d visited half a dozen family tombs in Derbyshire to write The Mesmerist, she’d adopted the guise of a fresh-faced country lass in search of the dastardly fellow who had abandoned her mother.

In her attempt to unmask Lady Darling, she’d been forced to resurrect her talent for disguise. She’d turned up incognito at Lady Darling’s own publisher, and the bank Belvoir’s used, and the newspaper that had most recently reviewed The Bride of Ottaviano—but all to no avail. The secret of the novelist’s identity was closely guarded.

A fact which Georgiana would be more sympathetic to if Lady Darling did not represent a threat to her career, her independence, and the continued security of her own blasted mother.

She’d finally made some progress when she struck up a conversation about Lady Darling with Belvoir’s assistant gardener. The boy—no more than eighteen—had seemed rather transfixed by Georgiana’s countenance. She was just starting to feel guilty about ensorcelling the poor lad when his gaze had dropped to her extremely modest bosom and his face had fallen.

She’d smiled even more resplendently then, done dramatic and unforgivable things with her eyelashes, and promptly scraped every morsel of information she could from the boy upon the subject of Lady Darling. After some dithering, he’d informed her that on the first Saturday of each month, someone appeared at the library’s back door to fetch the novelist’s correspondence. At dawn.

Georgiana’s commitment to the project was such that she now awaited both the sun and the mysterious caller deep within the predawn back alley.

It might be a maidservant or a woman of business, of course. But then again—dawn. It was a peculiar time to visit a library, to be sure.

Beside her, Iris’s teeth had begun to chatter. “Are you entirely certain this is n-necessary?”

Georgiana quashed another flare of guilt. “I’m not certain at all. I told you when you first asked that I could handle this situation alone. You do not need to be here.”

“N-not my accompaniment, you ninny. I should certainly like to witness the great unmasking. I meant all this sneaking about in the shadows. Could you not send her a note? Or have your publisher send her a note?”

“No,” Georgiana said again. “I don’t need…”

She hesitated. It would sound foolish, she knew, how ferociously she clung to her independence.

But she could not reason her way out of her feelings. She had brought others into her secrets before and had hurt them through her cowardice. She would not do so again.

“I have to do it myself,” she said finally. “I want to speak to her directly. I—”

There was a hint of movement in the shadows at the end of the alley, and Georgiana’s whole body came to attention in an instant.

“Shh,” she whispered. “There she is.”

She pulled Iris back to the relative seclusion of a relocated potted shrub—a small piece of assistance from the obliging gardener—and waited as the cloaked figure crept cautiously down the alley toward them. In the gray suggestion of dawn, Georgiana could discern very little about the person, whose hood was pulled down low. It did seem to be a woman, based on the generous shape of her figure beneath her cloak. But her face was utterly obscured.

As they watched, the woman came to the back door of Belvoir’s and knocked softly, a little one-two-one pattern. The door came open immediately.

Iris nudged Georgiana with a surprisingly sharp elbow. “Ought you—” she whispered.

Georgiana shushed her friend with a finger to her lips and a quick jerk of her head. Wait.

Was it Lady Darling? Or merely an associate of hers? Georgiana did not know. If they revealed themselves too soon, the woman might deny everything. But if they could make out her conversation—hear how the person at the door addressed her—perhaps they might have tangible evidence with which to confront her.

Unfortunately, over the next several minutes, no revelations presented themselves. Though the woman had lowered her hood, she’d turned her back on Georgiana and Iris in the shrubbery. The brief conversation between the unknown woman and the Belvoir’s employee was held in whispers low enough that Georgiana could not make out any intelligible phrases.

As she watched the mysterious visitor converse with whomever was inside the library, the first few discernible rays of wintry sun illuminated the alley. The woman’s cloak wasn’t black—it was more of a worn, well-washed gray. The hem, Georgiana could see, had been picked and rerolled to repair it; it was just slightly too short.

Perhaps this wasn’t Lady Darling. Surely Lady Darling would have enough money from the sales of her gallingly excellent books to afford a new cloak.

The door closed. Her conversation seemingly finished, the woman stepped back. She raised her hands to draw her hood over her hair, but just before she did, the light shifted, and a sunbeam caught upon her face.

Georgiana froze.

The woman’s hair was dark. Her mouth was a decadent curve, as red as wine and twice as intoxicating. Her nose was long and her chin was sharp, and Georgiana knew that if she were close enough to see, the woman’s eyes would be deep enough to drown in.

If she smiled, her face would light the alley. Georgiana remembered.

The woman secured her hood and turned her back to them again. Her hips swayed as she walked away—her figure had changed, she had changed. God, somehow she was even more now, more extravagant, more irresistible—

“Georgie,” Iris whispered. “If you want to go, go now, or else she’s going to get away!”

Georgiana realized she had stopped breathing. She sucked in a frantic gulp of air and plastered herself against the wall, deeper into the shadows. “No,” she gasped. “No, never mind. I’ve made a mistake.”

“What on earth—are you all right?”

Iris’s voice was low, just above a breath, but somehow, it did not matter.

Somehow, the woman heard.

She spun toward them. Her hood fell back, revealing that mobile face, that opulent mouth. “Who’s there?”

Georgiana did not move. She could not. Her legs were blocks of ice. Her throat had closed.

Catriona Rose Lacey—for it was she, there was no doubt of it, even from a distance of five feet and nine years—shoved her hand into her reticule. “Reveal yourself! I have a pistol, and I’m not afraid to use it.”
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Chapter 3



Beware, for I am fearless and therefore powerful.

—from Catriona Lacey’s private copy of FRANKENSTEIN by Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley




Cat Lacey’s fingers were shaking as she closed them around the letters she’d just stuffed into her bag.

Oh God. Oh sainted Margaret. She did not have a pistol. What the devil was she going to do if some footpad attacked? Throw her correspondence at him? Bury him in a shower of reader notes and bills of sale?

She lifted her chin and projected a confidence that she absolutely did not feel. “Out with it,” she said. “Who are you, and why are you spying on me?”

Very slowly, two figures emerged from their hiding place behind the shrubbery. Cat cursed herself—she ought to have noticed that that shrub was not usually placed there!

Although, on the other hand, the day she started growing suspicious of shrubbery was perhaps the day she needed to retire from her current occupation.

As the two would-be spies edged closer—one had her hands upraised as if to underscore her total lack of threat—Cat attempted to make sense of the sight before her.

The probably-not-footpads appeared to be two well-dressed women. The one with her hands up was a head shorter and built like a Renaissance Venus, with black glossy hair spilling out in all directions from beneath her hood.

The taller one had ice-blond hair drawn back from her face. She was all cheekbones and elegant lines, her lips parted, her brilliant blue eyes inexplicably terrorized.

She was …

Cat’s mouth fell open. “Lady Georgiana?”

Georgiana closed her mouth. Licked her lips. Then croaked, “Catriona.”

It was she, though Cat certainly wouldn’t have recognized her from the strangled rasp of her voice.

She had changed in the near-decade since Cat had last seen her. She’d been a lovely teenager, but she was extraordinary now, almost overpowering in her beauty. Her features were sharper, more patrician, somehow even more restrained than they had been back then.

Back when—back when—

Cat’s mouth moved before the thought was fully realized in her brain. “Lady Georgiana, what on earth are you doing here?”

In an alley. Behind London’s most scandalous library. At dawn.

She could not make any of those things square with what she knew of Lady Georgiana Cleeve.

The dark-haired woman was looking up at her companion in bemusement. “You know her?”

“Yes,” Georgiana said. Her voice still sounded strangled. “I—she was—”

“My father was Lady Georgiana’s butler,” Cat said crisply. “At the Alverthorpe country estate.”

Cat had grown up in Wiltshire, had been just fourteen when her father had taken the job at Woodcote Hall. It had almost seemed a dream at first—the big beautiful manor, the library she might sneak into if she stayed up very late or woke very early indeed.

And then it had not seemed such a dream after all. In time.

But she recalled Lady Georgiana—the daughter of the house, quiet, almost desperately reserved. She remembered the notes that Georgiana had made in the margins of some of the books in the library: her tiny, delicate hand, the perspicacity of her observations. Cat had suspected that Lord Alverthorpe did not know precisely what his daughter was reading from the library.

He certainly did not know that his butler’s daughter sometimes found her way to the same.

Was Georgiana … a patron of Belvoir’s? And if so, what was she doing here at dawn behind a shrub?

Georgiana seemed to have recovered her powers of speech and movement. She was tugging very lightly on her friend’s cloak. “Lovely to see you again, Catriona. We’re off to—ah—to—”

Her friend stood firm, despite the increasingly urgent yanks Georgiana was delivering to her outer garment. “Wait. Wait. I thought we were here to—”

“No,” Georgiana said. “We weren’t.”

“Yes,” said Cat. “Why are you here?”

“Busy morning,” Georgiana said desperately. “Lots to do. Books to deliver. Shrubs to … trim.”

The friend directed an appraising glance toward Cat and her reticule. “Do you really have a pistol in there? And, by the by, are you the Gothic novelist Lady Darling?”

Cat coughed.

Georgiana’s face, a pale flawless oval, went even paler. “You don’t have to answer that. We were just going, really, weren’t we, Iris?”

“Were we? Because I was under the impression that you were here to identify this woman—which you have—and present to her your concerns—which you decidedly have not.”

Cat stood straighter, rattled despite her best intentions. Her identity as Lady Darling was a secret that had been thus far easy for her to keep, given that Catriona Lacey was a fairly anonymous figure herself. But she had her reasons for keeping her authorial career separate from her private life.

She had her brother and his career to think of, and she did not want anyone to associate him with her scandalous choices.

“I can see that you have come here with some preexisting knowledge,” she said flatly. “What do you want from me?”

Were they after blackmail?

Surely not. The Alverthorpe earldom was blessed with riches in abundance. It had been the Lacey family whose straits had been desperate. Whose fragile security had been so easily toppled.

“Nothing,” Georgiana said. “I want nothing. I—”

“Do you mean to unmask me to the public, then? Have you some prejudice against the genre?” Her temper began to rise despite herself, her voice growing louder.

She would not let anyone put Jem in danger. Not even herself.

“No!” Georgiana’s lashes fluttered, then stilled. “Of course not. I would never do that.”

“What then—”

“I am Geneva Desrosiers,” Georgiana said. “You must know that. Surely everyone in London knows who I am by now.”

Cat blinked. She stared up into Georgiana’s extraordinary face, which looked a trifle greenish now—though perhaps that was a trick of the light.

“You,” she managed, “are…” She blinked again, more rapidly, as if to resolve the Lady Georgiana of her memory with the one standing before her now, declaring outrageous things by the light of the newly risen sun. “You are Geneva Desrosiers?”

Georgiana’s body had gone very still, her posture all frozen perfection. “Yes,” she said. “I am.”

Cat could not make sense of it. Georgiana Cleeve was the Gothic novelist Geneva Desrosiers? It seemed impossible.

No—it was impossible. Cat had been reading Geneva Desrosiers’s novels for nearly a decade. If Georgiana was Geneva Desrosiers, she must have begun writing before Cat and her family had even left Woodcote. She could not have been more than fifteen or sixteen.

“How?” Cat said. “How can you be?”

Georgiana’s face was so determinedly expressionless that Cat almost missed her shiver of emotion—would have missed it, in fact, if she hadn’t been staring at Georgiana in frank astonishment. Georgiana’s lips compressed, and her face registered the tiniest flash of—

What was it? Anger? Resentment?

“I don’t know why it should be so hard to believe,” Georgiana said stiffly. “You are a novelist yourself. I presume you are not surprised that a woman can write of the full spectrum of human experience and even beyond it. There is no reason for you to act shocked.”

“It’s not that”—for God’s sake, she was the last person in the world to cast judgment upon what women could and could not do—“but … why? Why would you do it?”

Cat knew why she had done it.

Four years ago, when she had brought out her first book, her family had been balanced on a wire, one tiny disaster away from toppling off into poverty and desperation. She had done it for the money. She had done it so that Jem would never have to live a hair’s breadth from ruin again.

She thrust the memories away and waited for Georgiana’s answer.

It did not prove satisfying.

“My reasons are my own,” Georgiana said finally. The flash of indignation had gone from Georgiana’s expression, leaving behind an icy severity that Cat found almost intimidating.

Cat thrust up her chin, because she refused to be outmatched. “I don’t understand it. You have no need for money or fame. You are the daughter of an earl, for heaven’s sake.”

“Things have changed,” Georgiana said. Her voice was clipped.

“Those are not the sorts of things that change. Your birth, your position—”

“I assure you,” Georgiana said tersely, “they do.”

Cat found herself briefly at a loss for words.

This frosty, forbidding stranger was Lady Georgiana Cleeve? She could remember the girl in ringlets, for heaven’s sake, curled up in a window seat with her book, positioned half behind the drapes.

But—well. She supposed it was true. Much could change in a decade. Cat knew that as well as anyone.

When she spoke again, her voice had softened with the blunted edge of her shock. “Lady Georgiana—Miss Desrosiers—what are you doing here at Belvoir’s? Why have you tracked me down?”

A ghost of an expression passed across the carved ivory of Georgiana’s face. Cat could not quite make it out.

Some part of her brain—a distant and perhaps not entirely sane part—registered that Lady Georgiana had a handful of pale freckles outlining the restrained shape of her mouth.

“You must have noticed,” Georgiana said finally, “that there have been a number of similarities in our recent works.”

Cat’s brows drew together as she took in Georgiana’s words. “I—what? Do you mean The Witch in the Castle? That was over two years ago, and my publisher said it was nothing to worry about.”

“The Witch in the Castle,” repeated Georgiana, “to begin with. And then there is the matter of our protagonists with identical names, and our books organized around galvanic theory, and our—”

“Wait,” said Cat. “What? Our what?”

Their books had similarities? Notable ones?

How had she not known of it? Why hadn’t her publisher told her?

Cat had been an enthusiast of the Gothic genre for years—she’d read probably a dozen of Geneva Desrosiers’s books back before she’d started to pen her own. But since she’d taken up her quill, she simply had not had the time to read. There was her frantic writing at night and her second job at a pie shop during the day—plus Jem’s tutoring, and the cares of the household, and the occasional demands of the body to eat and sleep. She had not encountered Geneva Desrosiers’s most recent releases, and her publisher, a grim-faced woman named Helen Vanhoven, had not mentioned them.

Cat felt odd and sick as she took in Georgiana’s revelation.

Was—was this the reason for Cat’s sudden and inexplicable success as a novelist? That her books were similar to someone else’s?

She had wondered, sometimes, how it could be possible—that she, a woman of no formal education, of no special connection or genius, could have achieved so much unanticipated public regard. She had wanted to believe that she was talented and amusing, but this sudden revelation caught at her deepest fears and tugged hard.

Perhaps it had been a fluke all along.

Perhaps her success—her security—could vanish the way it had come, as sudden as the dousing of a candle.

She felt laid open, hideously vulnerable. Her throat was tight.

“The protagonists,” Georgiana was saying, “can perhaps be explained by the time we spent at Woodcote Hall—together—but the rest…”

There had been the faintest hesitation before she said together, and she trailed off and bit her lip.

Of course she would hesitate, Cat thought grimly. They had not been together at Woodcote. Their lives had not been at all the same. Georgiana had been the youngest child, the recipient of every privilege.

Cat had been the butler’s daughter.

“Our protagonists?” Cat asked. “What do you mean?”

“Augusta Quirkle. She was in your 1821 novel—and mine—”

Cat was somehow once again taken aback. “Augusta Quirkle? You named your protagonist after one of the dairymaids?”

Georgiana licked her lips. “Evidently so did you.”

“I was one of the maids. I can’t believe you even remember her name—”

“Of course I do,” Georgiana said. “I remember everything.”

And then—as though she had said something untoward, although Cat couldn’t imagine what it might be—Georgiana went pink to her hairline and clamped her mouth closed.

Cat shook her head. “I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me. Our books have some similarities, and so you tracked me down here to—what? Threaten to unmask me?”

“No! Of course not. I already told you, I would never do such a thing.”

“Then why?”

Georgiana’s face tightened, the hint of vulnerability in her blush tamped ruthlessly down. “To tell you to stop.”

“Stop what? Stop writing?” Cat could not do that. Her writing was everything—her job at the pie shop made up a bare fraction of her income now. She needed her books. She needed the money for their house and their food and for Jem’s damned cursed fragile future.

“No,” Georgiana said. “To stop stealing my ideas.”

There was a moment of choked silence as Cat absorbed the words and the insult therein. “Stealing your ideas?” she repeated numbly. “You think that I have—that I have been—”

She could not even complete the sentence.

Georgiana Cleeve thought that she, Cat, had been stealing from her?

As though she could not come up with her own plots? As though she had not labored night after night, her head fuzzy with exhaustion and her lower lip chewed raw—as though she, a butler’s daughter, could not read and research and imagine something clever on her own?

And the fact that it had crossed her mind as well—the instantaneous flash of self-doubt, her constant, pernicious insecurity—caught like a wick inside her and started to burn.

She licked her lips. “Stealing your ideas,” she repeated flatly. “What a remarkably high opinion of yourself you seem to have, Lady Georgiana.”

Her Ladyship flinched ever so slightly, but set her jaw. “It is an objective truth that—”

“It is an objective truth,” Cat said, “that your Witch Castle book appeared after mine. If one of us is lacking in originality, Lady Georgiana, have you considered the fact that it might be yourself?”

Georgiana reared back as if stung. “I had never even heard of your book when I wrote The Witch Castle—”

“And you cannot imagine that the same was true for me?” She felt hot and off-balance as she stared into Georgiana’s exquisite, infuriating face. “No. Of course not. Has your fame gone to your head, or have you always imagined yourself to be the center of the universe?”

Georgiana’s lips compressed into a thin line, and her eyes were a very clear light blue in the morning sun. When she spoke, her voice was tight, her accent as polished and brittle as glass. “Your novels contain similarities to mine that cannot be explained by mere coincidence. Whatever you are doing to make that happen, I require you to stop.”

“You require me?” Cat almost wanted to laugh. “I assure you, your ladyship, the days when you could require anything of me are long since passed.”

“Nevertheless—”

“No,” Cat said. “No.” She could be clipped too, and firm and poised and deliberate, even if her blood was pounding in her ears. “If similarities do exist—and you seem far more familiar with my novels than I am with yours—they are there by coincidence or by virtue of our shared pasts.”

“It is not possible—”

“No,” Cat said again, and—damn it. Her voice wobbled, just a touch, on the word.

What would happen to her, if Lady Georgiana took her accusations to the public? What danger could Georgiana’s aspersions pose to Cat’s career?

To Jem’s future?

Cat bit down hard on her lip. She would not let that happen. “I have not read any of your books since well before I published The Witch in the Castle,” she said, “and I do not intend to. If you are so concerned about your own uniqueness, perhaps you might spend your mornings in the production of original plots—not in hiding behind a shrub.”

“I am not—”

But Cat ignored her. “I have to go to work now. I assume you are vaguely familiar with the notion.” She jerked her head in a nod at Georgiana—she would rather chew off her arm than curtsy at this particular juncture—and then at Georgiana’s companion. Her voice, thank God, came out clear and cold. “I trust you will not trouble me on this matter again.”
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Chapter 4



Cat Lacey. Catriona Lacey. Catriona Rose Lacey of Woodcote Hall.

—from the private journal of Georgiana Cleeve, written in 1812 and then hastily destroyed




Georgiana watched helplessly as Cat Lacey vanished around the corner, her hood thrown over her head and her body vibrating with outrage.

Georgiana felt as though she’d been struck in the head with a post. Or, no—she felt as though she’d been rapped upon the nose with a rolled-up paper, like a naughty dog. She felt scolded. She felt chastened. She felt—she felt—

Oh God. Oh dear God. Lady Darling was Cat Lacey.

It both made sense and did not make sense. It explained some coincidences, to be sure—Augusta Quirkle’s name, for one, but also the village of Little Pucklechurch in both of their electricity books, and their matching droopy-mustached parsons this year. But their shared memories did not explain their near-identical titles nor their similar plots. It did not explain bloody Alba Margherita, whom Georgiana had spent hours of time and pots of ink painfully renaming. There had been no Alba Margherita at Woodcote Hall.

That was what she had meant to say to Lady Darling. She’d had an itemized list in her mind of parallels to prove that the woman was up to no good.

Except then Lady Darling had appeared, and Georgiana’s brain had been promptly and comprehensively ravished. She scarcely knew what she had said. She’d barely been able to get the words out past numb lips.

It was unsporting, that was what it was. The woman had no right to appear after a decade, lit from behind and glowing in the dawn like some incandescent and deliciously corporeal fantasy.

No. No. Cat Lacey was not a fantasy. Georgiana did not fantasize about her. She did not think of her, not anymore, not since she’d been fifteen and hopelessly infatuated, practically obsessed with—

Iris waved a hand directly in front of Georgiana’s nose.

Georgiana blinked. Dear Lord. She was still staring at the place where the woman’s feet had trod.

“Ah,” she managed, “yes?”

“I said, ‘Selina is here and wants to know if you’d like to come in for tea.’ Thrice.”

Tea sounded nice. Hot. Bracing. Perhaps it might restore some portion of her wits. “All right,” she said faintly.

“All right,” Iris echoed.

There was a brief pause.

“The, ah”—Iris’s voice was slightly smothered—“the door is this way. You shall probably have to turn around.”

Georgiana drew a single, moderated breath and ordered herself very firmly to calm down.

Selina stood just inside the threshold at the back entrance of Belvoir’s. It was still early, but the library was the duchess’s darling, as precious to her as a child, and so it was not surprising that she was here shortly after dawn.

Her expression was distinctly censorious as she took in Iris and Georgiana lurking in her back alley.

Georgiana hoped pathetically that the tea service might come with brandy.

Selina ushered them upstairs to her office, where a tray appeared—Georgiana was not sure how, Selina’s powers of command always seemed faintly supernatural—and the story of their morning affair was unraveled.

Mostly by Iris. Georgiana did not yet seem to have recovered the ability to speak.

“Wait,” Selina said. “I don’t understand. You knew Lady Darling—but you did not know that you knew her?”

“That’s more or less the way of it.”

Honestly, she had scarcely known Cat back at Woodcote Hall. They had not been friends. Georgiana could count on two hands the number of times they had spoken together—in fact, adolescent Georgiana had kept a private record of exactly that, occasionally decorated with very, very small hearts.

She felt her soul shrivel at the ten-year-old memory.

“And she was the daughter of the butler at your family’s estate?”

“Yes.” She had been. Before Georgiana’s father had thrown them out and Georgiana had done nothing to stop it.

Selina’s brows made a very skeptical line, and she waved a hand in Georgiana’s general direction. “So why is your face … like that?”

“Like what?” Georgiana managed.

“Carmine.”

“Is it because there is a perfectly rational explanation for your conspiracy?” Iris inquired. She patted Georgiana’s hand sympathetically. “Do not be embarrassed. I thought it suspicious as well.”

Georgiana removed her hand and allowed it to briefly cool the fire in her right cheek. “No. No, dash it. This doesn’t explain things. There are still too many coincidences.” Her brain seemed to be very slowly grinding back to life after its catastrophic failure in the alley. “Too many pieces do not fit.”

Selina leaned back in her chair. “What do you mean?”

“Some of the names of people and places in my books were drawn from my past, I admit. But others came from my own research—my recent research. The ruined monastery that Lady Darling describes in Wightwick Priory is exactly like the one I traveled to Little Baddow to write about in Orphan of Midnight. I spent sixteen hours interviewing a Florentine chemist to write the electricity book—”

“That’s not so long,” put in Iris. “I spent that much time just last week attempting to translate four words in Etruscan.”

Selina placed her fingers delicately over her mouth, which Georgiana knew perfectly well meant she was hiding a laugh.

“Thank you, Iris,” Georgiana managed.

“Perspective,” Iris said innocently, “is always helpful.”

“Indeed. Well. From the perspective of several years of following Lady Darling’s career, I am convinced that there is something more beneath the surface than mere coincidence.”

Could this be some bizarre form of revenge for what Georgiana’s father had done to the Lacey family? It seemed circuitous at best—but then again, a long-held and twisting revenge plot was nothing if not Gothic.

Selina lowered her hand and, to Georgiana’s surprise, gave a little thoughtful tilt of her head. “I have to admit,” she said, “it does seem odd to me that her novels should so regularly publish within weeks of yours and with topics so like one another. I had some sense of it, of course, when I prepared the Belvoir’s catalog. But the sheer number of coincidences was not apparent to me until you pointed them out.”

Georgiana had the briefest of moments to feel gratified—there was something peculiar going on, she had known it—before Selina’s stern glare promptly deflated her.

“That said,” Selina added, “I should prefer that you do not use my library as the site for your intrigues in the future.”

“Ah—yes, of course—”

“Or if you must,” Selina added, “do not do it without me.”

Georgiana didn’t quite know what to say to that. She lifted her teacup to her mouth, took a long swallow, and attempted to regain her composure.

“Tell me,” Selina said when Georgiana had lowered her cup, “what do you plan to do next?”

Georgiana set the cup down into the saucer so firmly that it clinked, a faux pas that would have raised her mother’s eyebrows. “I’m not entirely certain.”

She straightened her teaspoon with one tiny nudge as she thought about the conversation she’d had with Cat in the alley. She did not know if her words had had any effect whatsoever—heavens, if anyone had come out of that contest the victor, it had certainly not been she.

But if she could not provoke Cat Lacey into stopping whatever intrigue she was engaged in, then perhaps …

Perhaps Georgiana could beat her.

She shoved back from the table so abruptly that her chair wobbled behind her. “I am going home.”

Both Selina and Iris looked a trifle dazed by this sudden change of course.

“That was quick,” Selina said.

Georgiana waved a hand. “I’m not giving up. I am redirecting my energies. I am going to write a novel.”

Iris raised a brow. “Is that … a new plan? Because I was under the impression—”

Georgiana frowned at her. “A new novel. Quickly. I will take my manuscript to Jean Laventille before Lady Darling can possibly bring hers to her printer, and I will publish first this time.”

Cat had accused her of lacking originality. Had suggested that she, Georgiana, might be the one whose work was imitative.

But she knew—of course she knew, they both must know—that it was not so.

Cat’s newest novel had just been brought out, and she did not typically publish more than twice a year. If Georgiana could get her own manuscript to the printer quickly—if she could get her manuscript out first, beat Lady Darling to the press by weeks or months …

No one could accuse her of imitation then.

“That seems eminently reasonable,” said Selina. “Shockingly little in the way of skullduggery.”

Iris nodded and set her own teacup back into its saucer. “It does seem so. However”—she peered up at Georgiana—“if you do mean for us to confront her a second time, perhaps you’ll allow me to do the talking? And, er, come armed?”

A second time?

Georgiana’s heart did something troubling—stumbled like a horse that had missed a step.

No. No, and again no, and also absolutely not. One close encounter with the adult incarnation of Cat Lacey was enough for a lifetime.

When she finally managed to reply, Georgiana made her voice very crisp, despite the antics of her heartbeat. “That will not be necessary. I do not intend to ever see her again.”



It took Georgiana just over three weeks to turn her inchoate mass of notes into a novel. She was fairly certain it was either brilliant or the worst thing she’d ever written in her life, but either way, the thing was done.

She felt faintly triumphant—and a bit bleary, and extremely ink-scented—as she stepped down from the hack in front of Laventille’s office on Bond Street just after dawn.

There had been a time—seven years past, but she could still remember it as vividly as if it had been only moments ago—when she would never have let herself be seen there. A time when her father’s power had seemed almost unbreakable. When she had feared she might never get away.

But things had changed. Everything had changed. When she was eighteen, Georgiana’s careless handling of her correspondence had allowed her father to uncover Selina’s ownership of Belvoir’s Library. His attack on Selina had threatened not only the library but the safety of Selina’s family.

And in the end, Georgiana had stood in the library, her back to the shelves, and revealed her identity as a Gothic novelist.

Her chest felt tight. She could remember the old earl’s face taut with rage as he’d laughed in her face that day. See how well you’ll live with no money, he’d said. No ton, no friends. See what happens when you’re all alone.

She’d expected to be alone—had almost brought herself to accept it, despite her fear. But instead, her mother had come with her. Edith had chosen to start a new life at Georgiana’s side, even though Georgiana’s scandalous career had cost Edith her friends, her vast estate, her position in society.

Even though it had led to the loss of her sons.

Selina—Edith—her brothers—even Iris … Sometimes it seemed that everyone who got close to Georgiana was harmed, in some way, by virtue of standing at her side. But she was trying to do better. She was trying to protect her mother. No matter what it took.

Georgiana took a breath and tried to shake off the maudlin thoughts as she approached Laventille’s office. She had stared too long at page after page of her own neat hand, she supposed. That must be why her eyes burned so.

She pushed open the door and nodded to the porter. William, a tall, reserved fellow whose occasional speech revealed his Jamaican origins, cracked a hint of a smile in her direction.

She permitted herself a smile back and then took herself up the stairs, rapped smartly on the door to Laventille’s inner sanctum, and then pushed it open without waiting for a response.

Jean Laventille was a Trinidadian immigrant of French, Spanish, and West African extraction, a vociferous political radical whose outrage at the brutality of the British colonial government had induced him to sail to England and mount his protest from within the metropolitan capital. He’d married a sinfully wealthy marquess’s daughter back in 1805 and had been jailed thrice for his political activities, a fact which had not seemed to deter him from his project in the slightest. He was vibrant and charming and utterly irrepressible, and Georgiana did not have the words for how much she liked him.

He was also, at this precise moment, seated at his desk and engaged in close conversation with Catriona Rose Lacey.

Georgiana froze in the doorway, quite unable to process the sight.

“Georgiana,” Laventille said volubly. He had a light warm accent, and—in the tradition of his Quaker faith—did not employ titles. “Come in. You’re right on time. My friend here was just finishing up. In fact, have you met—”

Georgiana didn’t hear the rest of his words. In fact, she could scarcely hear anything over the roaring in her ears.

Cat Lacey was here?

It seemed evidence—no, proof—of the woman’s machinations. Lady Darling was not published by Jean Laventille. She had no reason to be here in his office, seated across from him at his desk, looking fresh-faced and startled and luscious as a peach.

Georgiana’s lips parted. She struggled for words. She … she …

She pressed her lips together and dug deep. She would not be speechless and boggled this time. She would not be outmatched simply by the woman’s presence, no matter what she had once felt toward her. She would not.

Somewhere inside herself, she found the cool veneer of aristocratic arrogance she’d learned from her father, and looked down her nose at Cat Lacey. “What are you doing here?”

Cat shoved back her chair and stood, but it did not matter. She was two or three inches shorter than Georgiana, and she still had to look up to meet Georgiana’s gaze. “I beg your pardon?”

“Georgiana?” Laventille interjected. “What on earth—”

“Do not try to play innocent,” Georgiana said to Cat. “It did not work upon me the last time we met, and it is even less likely to persuade here in my publisher’s office. Or do you mean to frame this as a coincidence as well?”

“I—” Cat’s thick dark lashes fluttered as she looked down and to the side, her gaze falling to the desk, the papers she’d left there, her own boots. “No, I—”

She was flustered, obviously, and Georgiana watched as she moistened her lips, a quick flash of pink tongue.

And then she seemed to pull herself together. Her chin went up, and her head tipped back in defiance. “I do not need to persuade you of anything. My business here is legitimate, and it is my own. You have no right to my private information.”

“And you have no right to help yourself to my plots—my research—but that does not seem to have stopped you, has it?” Georgiana took a step closer.

“I have helped myself to nothing,” Cat snapped. Her throat had flushed pink, and her lips were the color of wine. “I have earned everything I have. I have labored over every word in my manuscripts, and I have taken nothing from you.”

“You truly mean to tell me that your visit to my publisher’s office has nothing to do with my books?”

“You are mad in the head,” Cat said flatly, and—

God. Perhaps she was. She had to drag her gaze away from Cat’s lush, bewitching mouth, and she hoped quite desperately that Cat had not marked the waywardness of her gaze.

“My comings and goings,” Cat said, her voice tight, “have nothing whatsoever to do with you, your ladyship.”

“Then why would you come here, after the conversation we had outside Belvoir’s? Why would you invite a closer proximity between our work?”

The flush on Cat’s throat worked its way up to her cheeks. “I—forgot. That this was your publisher.”

Georgiana scoffed. Laventille’s name was on the frontispiece of every one of her books!

Cat seemed to bristle at the sound. “I assure you, Lady Georgiana, my every thought does not revolve around you and your career. Your fixation upon me is entirely one-sided.”

That blow landed—no doubt considerably harder than Cat could ever have intended. Georgiana felt her own face heat, a humiliating wash of decade-old memories.

But before she could formulate a reply, Laventille broke in. Georgiana had quite forgotten he was there. “This is without a doubt the best show I have seen since I moved to this godforsaken island two decades ago. But Georgiana, my dear, I feel it incumbent upon me to assure you that your, er, colleague here did not speak of you at all in our interview this morning. In fact, I had rather thought to introduce the two of you. I suspected you might have some small things in common, but—well. I take it an introduction would be superfluous at this juncture.”

Cat plucked up the papers that lay on the desk and shoved them haphazardly into her bag, which was as worn and slightly out-of-date as the rest of her garments. “Superfluous indeed. Mr. Laventille, it was a pleasure to speak with you. I suspect I shall not require your services after all.”

She stepped lightly around Georgiana, but the room was not large. Her skirts brushed against Georgiana’s own, and it felt—

It felt like the barest whisper of a caress.

Georgiana leapt backward, and Cat scowled at her, a quick dark-eyed flash of fury, before she vanished through the door.

There was a long moment of silence as Georgiana stared at the open doorway.

Finally, Laventille spoke. “Georgiana,” he said, “we have worked together for a decade now, have we not?”

“Almost,” she said. Her knees were shaking, she noted vaguely. And her hands. “Nine years, last June.”

“Indeed. Yes. For nine years now, I have known you to be a fiendishly capable and composed sort of person, a talented writer and a competent businesswoman.”

She finally managed to look away from the place where Cat Lacey had vanished to stare in surprise at her publisher. Tragically, he had not finished.

“Generally,” he went on, “you are possessed of both restraint and good sense. Today, however, I begin to worry that you are simply possessed.”

Her mouth came open to protest. Nothing emerged.

Instead, she lurched on wobbly legs to the vacant chair in front of his desk, collapsed into it, and buried her face in her hands.
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Chapter 5



Augusta Quirkle was born into hoarfrost and blackness, and she met the world screaming.

—from the first page of ORPHAN OF MIDNIGHT by Geneva Desrosiers




The six-minute walk between Laventille’s office on Bond Street and her solicitor’s office two streets down was not enough time for Cat’s pulse to stop racing.

It was after dawn now. She was going to be late to the pie shop, and Mrs. Quincy was going to be puce with outrage.

She could not bring herself to care. She shoved open the door to Martin Yorke’s small office so hard that the bell above the door did not tinkle so much as bellow its announcement of her arrival.

Elias Beckett, one of Mr. Yorke’s clerks, lifted his head and peered at her.

“Good morning, Mr. Beckett,” she bit out.

“Er,” he said. “Good morning, Miss Lacey.” He hunched his shoulders slightly, as if to hide behind his desk.

She tried to modulate her tone. She was frightening clerks, for heaven’s sake. “Is Mr. Yorke here?”

“In his office, yes.”

She looked around at the front room. Beckett’s desk was patently occupied, but the other clerk’s desk stood empty, its surface covered with neat stacks of papers.

Don’t ask, she told herself. Don’t ask.

“And—Jem?” Damn it, Catriona. “Has he been in yet?”

“Not that I’ve seen this morning. I’ve only been here for an hour or so, though.”

Of course Beckett had arrived an hour before dawn. Cat bit down hard on her lower lip, stifled her anxious thoughts about her brother and his career, and made her way down the narrow hallway into Martin Yorke’s office.

Yorke was a tall, faintly cadaverous man in his middle sixties. He’d been Cat’s solicitor and general man of business since the first Lady Darling novel in 1818, when she’d acquired a contract from her publisher in a fever of delighted celebration, then taken the thing home and realized she could not make heads nor tails of the legalistic language therein.

She had not known quite what to do. She’d feared that to sign the contract without understanding its contents would be to invite exploitation, but she had not known where to turn for advice.

Her father would have known. Walter Lacey had been that sort of man—would have inexplicably produced an acquaintance who printed law books or a judge whom he’d helped with some extraordinary favor involving Wiltshire bacon. Even the doctor who’d attended Walter at his death had refused payment, citing some long history of friendship, his expression sad and fond at once.

She’d tasted grief as she’d looked down at the contract, fear like ashes in her mouth.

And then she had recalled Mr. Martin Yorke. He was a regular customer at the pie shop. His orders were highly specific and his arrival unfailingly punctual.

The recipient of the pies he acquired every Monday and Thursday was, she had learned, his large and somber wolfhound, Peg.

If the man could afford to buy high-quality lamb mince pies—no onions, no garlic, no salt—for his dog, she supposed he couldn’t be doing too badly as a solicitor. He was precise and respectful, and he never asked for the pies on credit.

And he coddled the dog. She had seen it. It seemed a good sign.

So she’d taken the first Lady Darling contract to his office. He’d returned it the next day, marked all over in scribbled notations. Then he’d insisted on going to Helen Vanhoven’s office together to present her with his changes, and somehow—quite without Cat’s realizing it—he’d managed to alter the terms of the contract to eliminate Cat’s personal liability and increase her profit share besides.

When she’d tried to express her bemused gratitude, he’d shaken his head. “Don’t thank me, girl. I charge ten percent.”

It had been more than worth the cost, these last years. He’d secured contract after contract, done personal battle with Helen Vanhoven on more than one memorable occasion, and, just this year, taken on fifteen-year-old Jem as his newest apprentice.

In fact, it was the financial machinations of Martin Yorke that had prompted her appointment with Mr. Laventille this morning and her infuriating confrontation—again—with Lady Georgiana Cleeve.

Cat cleared her throat as she pulled open the door to Yorke’s office.

He looked up and raised one ponderous eyebrow. “Do we have an appointment that I had forgotten?”

She scowled at him. “No. We have no appointment. I did, however, have an appointment with Mr. Jean Laventille this morning, per your recommendation.”

Yorke leaned back and tented his long fingers over his chest. “And?”

“And nothing! It was a complete disaster. Were you unaware that the man also publishes the Gothic novels of Geneva Desrosiers?”

“I was not unaware,” Yorke said blandly.

She threw up her hands. “Then why did you send me? You knew”—she paused and looked at the open door, then dropped her voice—“of her accusations against me.”

She had fairly sprinted to Yorke’s office after her first meeting with Georgiana Cleeve in the alley behind Belvoir’s, but he had not been concerned about legal action from Georgiana’s quarter.

Nor did he seem worried now. He flicked his fingers. “Her accusations do not signify.”

“They do to me!” Cat hissed. “If I were to publish with Laventille as well, I might be forced to encounter her—”

“Is that likely?”

“Evidently so, as I encountered her this morning!” Her voice had risen despite her best efforts. Out of an abundance of caution, she shut the door to Yorke’s office and then came to sit down across from him at the desk. She was quite certain that Elias Beckett in the front room had no idea of her secret identity, and she very much intended to keep it that way.

Yorke’s brows had risen slightly at her words. “Would encountering Miss Desrosiers pose some sort of problem?”

“Of course! She is—why, she’s—I simply—”

She couldn’t seem to finish her sentence. This new Lady Georgiana Cleeve was nothing like the retiring girl Cat had known back at Woodcote Hall. Georgiana had grown into an exquisite woman with ice in her veins and a sneer upon her mouth, and everything about her made Cat feel hot and unsettled.

The aristocratic tilt to her head as she’d looked down her nose at Cat. Her accusations, which had revealed how very fragile Cat’s self-confidence was. The tiny flicker of her gaze toward Cat’s mouth, so quick and heated that Cat had thought—

For just a moment, Cat had been almost certain—

She gritted her teeth. This was absurd. Lady Georgiana had never given any indication that her tastes ran toward the sapphic. Cat was obviously suffering from some sort of—of brain fever, brought on by false accusations and the resulting emotional turmoil.

Lady Georgiana was a threat to Cat’s career and a distraction to her mind, and Cat would not put herself in closer proximity to Her Ladyship than she absolutely had to be.

“She’s dreadful,” Cat said finally.

Yorke’s deep-set eyes rested upon her consideringly. “Do you know who Miss Desrosiers is? Her true identity?”

Cat blinked. “I—yes. I do. How did you—”

“It was a shocking scandal when she divulged her nom de plume. The daughter of an earl, a Gothic novelist? The ton reacted as though she’d personally committed the grisly deeds in her books.” His tone went dry. “Very good for her sales though.”

Cat leaned back against the spindles of the wooden chair, trying to make sense of Yorke’s words. “I don’t understand. She chose to reveal herself? She made her true identity known to the public intentionally?”

Suddenly, several things that Georgiana had said made more sense. You must know—surely everyone in London knows who I am by now.

But Cat had not known. She’d had absolutely no idea.

“When?” she asked. “When did it happen?”

“In 1815, if I recall correctly. Several years before you became Lady Darling. But did you not just say you knew who she was?”

Cat bit her lip. “Not because I knew about the scandal.” She would never have heard the rumors back then, in the days before she’d taken up her own pen. Her social circle was as far as was possible from that of the Earl of Alverthorpe and his cronies. “I recognized her.”

“You knew her already? Lady Georgiana Cleeve?”

She looked at the door in anxious reflex at the sound of the woman’s true name. Did Yorke not realize that someone might hear?

But then she gave herself a little mental shake. If Yorke’s recollection was correct—and she had no reason to doubt him—then Georgiana’s name was no secret. There was no reason to protect her.

It seemed suddenly absurd that she had wanted to, even for the briefest of moments. Her Ladyship was no friend of hers! Far from it. And yet Cat guarded her own privacy so closely for Jem’s sake that she would never have threatened someone else’s. Not even Lady Georgiana’s.

But—

“Why would she do it?” she asked.

She could not help but ask. The intentional disclosure of Georgiana’s identity was baffling in the extreme. Georgiana had had social standing, wealth, the privileged position of a ton darling. And she had been shy. She had not sought attention nor courted scandal. The intentional revelation of her secret identity was incomprehensible for the person Cat had known.

And, though she cursed herself for a fool, Cat wanted to know how it had happened.

“I suppose,” Yorke said slowly, “that is for her to say.” He gave a brief shake of his head. “But as you can see, you have nothing to fear from her.”

“I’m not sure that fear is precisely—”

But Yorke rolled right over her objections, as he always did when he felt Cat insufficiently pragmatic in terms of her finances. “As I told you when we discussed the matter last week, Jean Laventille will offer you a considerably higher percentage on the sales of your books than that dragon Vanhoven. Ignore this rival of yours and focus on what really matters.”

Though she was still unsettled, Cat’s lips quirked despite herself. “Money, you mean?”

Yorke smiled back at her, ever so slightly vulpine. “Indeed.”

She had to admit, there was something refreshing about Yorke’s blunt avarice. She chewed upon her lower lip and then made herself stop. “I suppose I shall consider it.”

“Good.” He leaned back again and regarded her. “Tell me, Catriona. How is it that you came to be acquainted with Lady Georgiana Cleeve in the first place?”

She had not expected the question, somehow. “I knew her many years ago, back when we lived in Wiltshire. We—” She hesitated, just a breath, then went on. “My father was the Cleeve family butler.”

“Is that so? I had not realized it.”

Her chin came up in defiant reflex, but she forced the emotion—and her chin—back down. She did not need her defensiveness, not here. Yorke knew of her origins. He knew that she and Jem were the children of a man who had been in service. Despite society’s strictures, which said that their low birth made them innately unsuitable for intellectual projects, Yorke did not hold their father’s profession against them.

She knew that he did not. But part of her still wanted to prove her worth. Had not stopped trying to do so, over and over again, for years now. “Yes. But we left Woodcote Hall a decade ago.”

“Woodcote Hall,” he said musingly, “in Wiltshire. I know the name. Near Renwick House, is it not?”

Cat paused, startled. “Why—yes. How do you know of Renwick House?”

“As it turns out, I have some dealings with its owner.”

Her brows shot up. Renwick House was infamous in southern Wiltshire, a reputedly haunted manor that had been built by Nathaniel Renwick for his wife in the middle of the eighteenth century. It was a strange and unsettling place, made all the more so by the fact that all the next generation of Renwicks had died childless, and the estate had passed to an anonymous heir who had left it to rot.

Cat had encountered the manor from time to time in her childhood and adolescence. She could still picture it in her mind’s eye: its immense scale, its eerie soaring spires twisted against the sky. It had played a foundational role, she’d always thought, in the development of her Gothic imagination.

“I thought its landlord was unknown to the general public,” she said.

“He is.” Yorke looked a trifle smug. “I am not the general public.”

She snorted. “Of course not.”

“You might be interested to know that the house opens to visitors soon.”

“Does it?” She sat forward. “It was never open to visitors before! Part of its allure, I always thought. Has it passed to a new owner?”

“I’m sure I cannot say.” At her aggrieved look, he relented. “But if you should like to visit the manor for the purposes of research, I suspect I could prevail upon its custodian to permit you.”

“Oh, would you?” Her heart leapt. What a setting for a novel! What depths of detail she could draw from the eerie estate!

And what a coup it would be over Lady Georgiana.

She attempted to quash the ungracious thought and looked back at Yorke. “When can I leave? I can pack my things and—oh.” She sat back in the chair. “Oh hell. Never mind.”

Yorke’s face betrayed the barest hint of his amusement. “Forget something?”

She ground her teeth. “The pie shop. It’s two days on the mail coach out to that part of Wiltshire, and two more days back, plus three or four days to stay on the grounds and—”

It wouldn’t work. She couldn’t leave the pie shop for so long. Mrs. Quincy would have her head.

“If you transfer your contracts to Mr. Laventille,” Yorke said with studied casualness, “your profits will exceed what you make at the pie shop. Considerably.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Did you bring this up on purpose? To convince me of the wisdom of your financial strategy?”

“You mentioned Wiltshire first, not I. Speaking of the pie shop—”

“Oh bollocks!” She leapt to her feet, and the spindled wood chair wobbled on its two back legs before she steadied it. “The pie shop!” She pictured the teetering mountain of root vegetables that awaited her with a wince as she dashed for the door.

Yorke’s voice floated after her. “Consider Laventille!”

“I’ll let you know about Renwick House!” she called back.

And as she left the office, her gaze flicked helplessly to the desk where Jem would sit, if he were at the office.

Empty. Still empty.

She pushed her way out the front door and into the cold November sun. Fretfulness was a tangle in her belly—Jem, her books, Georgiana Cleeve, Renwick House. The pie shop.

Objectively, Cat knew that she could quit the pie shop. They had enough money now. More than enough. She knew they did, even as she knew she could buy a new cloak to replace her old one instead of picking out the hem. But it was hard to believe it down in her bones. Down in her belly, which recalled the ache of hunger as she’d pushed food around on her tin plate to make it look like more.

She had not wanted Jem to notice the disparities in their portions. But he’d noticed anyway.

She wanted more for him. She wanted so much more, and it was so hard to know what she could let go of, and what she must cling to with both hands, lest it slip away.

She chewed her lower lip so hard it was almost raw by the time she made it to the pie shop. She hung her cloak on a peg and attacked the turnips, Mrs. Quincy’s voice a muffled bellow in her ears.

And all day—between the scent of blistered pastry crust and the slide of coin in her palm—she remembered twisted spires, dark against a blue sky.
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Chapter 6



Please find attached the new contractual terms proposed by Mr. Laventille, which may obviate your recent objections. Vast sums of money have that effect, I find.

—from Martin Yorke, solicitor, to Catriona Lacey




By evening, Cat had come no closer to making a decision about Jean Laventille, the pie shop, or Renwick House.

She had, unfortunately, sliced a deep cut across the base of her thumb when her mind had strayed—ever so briefly—to the recollection of Georgiana Cleeve’s disdainful face. She resolved to put Her Ladyship out of her mind for the rest of the day, a resolution made promptly impossible by the fact that every time her thumb smarted, she was drawn back into the memory: Georgiana’s angular cheekbones, her moon-pale lashes, the spray of freckles all around her mouth.

It was infuriating.

As Cat settled herself into a threadbare armchair across from her brother, Jem glanced up from his book. His red hair was almost metallic, a glittering copper in the firelight. His lips pursed into a frown.

“What?” she said.

“I don’t know.” He frowned harder at her. “You look suspicious.”

She blinked. “How can I look suspicious? I am sitting down, empty-handed, by the fire.”

“I don’t know. Something about your wrists, perhaps. Why aren’t you covered in ink?”

“I am not generally covered in ink,” she protested.

Their cousin, Pauline Tuttle, who shared the small suite of rooms with them, came around the corner with something hot and brothy in a pair of mugs. “That,” she said, “is a flat-out lie. I say that with the experience of the woman who does your washing and mending.”

“I do the washing too!” Cat protested. “We take turns!”

“You do the washing poorly,” Jem said. “Do you not see the ink everywhere? Or do you simply not mind it?”

She glowered at her brother and Pauline both. Pauline laughed and passed her a mug, then settled her hip on the arm of the chair where Jem sat with his book.

Pauline—clever as the devil, whip-thin with a spray of dark curls—had come into their lives after Cat, Jem, and their father, Walter, had moved to London from Wiltshire. When Walter Lacey had died, Pauline had dragged the grief-stricken Cat and Jem bodily toward subsistence. She had forced meals upon them and—when Cat had needed more and more time to work—she had taken charge of Jem’s education herself.

Her late husband, a printer, had left Pauline enough to survive on alone, if she was prudent—but she had not been prudent. She had been generous to a fault. She’d shared her meals with Cat and Jem, taught Jem Latin and how to darn his socks, and kept them together when Cat’s sorrow and uncertainty might have been enough to tow them under.

Sometimes, Cat’s gratitude toward her cousin was enough to stop her heart.

Jem was poking through the soup with his spoon. “Did you make this? Or did Kitty?”

“I made it,” Pauline answered and rapped him lightly on the head with her knuckles. “Eat.”

He looked suspiciously into the mug and did not move to take a bite. “What’s in it?”

“Cabbage,” Pauline said indignantly, “and carrots and mutton, and it’s perfectly good.”

Cat sniffed at her own mug. The cabbage was unmistakable. “Smells like laundry, a bit.”

“Oh, now you’re a laundry expert?”

Jem took a hearty bite, shuddered slightly, and then took another spoonful, rather smaller. “I know we trade off the household tasks, but have you ever considered the notion that we might play to our strengths? You can do the washing and mending, Polly, and Kitty the cooking.”

“And you’ll do what, wee man?” Pauline said tartly. “Sit by the fire and toast your book?”

“I am to go into the law,” Jem said severely. “I am studying.”

“About that,” Cat said, and then wanted to bite her tongue.

It was too late. Two heads popped up at her words—Pauline’s dark wild curls, Jem’s hair so bright it almost hurt Cat’s eyes.

“What is it?” Pauline asked. The playfulness had dropped away from her tone. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” she said, “no, not at all.” Curse her tongue, which persisted in moving more rapidly than her mind.

Her fingers tightened on her spoon, and then she did curse, because she’d forgotten about the wound on her thumb.

“Sorry?” Jem said. “Did you just say ‘fucking ladies’?”

Pauline snorted, and Cat elected to ignore her.

“No,” she said again, perhaps more firmly than was strictly required. “Nothing is wrong. I went to Mr. Yorke’s office this morning, that’s all. A business meeting. But I … noticed you weren’t there, Jem. Not when I arrived nor when I left. It’s fine, of course. I’m sure you were sleeping, or—or something else important, and I—”

Don’t push, she told herself. Damn it, Catriona.

He was fifteen. He was still six years from his majority, for heaven’s sake! Still a child.

But she and Pauline had taken him as far as they could in his education. There was no chance of university. They had neither the funds to pay for it nor the connections required to secure his entry. She wanted him to have the chance to learn, to grow …

To be safe.

She wanted him to have a gentleman’s education, and the security that went along with it, and his clerkship with Yorke was the best way for him to attain that high-gloss polish. If Jem did well—if he proved himself—Yorke could sponsor his admission into the Rolls of the Courts. But solicitors were allowed only two apprentices at a time, and the positions were highly competitive. If Jem faltered, and if Yorke moved to replace him, Jem’s five-year apprenticeship would begin again, only with greater difficulty because of his first failure.

It was difficult to shove down the depths of her desperation when she thought about Jem and his career—harder still because he was clever and perceptive and too sensitive by half. He could read her worries in the clench of her hand on her spoon, and so she made herself relax her grip.

“I wasn’t sleeping,” he said. He set the mug down on the floor. “I was working. For Mr. Yorke.”

“No,” she said hastily, “I’m sure you were. That is, it would have been perfectly fine if you had been sleeping. It was barely dawn.”

“You weren’t sleeping.” His eyes were light, green haloed by gray. Nothing like her own.

“I—” She moistened her lips. “No.”

“You needn’t check up on me.” He sat straighter in his chair, and the book he’d been reading slipped from his lap to land on the floor. “Mr. Yorke is happy with my work.”

“I wasn’t checking up on you—”

“I was doing a project for him. A task that he assigned.”

“I didn’t—I wasn’t there about you, Jemmy. Only I saw Elias Beckett there already, and I couldn’t help but worry—” She was talking too much. She did that, she knew she did, and still it was difficult to stop. She wrapped her fist around her thumb, and it hurt, and she didn’t let go.

“You don’t need to worry.” Jem’s voice was taut.

“I know. I know. I—”

“And shouldn’t you have been at the pie shop at dawn?”

“Well, yes,” Cat began, and then hesitated. She had not told them about Lady Georgiana. She had not wanted them to worry—even as she herself had played out a hundred scenarios in her mind involving Geneva Desrosiers, public accusations of plagiarism, and the abrupt demise of her own career. “That is,” she amended, “no.”

“Which is it?”

“It’s—it’s—”

Pauline rose to collect their mugs, cutting off Cat’s fragmented babble. “You know,” she said as she bundled the mugs and spoons beneath her arm, “we would find you less suspicious if you would stop acting so suspicious. Jem’s right. What were you doing at Yorke’s office at dawn?”

Cat tried to arrange her face in an expression of innocence. By the crisp arch of Pauline’s left brow, she was not especially successful. “I had a meeting with Yorke. About my finances.”

“At the same time you were meant to be at the pie shop?” Jem asked skeptically.

Damn it, perhaps her brother ought to train as a trial attorney. “I am considering an alteration. To—ah—the terms of my employment.”

Now Pauline’s right brow joined the left, and she halted in her tracks on her way to the tiny kitchen. “You are thinking of quitting the pie shop?”

Cat bit her lip. She hadn’t meant to imply that—she’d meant only the contract with Laventille. She hadn’t meant to speak to Jem and Pauline of the pie shop until she was certain in her course. Until she stopped feeling so afraid.

Would she ever stop feeling so afraid?

“Yes?” she said cautiously.

Pauline’s mouth curled at the corners, and as Cat glanced at Jem to determine his reaction, she saw that he too was smiling, bright and blinding.

“Kitty!” he said. “I’m so glad for you. You can sleep now, for heaven’s sake.”

There was something sweet in his voice, like a child with a present. As though her ease were a gift to him.

And perhaps it was. No doubt he could scarcely remember a time when she had not seethed with anxiety and desperation.

“That’s good news,” Pauline said, and though her voice was not so purely gleeful as Jem’s, she was happy too. Cat could tell it. “I’ve been begging you to quit that shop for months now. We don’t need the money.”

“I shall miss the pies, though,” Jem said. “Even though you mostly brought home the burnt ones.”

Guilt stabbed at her—the contradictory guilt one could only feel toward family. She worked too much, worried too much; she knew she ought to be happier for their sakes. And yet at the same time, all her work and worry were for them. To keep all of them safe.

She pressed the tip of her finger against the cut at the base of her thumb. “I was thinking of taking a trip,” she said. “For the purposes of research. Out to Wiltshire for a few days, a week at most. Do you think—”

Pauline did not let her finish. “Yes. Of course, yes. Go. We’ll manage here somehow, without your oversight and terrible washing.”

Jem emitted a dramatic adolescent sigh. “I really will miss the pies. Do you think you can carry a few off with you on your last day?”

“Perhaps while Cat’s gone, you can learn to make your own,” Pauline said dryly.

“Perhaps I shall, at that.” Jem leaned forward to pluck up his book from the floor. “I wonder if Mr. Yorke has a book on pastry in his office.”

Cat looked at her brother for a long moment as Pauline disappeared into the kitchen. His head was already bent back down over the book, and he chewed aimlessly on the end of a pencil.

He worked so hard, and she hated and loved his drive in equal measure. She was so proud of him—and in the same breath, she regretted that he could not simply laugh and play the way he had when he’d been small.

Back when they’d still lived at Woodcote.

Before the events that had brought them to the edge of subsistence. Before she’d fought and struggled and clawed their way back out.

She tightened her fingers around the arm of her chair. She could not let Lady Georgiana threaten her career. Even if the woman did not make her accusations public, readers might begin to notice the similarities that Georgiana had pointed out. And though Cat had not seen signs that her sales had flagged with the publication of their similar novels, she could not be certain her luck would continue.

If a private visit to Renwick House would provide original fodder for a new book, then she had no choice but to go there.

Even if it meant quitting the pie shop.

Her fingers twitched on the chair. She would do it. She had to do it. She would write to Yorke, and secure a contract with Laventille, and make her way to the Renwick estate, and she would do it all without once thinking of—

“Ouch,” she muttered. “Shit.”

She’d squeezed the arm of the chair so hard that her thumb was bleeding again.

Jem looked up from his book. “Something wrong?”

She shoved her hand beneath her skirts and made herself smile innocently. “Not a single thing.”
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Chapter 7



FROM ESSEX: Last night’s heavy gale and acute electrical storm were accompanied, in the churchyard of Saint Botolph’s, by phenomena of a supernatural sort …

—from THE LONDON HERALD, November 1822




The trouble was, not thinking about a person had a way of devolving into an obsession.

Geneva Desrosiers’s books were everywhere: at the bookseller, at Belvoir’s, inside Jean Laventille’s office when Cat went to sign her new contract. When Cat clambered onto the mail coach to High Ongar, she realized belatedly that the woman beside her had the latest Desrosiers book open in her lap.

What was she to do now? She could not exchange her seat. To do so would be to admit defeat, and she would simply rather die.

Instead, Cat spent the entire two-hour journey sneaking tiny peeks at the text. She told herself she was looking for similarities to her own work, an excuse which would have been more plausible had she not been so deeply engrossed in the story.

It was with some relief that she finally arrived at Saint Botolph’s Church and freed herself from the temptation of Lady Georgiana’s exquisite prose.

Yorke had arranged for Cat’s stay at Renwick House to begin a week hence. In the meantime, she had plunged into research for her next novel, which she planned to set at Renwick House and which would feature a haunting generational curse. Saint Botolph’s—the subject of numerous hysterical newspaper articles in recent days—had seemed the ideal place to gather information on supernatural visitations as she awaited her trip to Wiltshire.

A cool autumn rain clung mistily to her cloak as she disembarked from the mail coach and plotted her approach to the site. The ruins of the ancient church were tucked into the edge of Epping Forest. A new canal project had been designed to extend straight through the churchyard—a construction effort that had necessitated the excavation of the yard and the bodies that had once been interred therein.

According to newspapers, the bones had not taken this disturbance lightly. The workmen had reported ghostly lights, terrifying nightmares, and, on one memorable occasion, an animated corpse walking in full medieval dress through their worksite at midnight.

What anyone had been doing on location at midnight, Cat could not say, but she was dreadfully interested in the story anyway.

The problem, she reflected, was that Saint Botolph’s was not currently open to the public. This small obstacle had not stopped her research in the past, however, and she did not mean to let it pose an impediment this time either. She circled back into the forest’s shadows and made her meandering way through sweeping oaks and beeches to approach the churchyard from behind.

There were still dozens of workers at the site, though Cat suspected the crowd was somewhat thinner than it had been before the animated corpse incident. She tucked herself behind a cart filled with chalk and pulled out her pocket notebook to sketch out the scene: piles of bricks and slate, trenches visible to the north and south, and the peculiar serenity of the leaf-blanketed churchyard at the heart of it all.

It was deliciously eerie. She scratched her pencil faster across the pages, jotting down quick snippets of imagined dialogue as they formed in her mind. This was where the ceremony would take place to imbue the mysterious count with immortality—and this was where the cost would be exacted upon his descendants half a century later …

She was so engrossed in the blossoming plot that she did not hear the approaching strangers until they were nearly atop her.

“What’s this?” demanded a rough voice on the other side of the chalk cart. “What are you doing out here? There’s no trespassing on the grounds!”

Cat’s head came up. Devil take it, had she been discovered?

But no. Another voice replied, a woman’s, sugar-sweet and ingenuous: “I’m so sorry. I was only looking for my uncle, and I’m afraid I must have become turned around.”

The hoarse voice softened slightly. “Aye, is that it, then? Tell me his name, and I’ll help you find him. Thought you were another of those cursed tourists buzzing about like blackflies.”

“Tourists?” The female voice went higher and sillier. “Whyever would there be tourists at a canal excavation?”

“Haven’t you heard, miss?” The man’s voice grew confiding, and, from her hiding place, Cat rolled her eyes. Was it not obvious that the woman was delicately interrogating him? “There are ghosts at the site. The whole place is cursed by Saint Botolph himself.”

“Cursed?” The woman’s voice squeaked impressively. “Oh no! My poor uncle.”

Cat held herself very still and tried not to laugh.

“What have you seen?” the woman went on, in a tone of breathless concern. “Do you think this curse a danger to the populace?”

The man described the past day’s events in graphic and unlikely detail, and, as he did, his voice grew gradually louder.

Hell. They were coming closer.

Cat bit down on her lower lip and looked nervously to the left and right. There was no obvious means of egress. Could she brazen it out? Pretend she was meant to be here, sitting in the grass with a notebook open on her lap?

But before she could sort out her next move, the two figures came into view, and every muscle in Cat’s body froze at once.

That honeyed voice—those deceptively innocent questions—

Had come from Lady Georgiana Cleeve.

Her hair was puffed out in elaborate curls, and she wore a tiny straw bonnet on her head in absolute defiance of the season. Her face tilted winningly up toward the burly workman escorting her, and her freckles bracketed a guileless and utterly unfamiliar smile.

Cat went hot and then cold all over.

No. No. It was not possible. How could this be happening? What was Georgiana doing here?

And what would she do if she saw Cat?

Frantic panic clouded Cat’s mind. Georgiana would think that Cat had orchestrated this, somehow, again! She would think that Cat had followed her, was once again stealing from her. Georgiana might turn her over to the local magistrate for trespassing, might—

Spurred by feverish instinct, Cat flung herself down to the ground and rolled underneath the chalk cart.

Oh God. Oh hell. This was a disaster.

“A sonorous voice?” burbled Georgiana, sounding for all the world like someone who did not know what the word sonorous meant. “What did it say?”

“Death,” intoned the workman. “Death to all comers.”

A luxurious pair of black half boots strolled past Cat’s face. “Oh no,” Georgiana whimpered. “And my uncle is so lively!”

Cat turned away from the boots, which brought her burning cheek into contact with a sodden oak leaf.

What had happened to her life since she had encountered Lady Georgiana in an alley behind Belvoir’s? How had she come to this point?

And how the devil was she going to get free?

She listened for several uncomfortable minutes as Georgiana rambled incoherent and distracting responses to questions about her uncle. She pondered the other side of the chalk cart, the dozens of chattering workers, and the numerous ways that Lady Georgiana had wronged her.

She had just resigned herself to an afternoon spent among the rocks and mud when a second catastrophe occurred, in the form of a pair of horses hitched to the front of the cart.

Cat craned her head and stared, paralyzed by horror, at eight dusty hooves, clopping sturdily into their assigned places.

The cart was going to roll away. In fact, if she did not move her limbs, the cart was going to roll directly over her.

She moaned softly and pulled her arms and legs into her body.

Which would be worse? To confront Lady Georgiana at this juncture? Or to be run over by a cart?

One of the horses whinnied, and Cat hid a stifled sob beneath the sound. With a reluctance more powerful than any emotion she’d ever felt in her life, she rolled herself out from beneath the chalk cart.

Lady Georgiana was not a fate worse than death, she supposed. By a hair.

The conversation between Georgiana and the workman stopped abruptly, and Cat surmised that they had noticed the human sphere appearing suddenly in their midst. She gritted her teeth, unfolded herself from the ground, and met Georgiana’s stupefied gaze.

“Catriona?” Georgiana said blankly.

Georgiana’s accent had lost its soft, syrupy tones, and—oh, Cat loathed how the now-familiar voice made her feel bizarrely comforted. Somehow less at sea.

The workman looked suspiciously between the two of them. “What the devil’s going on? Is this a friend of yours, miss?”

“No,” Georgiana protested, at the exact same moment that Cat said firmly, “Yes.”

The man narrowed his eyes.

Georgiana directed a single furious glance at Cat before turning back to the workman. “Not a friend, precisely,” she clarified sweetly. “She’s my … Why, she’s my…”

“Uncle,” Cat said flatly, and then she caught Georgiana by the arm and dragged her away from the churchyard and into Epping Forest.

“What the devil are you doing here?” hissed Georgiana as Cat towed her deeper among the beeches. The ground was damp and slippery from the misting rain, and Cat held on to Georgiana’s elbow to steady her—foolishly, absurdly—as Georgiana started to slip.

“What are you doing here?”

“I am doing research—”

“Like hell you are!” Frustration pulsed in Cat, heat rising to the surface of her skin. She halted beneath a canopy of branches and dropped Georgiana’s arm as though her rich woolen sleeve were on fire. It was infuriating that Georgiana should look so pristine, and that she should be covered in wet black leaf litter from head to toe. She swiped at her face.

Georgiana’s chest rose and fell rapidly with her breath. Her neatly set curls trembled against the ivory column of her neck. “Is this some kind of revenge?”

Cat was momentarily taken aback. “Revenge? What on earth for?”

“For what my father did to you. To your family.” A pink flush crept up Georgiana’s throat, and her mouth twisted down. The cut-glass tone of her voice was back, at odds with her rising color. “I am not unaware of the circumstances of your departure from Woodcote Hall.”

“This is the most ludicrous—I have no feud with you! My God, Georgiana, I was here first!”

“And I published with Laventille first!” Georgiana took a step closer, and she was tall enough that Cat had to tip her head back, just slightly, to meet her sharp blue gaze. “Oh yes. I am aware of your recent machinations to steal my publisher as well as my ideas.”

The accusation was so preposterous that Cat would have laughed if she hadn’t been so outraged. “To steal your publisher! I am fairly certain Laventille has resources enough to publish us both. Unless he’s kicked you off his rolls?”

“Of course not, but—”

“No,” Cat snapped. “Enough. I have no desire to wreak vengeance upon you. I have done nothing to harm you. I would have nothing to do with you ever again if it were my choice!”

Georgiana blinked, a single flutter of her pale, curling lashes. The rain was coming down in earnest now, and a few drops clung to the edge of her cheekbone.

To Cat’s astonishment, Georgiana looked suddenly—wounded. As though Cat’s words had slipped into the tender place between her ribs.

She didn’t say anything.

And Cat, softhearted fool that she was, felt a throb of guilt. “I’m sorry.” She licked her lips and tasted rain. “I didn’t mean—”

“No,” Georgiana said abruptly. “You’re right. We should have nothing more to do with each other. I shan’t write about Saint Botolph’s. It was a mistake for me to come here.”

They were standing very close. Cat’s skin felt hot against the cold rain, and she knew before it happened that Georgiana would break her gaze. That Georgiana’s eyes would fall once again to her mouth.

The inches between them had gone palpable with tension, charged enough to raise the hairs on Cat’s arms. There was no lightning in the sky, but she felt it anyway, crackling in the air.

The raindrops on Georgiana’s cheek ran down to the corner of her lips, and her breath came faster, her pulse throbbing at the base of her throat.

Longing unfurled inside Cat. Recognition. She wanted to taste that delicate skin, and she knew—

Somehow, down in her belly, she knew that Georgiana wanted it too.

And then Georgiana’s gaze snapped back up. Her flush deepened, and her mouth went tight.

“It was a mistake for me to come,” she said again. Her voice was brittle, and the exquisite geometry of her face seemed frozen. “All of this has been a mistake.”

And then she spun on her heel and fled.
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Chapter 8



I have placed your newest manuscript into the publication schedule six months early, per your request. By the by, I recently encountered a bizarre rumor that you and your uncle drowned in a deluge in Epping Forest. I trust you are well?

—from Jean Laventille, publisher, to Georgiana Cleeve




“Do we keep brandy in the house?”

Edith Cleeve, the dowager Countess of Alverthorpe, blinked up from the engrossing state of her correspondence. “I beg your pardon?”

It had been three hours since her mad confrontation with Cat in Epping Forest, and Georgiana was still reliving it, regularly and repeatedly, with an unfortunate pinpoint focus upon the precise shape and color of Cat’s mouth.

She stifled a groan and tipped her head back against the armchair. She brought one hand up to cover her face, which was scrubbed of rainwater and still somehow vaguely hot. “Nothing. Never mind.”

“Does this have something to do with your abortive trip to the haunted churchyard? I had thought you meant to remain there all day—I was planning a lengthy walk with Bacon in the park—and yet here you are back in time for tea.”

Bacon, at the proximity of his name to the word walk, began turning hasty circles on the floor, and so Georgiana picked him up and relocated him to her lap. His little body was heavy and soothing, and she attempted to get hold of herself. “Unfortunately, yes. I encountered Lady Darling there. Again.”

Now her mother truly seemed interested. She replaced her correspondence within the writing desk and turned to face Georgiana. “Is that so?”

“Mm. Hence the desire for something alcoholic and, er, searing.”

Edith gave a delicate cough. “I see. I take it that your encounter did not bear fruit?”

“You could say that.” Georgiana resisted the urge to bury her face in Bacon’s fur and whimper.

“Do you suppose she followed you there? That does seem irregular.”

“Unfortunately,” Georgiana said, “no. She arrived first. She was—” She pondered explaining the cart situation and decided not to attempt it. “She was certainly there first. I am quite sure of it. I believe I … surprised her.”

“Do you think she means to set her next novel there? At Saint Botolph’s?”

“I don’t know.” Georgiana stroked the fine edge of Bacon’s floppy left ear. “I did not come to the point of inquiring, somehow.”

Hannah, their maid, entered with the furnishings for tea before Edith could mount a suitable reply. There was a brief wrangling of cups and saucers and small cakes, and then, when Hannah withdrew, Edith’s gaze returned to Georgiana’s face. “Does it seem possible to you that you might simply speak to Lady Darling? If you discuss your next project with her, perhaps you can agree to take divergent paths.”

“If she is deliberately imitating my work, do you not think that divulging my plans might effect precisely the opposite outcome?”

“Hmm.” Edith took a sip of her tea, steam rising around the planes of her face. She looked younger than her years, though in truth she was not so far past youth. She had been seventeen when she had married Georgiana’s father, the late earl, and only twenty-two when she had given birth to Georgiana, the third and last Cleeve child. At forty-seven, her face was unlined and angled at the jaw, her chin pointed and her eyes the same light blue as Georgiana’s own. “If you cannot diverge from Lady Darling, has it occurred to you that you might converge with her instead?”

Georgiana choked briefly upon tea vapors. “I beg your pardon?”

“Collaborate, I mean. On your next book. Publish together.” Edith’s voice was bright and earnest, as though such a thing were not utterly and completely impossible. “You are both so adored by your enthusiastic readers. To combine your efforts would neatly eliminate any chance of similarity or imitation, while also providing your zealous admirers with a novel … er, a novel novel, as it were.”

“That is not—”

“Perhaps a special binding,” Edith went on blithely. “Gilt edges—have you had a printing with gilt all the way around yet?”

“Well, no, but—”

“Have you seen the way they’re marbling the endpapers these days? I saw one of the Austen novels in the shops last week with them, and the most delightful illustrations inside—watercolor on vellum, I think. One of those splendid gift editions.”

“Mother,” Georgiana said firmly, “no.”

Edith performed a restrained frown. “Whyever not?”

“It’s out of the question.”

Agitation pulsed through her at the idea, a hot tide of—of—what was it?

Some unnameable emotion. More than one. The very notion of setting out to confront Cat again—to spend more time in her presence—sent panic vibrating through Georgiana’s chest.

She could not deny the furious hunger that had risen inside her when she’d seen Cat’s rain-damp face in the shadows of Epping Forest. She had wanted Cat Lacey since before she knew what it meant to want. At fifteen, Georgiana had fantasized madly about the ways she might foster conversation between them, imagined a thousand circumstances in which Cat’s bottomless glance might fall upon her—might see her as no one ever had. She had thought about Cat—her face, her hands, the shape of her waist—in ways she had never once thought about the neighboring boys or the fellows from school that her brothers brought home.

And then, the next year, she had stumbled upon Cat locked in an embrace with one of the village girls in a shadowed corner behind the stables. Georgiana had crept silently away, flushed all over, one hand clapped to her mouth and the sight imprinted upon her mind.

It had proven remarkably clarifying. She’d wanted that—the hot slide of lips and tongue, the press and give of flesh. And she’d wanted it with Cat.

It had been almost a decade, and it seemed she still wanted it.

And she could not have it. It was a ludicrous desire, a wish as far into fantasy as the supernatural events of her own books. She knew what happened to those she grew close to. Iris had lost her standing in society. Selina had nearly lost her library. And her mother and brothers …

Georgiana took a careful sip of tea and did not look at Edith when she spoke. “I imagine such an edition would be lovely, Mother, but it is not to be. There will be no convergence because I will not be writing about Saint Botolph’s. I have renounced High Ongar entirely.”

Edith placed her teacup back in her saucer. “Oh, Georgie, have you? You seemed so enthusiastic about the project.”

Damn it, she had been. In the past days, there had been enormous public demand for articles about the haunted churchyard, and she’d had the notion of publishing rapidly to capitalize upon the general fervor. Except …

Except she could not stop picturing Cat’s expression. When Georgiana had demanded to know if Cat was there for revenge, Cat had looked dumbfounded. As though such a thing had never occurred to her.

Could it be so? Was the woman really so pure of heart that she did not nurture her grievances against the entire Cleeve family?

Georgiana certainly had not forgotten what her father had done. How she herself had failed to act. Her rivalry with Lady Darling seemed almost foolish, somehow, when she recalled that Lady Darling was Cat Lacey. If Cat wanted Saint Botolph’s, then Georgiana supposed she would let Cat have it.

“The project did not satisfy me,” she said finally. “I have been contemplating alternatives all day.”

Edith was eyeing her appraisingly. “Have you, my dear? In that case—have you heard that Renwick House is open for visitors?”

Georgiana sat straighter in her chair. She had heard that about Renwick House—had had the news from her man of business and been briefly electrified by the information. She had always been fascinated by the place, drawn to its strange, eerie charm. Even as a child, she had wanted to step inside those dark imposing walls and uncover the house’s vast secrets.

But as quickly as the idea had come, she’d set it aside. Renwick House was too near Woodcote Hall. Too near to Percy and Ambrose.

“No,” she said. “I mean, yes, I did hear it, but—no. I can’t go there.”

“Georgie,” murmured her mother, and Georgiana looked down at her own fingers against Bacon’s dense white fur so that she did not have to meet her mother’s eyes.

After Georgiana had left—after Edith had gone with her—Alistair Cleeve had not let his sons associate with either of them. Georgiana had tried to write—to Ambrose, to Percy—but she knew the old earl had a habit of intercepting their mail. She’d never heard anything back.

And then one day, she’d stumbled across Percy in a London coffeehouse, his face pink with laughter as he’d sat among his friends. He’d leapt to his feet and tripped his way across the room to embrace her—and for just a moment she’d thought that everything might be all right. She had thought that she could have everything: her independence and her family both.

She’d been wrong.

She and Percy had met off and on for weeks in between Percy’s haphazard studies at Trinity College—until the day she’d come across him in a park, walking alongside a thin-lipped older man. The Regius Professor of Divinity, she’d learned later. Too late.

My sister, Percy had said, but the man had interrupted.

I know who she is, he had said. Briskly. Firmly. I was under the impression from your father, Mr. Cleeve, that your family had endeavored to eliminate this stain upon your name.

Percy’s mouth had opened to protest, but the man had not finished.

If you hope to secure a living in the Church, my boy, you cannot permit yourself to be soiled by this sort of association. Surely you must know that by now.

The professor had nodded at Georgiana then, polite, passionless. And then he’d turned his back on them both and walked away.

She’d felt hot all over, and then cold, frozen, sick with shame. She knew—of course she had known that she’d demolished her own reputation by revealing herself as a Gothic novelist. But she had not realized until that moment—until the professor’s cool, brusque words had slid between her ribs—that anyone who kept company with her might be so destroyed.

But she should have known, shouldn’t she? She’d cost her mother everything. Even her family.

She could not let that happen to Percy too.

She’d wheeled around, putting her back to Percy, fighting the burn in her nose and throat. And when he’d tried to follow, she had not let him come after her.

When their father had died two years later, Georgiana had not opened any of the correspondence that had come from her brothers. Though she knew her mother wrote to them, Georgiana had cut them off, a merciless slide of steel against the taproot of their family.

She had done it to protect them. And she’d been right. Without Georgiana to drag him down in the eyes of society, Percy had secured his living. Ambrose had taken up his new seat in the Lords. She’d seen in the papers last year that Ambrose had married, and the news had pierced her chest like a knife. Like an icicle, cold all the way down to her heart.

She missed them, and she loved them, and it was because she loved them that she would not let them near her.

You chose this, she told herself fiercely. Do not pity yourself for the life that you devised.

Edith’s voice intruded gently on her thoughts. “Dearest. You need not encounter your brothers if you do not wish to. Wiltshire is large—there is room enough for you and your brothers both.”

Georgiana hesitated.

She had not thought to return to that familiar countryside ever in her life. Wiltshire might as well have been erased from the map of England in her mind—she could not go back. But then again, what her mother had said was true. Renwick House was an hour or more from Woodcote Hall. The land there was wide and open beneath the blue expanse of sky, and perhaps—

Perhaps she did not need to foreclose the entire western part of England in order to keep her brothers safe.

“I do,” she said after a long moment, “wish to see the inside of the haunted manor.”

Her mother smiled, small and satisfied. “I shall take it as done then.”

Georgiana took a breath. She stroked a palm across Bacon’s glossy back, then looked at her mother. “All right,” she said firmly. “On to Renwick House.”
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Chapter 9



She had made a discovery so shocking that she never remembered it but with the utmost horror.

—from Cat’s private copy of THE MYSTERIES OF UDOLPHO by Ann Radcliffe




Cat was still plucking straw from her hair when the cart-driver abandoned her at the end of Renwick House’s gravel driveway. She glanced after him, impressed despite herself at the speed he’d managed to inspire in his pair of elderly donkeys.

She’d taken the mail coach as far as Devizes, and then she’d been forced to secure alternate transportation. It was only ten miles south to Renwick, and she’d assumed it would not be difficult to find someone to bring her to the old estate.

She’d been wrong. The looks she’d received as she’d asked around the bustling market village of Devizes had ranged from skeptical to outright horrified. No one seemed to believe that Renwick House was open to visitors, and they certainly had not been inclined to take her there. Eventually she’d been forced to offer enough coin that she probably could have hired a post-chaise from London for the same price, and even then, the man had refused to go in sight of the house.

This, she decided, was not unnerving. It was exhilarating.

Eventually, she gave up on the straw-plucking project and set off down the drive. The house itself was not yet visible, shielded as it was by blackthorn and enormous, moss-covered oaks.

Was it typical, she wondered, for the limbs of the oaks to grow so long and twisted? For the dark, leafless branches to seem to grasp, fingerlike, toward the center of the drive?

Exhilarating, she reminded herself briskly. Inspiring.

And then she came through the trees and confronted Renwick House.

House was an absurd misnomer, one of those aristocratic pretenses at humility that only served to vex rational humans familiar with the general outlines of a house. It was instead a huge structure, built roughly in the shape of a cross, with delicate stone archways connecting each of its four immense wings. At the center stood a soaring tower, capped by a marble peak as tall and slender as a birch. Dainty arched buttresses spilled from the top of the tower to its lower levels, fancifully decorated with spires and crenellations.

It could have been beautiful. It ought to have been beautiful—the building was not so very old, though its architecture followed medieval styles.

But it was falling apart.

The state of the house was a cold shock against Cat’s memories of the place. She recalled the architecture, the way the building bristled with flourishes, the stone unyielding and yet somehow as delicate as sugar paste. She remembered the way the marble seemed darker against the ice-gray color of the winter sky. She remembered the forest, the looming size of the house springing almost out of nowhere as one came around the trees.

But she did not recall the disrepair of the place, which was dire. Shocking. Vines trailed up the walls and curled through shattered windows. The timber that had been used in the construction of some of the walls appeared to be melting, although surely that was some illusion of the eye. The planks had been covered in white—something? plaster?—that was peeling away in strips, like a snake shedding its skin.

As she watched, a bat emerged from one of the windows and hurled itself into the sky. And then another. And then a whole host of them, dozens and dozens, blackening her view of the clouds.

She blinked several times, and then closed her mouth with a snap.

It was wonderful. It was perfect. If the building did not fall down around her ears and crush her, she was going to write the best Gothic novel England had ever seen.

She made her way toward the front door, which was roughly quadruple her height, an effect that would have been more imposing if it did not feature dozens of mouseholes all along the bottom.

She knocked.

Nothing happened. No sounds emerged from within the house. She waited as patiently as she was able—at least sixty seconds or so—then knocked again.

Still nothing.

Had Yorke been mistaken when he’d told her that the place was outfitted with a housekeeper and a cook? Perhaps the new employees had turned tail and run when they’d been confronted with the state of the place.

She set her teeth, grasped the immense iron handle—shaped, hideously and deliciously, like a skull, its mouth a yawning scream—and pulled.

It was dim inside and smelled of damp, and the walls were lined with emblazoned shields and strange tiny doors.

Unfortunately Cat’s brain failed to properly take in any of those sights, because a blurred white shape darted through the cavernous hall.

Jesus, she thought wildly, and angels and ministers of grace, defend us.

Ghosts. There were ghosts in the house.

She could not decide whether to fling herself backward, sprint away, or whip her notebook out of her traveling bag and scribble down her impressions. She stood paralyzed, dazed and befuddled, until her wits came sluggishly back to life.

Pull yourself together, Catriona, she ordered herself firmly. That is not a ghost. It is a dog.

The white form—still rather blurred—shot in her direction and then launched itself at her skirts. She avoided total collapse by a hair’s breadth, and as she watched, the dog rebounded off her knees, toppled over, rolled vigorously back up to standing, and then began to dash circles around her body.

Its tongue lolled preposterously out of its mouth as it ran, flapping wildly in the breeze created by its own momentum.

She could not help herself. She giggled.

If the sound had a tinge of relieved hysteria to it, well—no one was around to hear it but the dog.

She crouched down to greet the dusty and decidedly corporeal animal, which stood upon its hind legs and attempted to bathe her face. “Hello,” she said, amusement still curled in her voice. “Hello, my darling.”

It fell over once more, evidently through the force of its own delight. The dog’s ears were mismatched, one pointed up and the other flopped rakishly downward, and its eyes were a trifle overlarge.

It was—she discovered as it thrust its head into her palm—exceedingly soft.

“You are a most unexpected resident,” she told it. “Are you the housekeeper, then?”

It responded with increasing vigor and face-licking, and, oh, she loved dogs, loved their warmth and solidity and earnest trust. She gave up on cleanliness entirely, dropped her traveling bag, and let herself collapse completely onto the floor.

She kept up a stream of nonsense and gathered the wiggly little body into her lap. “No, I take it you’re not the housekeeper. A ratcatcher? The cook’s familiar? Perhaps you are a dust mop.”

The dog made no verbal reply—which, honestly, was a relief—and instead melted rather pathetically into her chest.

“Where have you come from?” Cat murmured. “To whom do you belong?”

She was just on the point of standing to investigate her surroundings when a voice emerged from the gloom, diamond sharp and devastatingly familiar.

“Bacon!”

Cat’s head spun. She could not move. She was glued to the floor as solidly as though she were a stalagmite.

She had obviously run mad. First, she’d hallucinated a ghost, and now, her brain was telling her with absolute conviction that somewhere in her immediate vicinity Lady Georgiana Cleeve was shouting about breakfast meats.

“Bacon!” called the voice again. “Where are you? Dash it”—now the prim voice was a sour mutter—“where could you possibly have gone?”

Out of the shadows strode a tall elegant form, and the little dog seized the moment to leap off Cat’s lap and fling itself into the grasp of—indubitably—Lady Georgiana.

“There you are, you silly thing,” Georgiana said, her tone gone velvety with pleasure. “I was so worried.” And then she buried her face in the dog’s grimy white fur and sighed.

No, Cat thought, and only when Georgiana’s head snapped up did she realize she’d said it aloud.

Georgiana’s face performed a rapid transformation from lingering elation to stupefaction.

“No,” Cat heard herself say again. “That is not your dog.”

She refused to admit it. Her Ladyship was made of ice and hauteur. The Georgiana who had sneered down her nose in Laventille’s office—the Georgiana who had abandoned Cat in the rain at Saint Botolph’s—could not possibly be the same woman who had just happily smashed her face into the fur of a peculiar-looking canine.

Cat’s brain refused to resolve the two pictures. It was not possible.

Georgiana’s expression continued its remarkable metamorphosis. Her teeth clicked closed, and her eyes narrowed. “What—how are—” She wrenched her words to a stop, clutched the animal tighter in her arms, and then demanded, “Are you here to steal my dog?”

The remark was so patently ludicrous that Cat laughed.

To her consternation, Georgiana’s response to this inappropriate burst of amusement was neither continued accusation nor increasing outrage. Instead, a wash of pink started at the base of her ivory throat and spread slowly and luxuriously all the way up to her hairline. It was dim inside, but Cat could still see the expansive flush all over Georgiana’s skin, a hot rush that camouflaged the ring of pale freckles around her mouth.

Cat made herself stop looking—it was not sweet, for heaven’s sake, and it certainly wasn’t erotic—and scrambled to her feet. “I am not here to steal your dog.”

“No,” Georgiana said. Her lashes worked rapidly, and she looked everywhere except at Cat’s face. “No, of course not. It is only that…”

“It is only that from the moment you saw me, you could not help but accuse me of crime and skullduggery?”

“No. Well, yes, I suppose, but—” Georgiana paused, visibly composed her face, and then said distinctly, “What are you doing here, Catriona?”

Cat felt her chin jerk up without her conscious intention. I have every right to be here. I belong here, damn it, just as much as you.

She took a step forward and had to look up into Georgiana’s exquisite face. From this proximity, she could catch a hint of Georgiana’s scent—something warm and woody at once, some complicated mix of balsam and citrus and honey. She smelled expensive. Infuriating. Heavenly.

Cat thrust this errant thought from her mind and focused upon the issue at hand. “I have been invited to stay. The house is newly open to visitors.”

“Yes, I know it is newly open to visitors,” Georgiana said. “That is why I am here. I am—”

“Doing research for a book?”

“Yes!” At Georgiana’s vehement reply, the dog shot her a disgruntled look, then scrambled down to sniff at one of the small latticed doors that ringed the walls. Georgiana lowered her tone. “Precisely.”

“As am I.”

When Georgiana spoke, her voice came out clipped, all hard polish. “No.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I said, No. I gave you Saint Botolph’s. You may have all of London, for heaven’s sake. How is it possible that you are here?”

“You gave me all of London?” Cat’s brows shot up. “I did not realize it was yours to bestow.”

There was no trace left of the blush that had stained Georgiana’s skin. “I did not say it was. But I vacated the city so that we would no longer cross paths. You may have Saint Botolph’s and its environs for your research. It is yours exclusively.”

“And you get—what? The rest of Great Britain?” Cat swept a precise curtsy, only slightly marred by the fact that her skirts were covered in dog hair. “Thank you ever so much for your generosity, my lady.”

A muscle flexed in Georgiana’s jaw. “You may proceed wherever in this country you like. Write about any tomb or abbey or ruined estate you please. Except this one.”

God, the woman was exasperating! Did she think everyone in the world would bend to her whims simply because she demanded it?

And how the devil had they turned up at the same place again?

Except—some tiny inward part of Cat whimpered at the revelation—perhaps it was not so strange. They had both grown up in Wiltshire. Woodcote Hall was not far from Renwick House. If Cat recalled Renwick from her childhood, then no doubt Georgiana did as well. And if the news of its opening had reached Cat all the way in London, in her solicitor’s office, was it not likely that it would have reached Georgiana as well?

She peered in the direction of Georgiana’s dog, which had finished its investigation of the doors and had now moved on to growling softly at a series of silver candelabra reaching ominously out from the walls.

She recalled the relief in the way that Georgiana had clutched the dog to her chest, the almost comic protectiveness in the glare she had directed at Cat. She thought of the flush that had worked its way across Georgiana’s throat and cheeks. Vulnerable. Almost painfully earnest.

And then Cat made a choice she suspected she was going to regret. She licked her lips, looked up into Georgiana’s face, and said, “No.”

Georgiana’s light blue eyes snapped to Cat’s. “I’m sorry?”

“No,” Cat repeated, and this time she made her enunciation as distinct and crystalline as Georgiana’s. “I will not leave here.”

Georgiana’s face had moved into a scowl. “You cannot say, No.”

“I assure you,” Cat said, “I can.”

Georgiana took a quick, furious breath. “Surely you must see that it is necessary for you to depart so that we do not once again—”

Cat raised her voice to be heard over Georgiana’s. Shouting seemed to require her to drop her faux genteel tone. “I am not going,” she said. “But—you needn’t leave either.”

“I—I—” Georgiana’s face went shocked again before she managed to wrestle the prim expression back onto her face, and there was something Cat liked about that tiny flutter, about the way her emotions got the better of her control. “I beg your pardon?”

Cat gritted her teeth before she spoke. She was going to rue the day she’d made this declaration, wasn’t she? “We can both remain here. I’m to be in residence only a fortnight. We can converse, before I go, on our planned manuscripts and ensure that they differ.” She raised a hand and waved it about the immense space. “I suppose your ladyship is accustomed to such vast environs, but let me point out that this house is meant to imitate a medieval mansion. There’s plenty of space for two novelists, and more than enough fodder for two books. We need not interfere with one another.”

Georgiana blinked at her, one languid drop and rise of her lashes, which looked almost silvery in the dim interior of the transept. And then she blinked again.

And then she spoke. “No,” she said. “It is out of the question.”

“Oh my God.” Cat shoved her fingers into her hair, and watched in vague horror as a leftover fragment of straw came free and descended to the stone floor. “Why must you act this way? I am trying to be a sympathetic person, for heaven’s sake. I am attempting to offer you a compromise!”

“I do not require a compromise.”

That cut-glass voice, the perfect angles of her face—all of it sent a thrill of fury through Cat.

And—more than fury. Hurt. For some absurd reason, she felt as though she’d held out her hand and had it slapped away. She had done nothing at all to support Georgiana’s baseless accusations—had tried to accommodate Georgiana, for heaven’s sake, almost to surrender, and the fact that Georgiana would not bend an inch felt like an inexplicable rejection.

She took a step forward, and Georgiana held her ground, and the fact that she did not step back made something burn hotter in Cat’s chest. The flush had returned, just a bit, along the pale column of Georgiana’s throat, and Cat had to drag her eyes away.

“You,” Cat said, “are so—”

Someone coughed behind her, and Cat whirled toward the sound, as guilty as though she’d been caught with a stolen pie in her skirt.

At the sight of the figure silhouetted in the entryway, she paused, her lips still parted on whatever devastating insult she had been about to deliver to Lady Georgiana. The—person?—in the doorway was tall and narrow and utterly impossible to make out in the fading light. Cat’s general impression was of an ambulatory skeleton.

“Good evening, madam,” intoned the silhouette, in precisely the dirgelike tones of a medieval death crier.

Cat swallowed. “Ah,” she managed, “good evening.”

The dark figure took another step into the room and resolved slowly into the form of a thin, sharp-edged woman. She had a tangle of wild curls piled high on her head, a snub nose, and a grim, expressionless mouth. When she spoke, her voice was a monotone. “I am Graves.”

Cat nearly choked. Graves? Surely not. “Graves,” she repeated. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance. Are you the—”

“Housekeeper,” said Graves flatly. “You are welcome here, Miss Lacey. I will show you to your room before dinner.”

And then she turned on her heel and made for the door again.

Cat had half a moment to think, Well, that resolves that, before Georgiana strode around her in the direction of the departing housekeeper.

“Mrs. Graves,” Georgiana said, and Cat nearly tripped over her own skirts at the sound of Lady Georgiana’s voice.

It was not quite the breathy ingenue’s voice from Saint Botolph’s, but nor was it the silver-and-crystal accent she used with Cat. It was warmer, rich as autumn clematis.

The housekeeper paused and then turned, very slowly, back to face them. “Yes?”

“You’ve been marvelous,” Georgiana said, “since the moment Bacon and I arrived, and I’m so grateful. I know you were not anticipating my canine accompaniment.” She’d taken on a cozy, intimate tone, as though she and Graves had become dearest companions since Georgiana’s arrival at Renwick House.

What trickery was this? What had happened to the cut-glass Georgiana of Cat’s …

Of Cat’s nightmares, surely. Certainly not her dreams.

“But I’m afraid there’s been some mistake,” Georgiana went on. “Miss Lacey’s arrival has been mistimed somehow. I believe she was meant to be in residence only after my departure.” Georgiana smiled—not blindingly, but sweetly earnest. “You needn’t prepare her room. I can help Miss Lacey secure transportation back to Devizes.”

Ah yes, there she was—Lady Georgiana in all her devilish and infuriating glory.

“No,” said Graves. Her face was as stolid as a carved mask. “She’s to stay as well. You’re in the same corridor. If you hear anything in the night…” She paused. Her mouth twitched once, then settled back into a line. “It’s nothing but the dog.”

“Oh,” Cat said. “How comforting.”

Georgiana flicked a glance to her—a hasty blue glare—and then smothered the expression beneath that smile again as she turned back to Graves. “I’m certain we can…”

She trailed off. Graves had wheeled away and was stumping silently off in the direction of their wing.

Cat felt a very distinct sensation of victory as her eyes met Georgiana’s. “It appears I’m staying.” She permitted herself one very small smirk. “Though you may still leave, if you choose it.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Georgiana hissed. “But do not think this is the end of the matter.”

Helplessly, Cat felt her smile widen. “Oh no,” she murmured, “I suspect not. Not by a long shot.”

She strode after Graves on a little curl of triumph but then her curiosity got the better of her. She paused and turned back to Georgiana, who was standing frozen in the middle of the wide stone floor.

“By the by,” Cat said, in a tone of pleasant inquiry, “did I hear you call your dog Bacon?”
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Chapter 10



I have arrived at Renwick House and anticipate an entirely disastrous excruciating uneventful visit.

—from Georgiana Cleeve to her mother, Edith Cleeve




Georgiana had not gone down to dinner. It was not a fit of pique, she told herself firmly. She was not hungry, that was all.

Her stomach had not growled. That had been the dog.

To be perfectly frank—which seemed a reasonable thing to be, in the privacy of one’s own mind—she was afraid to go down to dinner.

She was afraid, devil take it, to face Cat again.

God! She ought to have predicted that the woman would be here. Cat had certainly turned up everywhere else!

How had Cat even heard about the opening of Renwick House? How had she secured entry? Georgiana had heard the news of its opening from her man of business. How had Cat?

Part of her wanted to impute some terrible motivation to Cat’s presence. But Cat had seemed as flabbergasted as she, Georgiana, had felt. And—

Hell. Damn it. Cat had offered to share ideas, to discuss their manuscripts. No part of that overture made sense if she intended to imitate Georgiana’s work. And somehow, in the weeks since she’d discovered Lady Darling’s identity, Georgiana’s suspicions had faded—replaced, it seemed, with the hot-and-cold flush of memory.

The last time she’d seen Cat at Woodcote, Georgiana had been walking home from a neighbor’s house with her mother. She’d heard Cat laugh, warm and familiar, and then spotted her dashing through the trees toward the pond, her skirts hiked up and her toes bare in the dirt.

The next day, the old earl had evicted the Lacey family. There had been no warning, not even a clear motivation. His unpredictability had been one of the ways he’d terrorized the household—one day he would wave away a spilled inkwell and on another he would scream at a footman whose boot scraped too loudly upon the floor.

That day, he’d shouted. Percy had watched from the stairs, the back of his hand pressed to his mouth, and Georgiana had wondered if their father had hit him there. The earl did not do it often—hit his sons—but the memory of his violence lingered in the air, in the knot at the pit of her belly.

Alistair Cleeve had not even let the Lacey family take their belongings when they’d gone. Two nights later, Georgiana had sneaked into their room and found the things they’d left behind. The scrap of lace that Cat used to tie off her braid. A pair of smooth black stones Cat had collected.

Georgiana had put the stones in her pocket, and their weight had dragged at her skirts. It had taken her years to set them aside. She could have spoken—she could have tried to find the Lacey family in London. She could have done anything at all.

But instead—as she’d done with Selina at Belvoir’s, as she’d done throughout her childhood—she’d hidden in the shadows and let her father ruin those she loved.

Georgiana threw herself to her feet and began to pace the once-luxurious bedchamber. Bacon, who had been engaged in an attempt to tuck his face under his tiny tail, lifted his head to peer curiously at her as she circumnavigated the room.

The chamber was as confounding as the rest of the building. The rug was silk, heartbreakingly water-stained, a blue strewn with crosses embroidered in gold. The walls were covered in a damask that had once been a rich purple and was now going lavender-gray. Every stick of furniture in the room was made of ebony wood, and each piece was carved with a pattern of skulls.

She’d never seen so many skulls in her life! They were on the door pulls, the pillars in the transept, even the friezes that lined the hallways. Had the original architect meant for the house to look like a catacomb?

Actually, the more she considered that notion, the more plausible it seemed. The enormous room that she’d entered that morning resembled nothing so much as an immense abbey. Beside the white stone altar stood a statue of Saint Sebastian—pierced, naturally, with arrows all over. The room—Graves had called it the oratory—was lined with small latticed doors.

When she’d asked Graves where the doors led, Graves had responded, “Hell.”

The mysteries of Renwick House seemed to grow more numerous with every passing moment, and ideas for novels were spiraling through Georgiana’s mind faster than her hand could capture them. The mansion was a trove of oddities and secrets, and she had explored only three rooms before the catastrophe of Cat’s arrival.

She could not go now. She could not give the place up.

Only—hell. She could see why Cat would not want to leave either. They both wrote in the Gothic tradition. They both described the strange and uncanny. Of course Cat would want to remain, just as much as Georgiana did. They had the same career, the same passions—

She scrubbed her hand across her face and attempted to wipe that last word from her mind.

They had the same interests, rather. They were interested in the macabre and the peculiar, and Renwick House was full to the brim with exactly those things.

She would not order Cat to go—nor even had the power to do it if she wished to.

Perhaps Cat had been right. Perhaps they could … divide up the house in some way.

Perhaps Georgiana could write her a note?

Dear Cat, please do me the favor of remaining in the east and west wings of the house. I will keep to the north and south, as your proximity seems to wreak havoc upon my brain. It has been nine years, and I find myself once again obsessed by your mouth.

She groaned and threw herself onto the bed. The ceiling above her head was also water-stained—that explained the state of the beautiful rug—but water did not currently seem to be extruding from the plaster. She hoped it would not rain.

She squeezed her eyes shut and resolved to stop being such a coward. She would face Cat tomorrow. Tomorrow, they could develop a plan for their respective research that would keep them as far away from one another as was possible whilst living in the same house.

Tomorrow, she would do it. Over breakfast.

Something growled and she thought for a moment that it was her stomach. But—no. Had that been Bacon?

She sat up on the bed.

The little dog had risen on his hind legs, his front paws balanced on the back of the chair. He was staring straight at the damask-covered wall. His fur bristled as she watched, and then he emitted another low, threatening growl.

Georgiana felt cold, suddenly, from her chest to the tips of her fingers. There was nothing there. It was only a blank wall.

Wasn’t it?

She heard a small sound, as of an old house settling, and then a second, in quick staccato time. A double beat, precisely like a heart.

A shudder passed over her, and she moistened her lips. “Bacon?”

He barked, one short sharp warning note. And then he resettled himself on the chair’s cushion, as though his guardian duties had been discharged.

Georgiana stared at the wall for a long moment and attempted to talk some sense into herself. The house was old, and in disrepair, and evidently designed to appear as unnerving as possible.

Ghosts did not exist, and dogs could not sense their presence. There was no need to act the fool any further today.

She made herself resume her recumbent pose in the bed. And then she tried—with less success—to make herself stop thinking about ghosts and Cat and the familiar haunting of her own past.



Georgiana did not see Cat at breakfast, and the disappointment that welled inside her at Cat’s absence was truly, spectacularly horrifying.

She had risen early to practice the way she would phrase her acceptance of the compromise Cat had proposed. She’d shaped her mouth around the syllables and memorized her lines just as she had when she’d been an eighteen-year-old debutante, desperately pretending to be someone she was not.

And then Cat wasn’t even there to bear witness to Georgiana’s monologue!

Of course she was not, Georgiana thought morosely. The woman would vanish when Georgiana was finally prepared.

Graves moved slowly about the breakfast room, which was dominated by a vast table featuring a lacquered pattern of white diamonds on a field of black. The porcelain shone a bright white against the black table, and might have been impressive had every bowl and plate not featured a webbing of cracks.

Georgiana fetched herself some eggs and poured coffee from a pot on the sideboard. The eggs were an unappetizing shade of pale brown, except where they were lightly flecked by white shell fragments. The coffee, unfortunately, was also pale brown, though it did not appear to have been adulterated with milk.

Everything was cold.

“I’m afraid I’m late for breakfast,” Georgiana said to Graves, infusing her voice with the confidential tenor of someone confessing a minor and sympathetic failing. “Had to take Bacon out this morning and got a trifle lost on the grounds.” At the sound of his name, Bacon raised his head from its position on her slipper and looked hopefully at the breakfast table.

Graves did not turn around. “What makes you think you are late?”

“Ah—” Georgiana looked down at the eggs and grimly loaded her fork. “Nothing at all.” She forced herself not to wince as she delivered the bite into her mouth, crunched unpleasantly, and took a large swallow of—liquid. She could not call it coffee.

“You ought not wander the grounds.”

Georgiana jumped. Somehow Graves had come very close without her noticing, and the woman’s monotone voice was nearly at her ear. “I’m sorry?”

“Especially at night,” Graves said. “Stay in the house.”

“Oh—no. Just in the morning.” She felt almost compelled to apologize. “For the dog, you know.”

“Stay close,” Graves said. Her face evinced no expression whatsoever. “She’s out there.”

Georgiana was forced to take another swallow of the liquid in order to restore herself before she could respond. “She?” she managed finally. “Do you—ah—mean Miss Lacey?”

Graves had begun her slow walk toward the door, but she paused at Georgiana’s question. “Miss Lacey is in the library.”

“Oh. So by she, you meant…?”

But Graves had already begun to walk again, and she did not turn or answer.

She’s out there.

Good God.

Georgiana gazed down at her breakfast of brown on brown, then sighed and delivered the plate of eggs to Bacon.

After the dog had finished his breakfast—with far more enthusiasm than Georgiana thought reasonable—she set off to wander the house in search of the library. She had not seen it in her brief exploration of the north wing the day before, nor on her walk to and from her bedchamber in the south wing. She proceeded perpendicularly this time, Bacon at her heels, and peered into rooms as she crossed through the oratory and onward.

She passed a dilapidated sitting room, a truly terrifying portrait gallery, and what might have been an orangery, except all the trees were dead, before she finally came upon the library. The door stood wide, and the room itself was nearly as large as the oratory, and—

Oh. Georgiana’s heart squeezed.

It had been a beautiful place. She could tell it had been, its past incarnation like a palimpsest visible beneath the current ruin.

The floor was tiled with huge black-and-white marble squares. There were shelves on shelves on shelves of books, and a balcony accessible by ladder that wrapped around the circumference of the room. The bindings had all matched, once—had probably been crimson. But the ceiling on the south side of the room had partially collapsed and was open to the elements. All the books on that side were water-damaged and sun-faded, and—

Goodness. There were birds roosting on the southern shelves, which were quite thoroughly decorated with the evidence of the birds’ long-term residence.

On the north side of the room, curled in a sun-dappled armchair, sat Cat. She was wrapped in a cloak against the wintry chill in the room and every scrap of her attention was directed toward the book in her lap.

Georgiana allowed herself a single moment to become accustomed to Cat’s potency. Cat was nibbling, as she tended to do, on the ruby-red curve of her lower lip. Her left forefinger slid languorously back and forth across the scrolled wooden arm of the chair.

Georgiana swallowed and then cleared her throat to get Cat’s attention.

Cat looked up, startled. She stiffened when she saw Georgiana and then, very slowly, set the book down and swung her feet to the floor.

She had her shoes off. Her left stocking had a hole at the toe.

“You cannot say,” Cat said deliberately, “that I have followed you this time. I was here first.”

From the stubborn lift of her chin and the sheer defiance of her tone, Georgiana rather suspected Cat had slept in the room in order to stake her claim.

“No,” Georgiana said.

Cat scowled at her. “Of course I was. How do you find it possible to argue about objective facts?”

“I don’t mean to argue with you—”

“You have not ceased arguing with me since the moment I encountered you hiding in a shrub!” Cat’s mouth had taken on the suggestion of a pout. “Did you not see me inside this room, manifestly here before you entered?”

“No,” Georgiana said again. Curse the woman, could she not sit still for Georgiana’s prepared remarks? “I meant—I knew you were in here. I came here intentionally. To find you.”

The pout deepened for a half a moment and then shivered away into a slightly mollified line. “Oh.”

“I…” Georgiana felt her throat tighten, and she steeled herself. “I think you are right. We can share the house. Share—our ideas. I do not think it out of the question.”

It was not impossible—merely difficult, for a thousand different reasons. It was terrible to be in such close proximity. Even now, as she waited for Cat’s response, her eyes skimmed the line of Cat’s jaw, the delicate skin beneath, the way the sunlight turned her dark hair into a tapestry of umber and russet and almost-gold.

She wanted Cat, and she could not want her, and the fact that Cat loathed her—was justified in her antipathy—only made it all worse. She wanted Cat to say no—to say the idea was a mistake. To go.

And she wanted Cat not to go, and the tension drew out long and slow between them.

“You do not think it out of the question?” Cat said finally.

“No,” Georgiana said. It was, perhaps, the third time she’d uttered the word, which suggested her general feeling of doom when she considered Cat Lacey. “I was too hasty yesterday. I was … overset. By all the bats.”

There was a brief moment in which Cat regarded her coolly. And then, as Georgiana watched, Cat’s mouth tilted up on one side.

There was amusement in her expression, but no mockery. If there was a joke, it was one that was meant to be shared.

Her smile had always been so. Her pleasure was open, generous, easy—as though it cost her nothing to smile like that. As though Georgiana might smile back the same way.

“All right,” Cat said. “No bats in your book, then. I’m taking them for myself.”

Cat’s voice was pitched low, throatier than Georgiana’s own, and dear God, Georgiana’s wits had been scattered to the wind by that smile, because she could hardly make sense of the fact that Cat had accepted her proposal. That both of them were going to remain.

She tripped over Bacon, which was the moment she realized she’d begun to back away. She regained her balance, apologized to the dog, and then looked back at Cat, who looked pleased and amused and still distressingly haloed by the sun.

“Indeed,” Georgiana said. “Yes. I had thought … I had prepared some notion of shifts. That is—not shifts. Not—not undergarments. Times. Alternating periods of time.”

Heavenly Mary, she had rehearsed this, and it was still coming out disastrously. Now Cat looked vaguely concerned for her faculties.

She tried again. “I thought we might draw up a schedule for when we will inhabit the various parts of the house so that we need not interfere with one another. And then perhaps in the evenings, at dinner, we can—”

“You mean to come down to dinner then?” Cat said blandly.

Georgiana tried to ignore the heat in her face. “Yes. I thought perhaps over dinner we might discuss our intentions for our manuscripts, and which parts of the house’s history and setting we mean to use. As”—she moistened her lips—“as you said.”

“Mm,” Cat said, as if considering. Suddenly there was a different expression on her face, something Georgiana could not quite make out. Something arch and impudent, there in the shape of her wine-red mouth.

Georgiana’s lower belly turned over.

“Or,” Cat said finally, “we could do it now. Tell me about your book. And your … shifts.”

Georgiana clenched her teeth and grappled for composure. “Surely we don’t need to do it immediately—”

“Why not? It seems more logical to outline our intentions as early on in the process as possible, so that our books do not intersect once again.”

Unfortunately, it did seem logical. Bacon, evidently in agreement with this plan, wandered away from Georgiana to investigate the birds, which greeted his arrival with a sort of noisy avian clamor.

“All right,” Georgiana said. “Fine. Yes. I am here at Renwick primarily for the setting. My manuscript is about a young architect who is hired to complete the construction of a cursed abbey.”

Cat regarded her for a moment without speaking.

Georgiana wanted to squirm under Cat’s dark gaze and absolutely refused to do so. “If you say that you are writing an architect as well, I shall—”

“No,” Cat said, and the sudden bloom of her smile cut off the rest of Georgiana’s sentence. “No, not at all. I like it, though.”

Honestly, the pleasure that Georgiana felt at that scrap of praise from Cat’s mouth was dreadful. Hideous. She blushed harder and cursed herself. “What is yours about?”

“I don’t entirely know just yet. Not architects, though.” Cat strolled over to the nearest set of shelves and trailed her fingers along the faded bindings. “I had thought to write about a family cursed not to die; I meant to model their home after Renwick House. But now”—she slipped a book from the shelf and let it open in her hand—“I find myself increasingly interested in the Renwick ghost.”

“The ghost?”

Despite herself, Georgiana was reminded forcefully of Bacon’s strange fascination with the empty wall in her bedchamber, and the housekeeper’s words over breakfast.

She’s out there.

“Oh yes,” Cat said, and she looked up eagerly from the book. “Did you hear her last night? I did not, but Graves said it’s only a matter of time.”

“I don’t—what? Hear who? Graves?”

“The ghost,” Cat said, as though that were obvious.

“The ghost,” Georgiana repeated. “You believe it, then? That there is a ghost in this house?”

“Of course.” Cat’s face was fully animated now, her eyes mirror-bright and her mouth caught between speech and smiling. Georgiana recalled that expression. A decade had not dulled the intoxicating effect of Cat’s enthusiasm. “I have not seen the ghost yet, but I spoke to a half dozen people in Devizes who told me all about the hauntings, and Graves has indicated to me where in the library I might find the family histories in order to—” She paused, looking hard into Georgiana’s face. “Wait. Are you not here for the ghost?”

“The ghost was not top of mind, no.”

Cat blinked a few times. “Perhaps our interests are not so similar as our publishing history would suggest. You do believe that there is a ghost here at Renwick House, do you not?”

“Ah—no.”

“You’re joking.” Cat was still blinking more than was usual. “This must be one of the most infamous supernatural locations in England!”

“To be sure. But one must take into account the not-insignificant fact that ghosts are not real.”

“What?” Now Cat looked utterly dumbstruck. “You do not like bats and you don’t believe in ghosts? Are you not a Gothic novelist?”

“Of course I am. I am a writer of novels. Book-length works of fiction.”

“Good Lord. Do your readers know of this—this—” Cat seemed at a loss for words for the first time in their acquaintance. “This trickery? This outright fraud?”

Her tone was too threaded through with amusement for her remarks to be anything but jest, and so Georgiana said dryly, “The trickery of fiction? Yes, I believe they are aware of it.”

“Shocking,” Cat said. “An absolute scandal. You’re awfully lucky I haven’t a taste for blackmail.”

Georgiana remembered this too—how quick Cat was with banter, how easy with a quip.

Only Georgiana had never shared in it before, back when they’d been adolescents at Woodcote. She had never been part of that circle of camaraderie and laughter.

She did not know how to keep it going. She did not know what to say to keep Cat’s face lit with amusement.

Slowly, the warmth in Cat’s expression cooled as Georgiana did not respond. Georgiana could see the recollection as it dawned: that they had been in conflict, that Georgiana had accused Cat of theft.

Their moment of accord vanished like a snuffed flame.

“Never mind,” Cat said, and Georgiana felt a ludicrous swoop of disappointment. “If you do not want the story of the ghost, then I shall make her the primary focus of my research. I will probably be here in the library for the next few days, reading through these family histories. And you’ll—what? Explore the grounds?”

“I plan to. I will—” She hesitated.

“Yes?”

“I’ll let you know if I see anything that cannot be explained by the laws of nature.”

At that, Cat’s smile reappeared, as though it could not be repressed for long—as though it were her most natural state. “Good. Over dinner?”

“Over dinner,” Georgiana repeated, and then left to fetch Bacon from the bookshelf full of birds.


OceanofPDF.com






Chapter 11



Unnatural cold drafts.

Dancing lights.

Incident with Bacon.

Ghostly moans?





—from Georgiana’s private journal, page titled “Spectral Phenomena for Cat,” torn out and fed to the fire with a muttered curse



The first disaster was caused by the dog.

Four days into her planned fortnight at Renwick House, Cat paused her reading at the sound of furious barking.

She had become accustomed to the peculiarities of the Renwick library. The early morning was too misty and far too noisy in the southern half of the room, where the birds nested—generally, she spent the early mornings in her bedchamber with chocolate and a stack of books she’d borrowed the day before.

(The chocolate had come from the village. Nothing at all edible had emerged thus far from the kitchens at Renwick, and Cat had taken a perverse pleasure in watching Lady Georgiana attempt to choke down the nightly horrors of their dinners.)

In the late morning, though, the birds settled and Cat resumed her place in the library, curled in her favorite chair. It was bizarre to have so much time to read and write; she kept thinking she’d forgotten to turn up at the pie shop.

Bizarre—but wonderful too. She had never in her life had such freedom to pursue the solitary pleasures of the mind. Even when she’d been at Woodcote and had access to that enormous library, she’d kept away except for very late at night, when no one was likely to notice the butler’s daughter stealing in to borrow a book or read in a shadowed corner.

But because Cat was still herself, she found she was also inclined to talk. She wrote daily to Jem and Pauline and tried to keep her tendency to fret out of her letters. Jem wrote back exactly as often as one might expect from one’s fifteen-year-old younger brother—which was to say, never—but Pauline had already written once, a long, cheerful, newsy letter that smelled faintly of starch.

Outside of her correspondence, Cat tracked down Graves to discuss the history of the Renwick ghost. Graves’s reticence on the subject had led Cat to Devizes, where she’d made conversation with a dozen equally unforthcoming villagers.

She’d also attempted to speak with Mort, the Renwick cook, but had been foiled by the fact that he appeared to be invisible. Graves refused to speak of him too.

In the end, Lady Georgiana had ended up the recipient of much of Cat’s chatter as she pieced together the stories that she’d uncovered about the ghost. It was a woman—of that there was no doubt—but even with the family Bible and the account books she’d found in the master’s office, Cat had not been able to pin down which tragic figure of the house’s history the ghost might be. She’d detailed her theories at length, aloud, over something pale green that might have been celery, and, to her surprise, Georgiana had stiffly proffered some suggestions for Cat’s continued research.

She was in the process of enacting one of Georgiana’s ideas—cross-referencing the parish records with the family Bible for discrepancies—when she heard the sound of Bacon’s agitated barking.

She lowered the register to her lap and lifted her head, waiting to see if Georgiana would soothe the dog, but—

The barking went on and on, increasing in volume and pitch, and there was not a single corpuscle of Cat’s being that would remain quiescent when an animal was in distress. She stood, dusted bird fluff and other undesirable things from her skirts, and headed out in the direction of the barking.

The sound seemed to stretch oddly in the corridor, and she walked briskly farther and farther into the bowels of the house. The barking seemed to get softer and then louder again without obvious explanation, and Cat looked helplessly over her shoulder as she quickened her pace.

There was no one there. The halls looked the same as they always did—water-stained, papered in crimson silk, a black vine here and there curling down where the ceiling abutted the wall.

By the time she reached the source of Bacon’s excited sounds, she had half run all the way to the oratory, a fact which did not make any sort of sense. She ought not have been able to hear the dog all the way in the library.

She did not have time to puzzle out the mystery of the traveling bark, however, as the dog’s noises were now clearly in chorus with the exasperated mumbles of his mistress. Cat squinted around the wide dim space—none of the silver candelabra were lit, as usual—and had to peer past the stone altar and Saint Sebastian statue in order to locate the woman and the dog.

When she finally identified them, she squeezed her eyes shut and then opened them again. But—no. No change. She was not imagining the sight.

The walls of the oratory were studded with shields bearing colorful crests. Alternating between the shields were perhaps ten small doors, each roughly waist-high. The doors were black, and the lattice-work that crisscrossed the front of each door appeared to be made out of bones.

Carved to look like bones, rather. Cat was fairly certain they were not real bones.

More startling than the lattice bones, however, was the fact that one of the doors stood open, and a pair of lavender striped boots stuck haphazardly out of the opening.

“Bacon!” Georgiana’s exasperated voice emerged from somewhere northward of the boots. “Bacon, dash it, come here!”

The dog barked again, and Cat could not mistake the gleeful tone in his vocalization.

“Bacon, you utter menace, leave that alone!” Georgiana’s voice pitched in the direction of wail.

Cat felt her mouth curling up as she approached Georgiana, and even Her Ladyship’s ridiculous boots—honestly, lavender, how long could they possibly last in that color—could not quash her amusement. “Lose your fellow again?”

Georgiana jerked in surprise, and Cat winced as she appeared to thump her head against whatever was inside the passageway.

“No,” Georgiana said, as if by reflex.

“You haven’t? Just having a look inside then? How is it in there?”

“Stygian,” Georgiana said grimly. “And—yes, dash it. Bacon was chasing a bat, of all things, and it went in here. I think—I very much fear that this is where they roost.”

“Oh.” Cat devoted a single moment to pondering Georgiana’s current position deep inside a tunnel of bats and then decided she preferred never to think about such a thing again. “I see. And now he will not emerge?”

“No.” Georgiana said it stiffly—she said most things to Cat stiffly—but for once it seemed clear that her stiffness was only a mask for her discomfort.

“Have you tried, er, backing out of the tunnel and calling to him?”

“Of course I have! That was the first thing I tried, and the second too, and then I decided to get closer and lure him out, and then I tried to catch him, and—well. And now I am here.”

The gentle waving of Georgiana’s ankles took on a sudden clarity. “Are you … stuck?”

Georgiana’s voice went even more cool and formal, as though she were addressing the king. “I am not stuck. It is only that it is very dark, and my sleeve seems to have become fastened upon something, and I have not yet been able to work it free.”

“So you are stuck?”

There was a long, strained silence. And then Georgiana’s voice came again from the depths as though through gritted teeth. “Evidently.”

Cat bit her lip to clamp down on the laugh that wanted to bubble up. Ah God, there was something terribly endearing about this woman—about the contrast between her formality and the sheer absurd protectiveness she directed toward her little dog.

Cat ought not be endeared by Lady Georgiana Cleeve, but—she was. She could not help herself.

“Shall I tug upon your ankle?” she offered. Honestly, her voice had a note of mirth in it that she really should suppress.

“I would rather die.”

“Depending upon how long you stay in there, you could perhaps arrange it.”

“I don’t—” Georgiana’s protest trailed off into something muttered and incoherent. “Never mind. If you would not mind fetching something edible, I wonder if we might lure Bacon out.”

Cat took this under advisement, then crouched and whistled, soft and low, the way her father had always whistled to the hounds back at Woodcote. “Come on,” she murmured, then whistled again. “Come along, pretty boy.”

Bacon barked again, and Georgiana wriggled to the side, and then the little white form shot out from the depths of the passageway and launched himself enthusiastically at Cat.

She caught him, wincing at the state of his fur—then recalled her adventures in the library with the birds and hugged him to her chest instead. “Naughty thing,” she said. “Great terrible lad.” She raised her voice. “I’ve got him now. I shan’t let him go back in.”

“Wonderful.” Georgiana sounded as though the words were being torn from her mouth against her will. “Thank you.”

“Ever at your service.” She said it in her roundest tones, just to aggravate the woman, but was denied the treat of Georgiana’s response, due to the fact that Her Ladyship’s upper body was still ensconced in a tunnel.

“Perhaps,” Georgiana said, “you might take Bacon to my chamber. It is … across from yours. So I understand.”

Cat blinked. “Do you not want to take him yourself?”

“I shall reunite with him there,” Georgiana said, her voice brittle.

Cat crouched again, still clutching the dog, and tried to peer into the depths. “Are you really that entangled? I was only jesting about tugging on your ankle. Shall I wriggle in beside you?”

“Please,” Georgiana croaked, “don’t.”

Cat sat back on her heels. “All right. But I’m not going to abandon you here, whatever you think of me.”

“I don’t—it’s not—” Georgiana swore once, and Cat felt her eyebrows climb toward her hairline at the sound of the oath in those cut-glass tones. There was something almost—

No. No. It was not erotic. She wished she could stop thinking that particular word in the context of Lady Georgiana.

Georgiana chose that moment to yank herself free from whatever had been trapping her in the tunnel, to the tune of the noisy tearing of expensive fabric. Cat hastily scrambled backward, Bacon cuddled to her chest, as Georgiana emerged from the doorway.

She was panting. Her throat was flushed pink, and her hair was falling down all over her face. Her right sleeve was a tangled mass of shredded fabric and loose threads, mostly detached from the rest of her frock. She had a brilliant red scrape up the side of her right arm, which drew the eye inexorably up to her pale bare shoulder, past the bows hanging drunkenly off the side of her bodice, and down again to the outer curve of her breast, delicately grazed by her silk chemise.

Cat swallowed. She was staring, she knew she was—only she had never seen Georgiana like this. Disheveled. Almost … touchable.

She liked it. Her blood felt hot. She wanted to move closer, wanted to press her advantage. Wanted to see Georgiana come the rest of the way undone.

Bacon squirmed in her arms, and reality hit her like a cricket bat. “God,” she said, and her voice was lower than she meant. “You’re hurt—”

Georgiana was already in motion, flinging closed the latticed door and finding the femur-shaped bar that secured it. “I’m fine. There. You can put him down. He can’t get back in now. I can’t imagine how he got in there in the first place. The door was—I thought they were all barred—I—”

Cat had never heard Georgiana babble before. “You’re hurt,” she said again. “I can help you, if you like.”

She felt hot and unsettled, and though she’d meant her offer of help sincerely—

It was not all altruism. There was some part of Cat’s mind that had snagged on the image of her own hand on Georgiana’s arm. Of how she might caress that ivory skin with her thumb. And then with her mouth.

And so when Georgiana plucked the dog from her grasp and said stiffly, “I can take care of it myself,” Cat felt a wash of relief.

At least, she told herself she felt so.

She told herself she was grateful for how Georgiana had pulled away, as she lay in bed that night and thought of Georgiana’s parted lips. The way the silk had fallen against her body. The spiky amber scent of Georgiana’s skin.

She tried very hard to mean it.
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Chapter 12



Georgie, darling, please find enclosed the instructions you requested on removing manure stains from wool. I wonder at your use of the word “uneventful.”

—from Edith Cleeve to her daughter




The second disaster, as it turned out, was also caused by the dog.

Georgiana had more or less rebounded from the bat incident—her pride, at least, had made some recovery, though her favorite green dress was going to require several sets of hands and possibly some powerful solvents—when Bacon dragged her bodily into a part of Renwick House that she had not yet explored.

Her writing had been going well since their arrival at the estate. She had roughed out a general outline before she and Bacon had departed London, and her exploration of Renwick—particularly the parts that seemed most in danger of crumbling to the ground—had proven excellent fodder for the rest. She had thought to spend her afternoons closeted in her bedchamber and engrossed in her manuscript, only—

Well. She did not believe in ghosts. But Bacon kept barking at the empty spot on the wall, and every time she bent over her papers, she felt an odd warmth between her shoulder blades, and—

The bedchamber had not proven an auspicious place for writing, that was all.

Cat was utterly unpredictable in her schedule—she’d acquiesced to the suggestion of shifts in the library quite readily and then promptly ignored their agreed-upon times—and so Georgiana had been forced to find various out-of-the-way places to write in order to hide from her.

And she was. Hiding. It was hopeless to pretend otherwise.

Over dinner, Cat talked as cheerfully as though they had never been rivals—as though Georgiana had not accused her of all manner of crimes. She described her research, her ghostly candidates from Renwick history, her visits to the village. She seemed to think they were friends now—her good humor, it seemed, could not be so easily stamped out.

They were not friends. Georgiana had several close female friends, and she did not spend her nights imagining them with their clothes off.

Her avoidance of Cat was made impossible, however, by Bacon’s discovery of the rose garden.

In the progress of her research, Georgiana had wandered down as far as she could in the east wing, which devolved into timber and rubble instead of papered walls at that end of the house. It was morning, and Bacon ought not have needed to go out again so soon—but the moment he espied a patch of sunlight where part of the roof had collapsed, he made happy canine sounds and frolicked in the direction of the outdoors.

She followed hastily behind him. The rubble looked old and undisturbed; the rest of the roof did not seem in imminent danger. But she could not bring herself to feel entirely sanguine about the situation.

“Bacon,” she hissed, “come back. We can go out the south wing, where it’s safe.”

He didn’t listen, of course. He flicked a happy tongue-out glance in her direction, displayed a distinct lack of gratitude for her repeated efforts on his behalf, and plunged through a crevice in the exterior east wall.

Whereupon he vanished into the outdoors.

“Bloody hell,” she whispered. “Bacon!”

The gap between the timbers in the wall was small, but not too small for her to squeeze through to go after him. She popped through the narrow space in a puff of crumbled glue and plaster dust and emerged, blinking, into … into …

The hairs on the back of her neck stood up as she peered around the sun-dazzled space.

The wall did not open into the forest around Renwick, as she’d expected. Instead, her plunge through the gap had landed her in an enclosed courtyard, open to the sky and terraced in a dizzying pattern of black and white. Its vine-covered walls topped her head, and everywhere she looked she saw roses. Tiny ones, pale as apple blossoms; huge extravagant pink blooms, all dissipated and lavish; roses she could hold in the palm of her hand, darker than blood.

It was December. There should not be roses in December.

But there they were, thousands of them, from tight buds to blooms blown wide. She could smell them, a honeyed scent that went to her head like wine.

Bacon had capsized beneath a gap in the vines, and she hurried forward, trying to shake free of the peculiarity of the place. No doubt he was rolling in something horrid; there was nothing he enjoyed so much as the scent of excretion coating his tiny body.

But at the base of the wall, she stopped. Right there, right above where Bacon had led her, a plaque was set into the sandstone bricks. The vines had not covered it—she could still make out the words:


Sarah Sophia Penhollow

1724–1751



Gooseflesh prickled all along her arms beneath the wool of her pelisse. Everything seemed to grow suddenly darker—as though a cloud had passed over the sun.

Georgiana looked up, blinking, but there was nothing there—the sky was wide and blue and clear. There was no meteorological explanation for her sudden chill.

She ran her hands up her arms and tried to shake off the sensation. The weather was cool, that was all. Perfectly natural for December.

Unlike the roses.

She bit her lip and stepped closer to the plaque, which had gone a little green with age. She brushed her fingers over the words engraved there: Sarah Sophia Penhollow. Georgiana did not recognize the name, and the years listed predated the construction of Renwick House. Could the garden have been here first, somehow? The house built around it?

It was baffling—there had been no Sarah Sophia Penhollow in all of Cat’s chatter about the history of the female occupants of Renwick House. The name was utterly unfamiliar to Georgiana, and—

Blast it all. Cat was going to want to know about this garden. Georgiana could not keep it from her.

She retrieved Bacon, who smelled of nothing but crushed roses, and made her way back toward the house. As she did, she felt it again—the warm spot between her shoulder blades. As though someone were watching.

She whirled.

The garden was still—completely still. Even the faint suggestion of wind had died away. As she watched, a single dark red petal broke free from the vine just above the plaque and floated, strange and slow, all the way to the ground.



Of course, Cat wanted to see the rose garden immediately.

Georgiana had struggled to find her at first, and then Cat had emerged from the kitchens looking pink-cheeked and flour-dusted. She’d smelled, when she’d approached, faintly of butter.

“I can’t always be writing,” she’d said by way of explanation, and waved a hand at the kitchens. Her mouth was a grin again. “Moreover, I’ve always felt that the brain requires sustenance just as much as the body.”

Georgiana did not precisely know what Cat meant, but she nodded as though she did and told her about the garden.

Cat’s eyes went wide, and she put her fingers to Georgiana’s forearm for the barest of moments before pulling away. They both glanced down at Georgiana’s sleeve, which was now lightly dusted with floury fingerprints.

Georgiana swallowed. She could feel that feather-light brush as clearly as if it had been a brand.

This was excruciating. This was hell. Why had she thought it was a good idea to invite further intercourse between them?

But then Cat put her fingers back on Georgiana’s arm, slowly and deliberately. Her lips tipped up—just on one side, a hint of that impudent challenge. As though she meant to say, Stop me, then, if you like.

But all she said was, “Will you show me the garden? I want to see it.”

And helplessly, Georgiana did. She led Cat back down the east wing and through the small gap in the timbers where the sun still shone, the place where Bacon had wriggled through. He followed them with his usual tongue-dangling glee, as though he had not just encountered this exact same path—Bacon, at least, was not troubled by unseasonal flora.

Cat squeezed through the opening after Georgiana and emerged on a laugh and a small explosion of plaster dust. “God,” she said, “I thought for a moment you meant to entrap me in—”

Her voice dropped and fell away as she took in her surroundings, and Georgiana followed her gaze. Though she’d just seen the garden, the strangeness of it struck her anew: the thousands of blooming roses, the black-and-white tiles, the crumbling wall—the space in the vines where she knew, if she stepped closer, she would see the worn brass plaque.

“Sweet sainted Margaret,” Cat breathed, and then leapt forward with an enthusiasm that Georgiana found vaguely alarming. “This is extraordinary. Wonderful.” She shoved her nose into one of the flowers and drew a deep breath. “I’ve never encountered a rose that smelled so potent. I wonder if they were cultivated specifically for their scent somehow? And why…”

Her fingers—now streaked with pastry flour and plaster dust together—were busily fondling everything within reach. She stroked the heavy curves of one of the larger blossoms—the bloodred ones—and then ran her fingers along the gap between the bricks where the mortar had crumbled away. “It’s remarkable that the walls are still standing, with how thoroughly the vines have encroached.” She turned a delighted gaze to Georgiana. “Do you think someone is tending them? Surely not Graves. Perhaps the mysterious Mort?” Her expression went mildly electrified. “Perhaps there is a secret gardener in residence?”

“Perhaps,” Georgiana said, “though there is quite a bit of vegetable matter on the ground for that to be the case.” For emphasis, she pushed the tip of her boot through a pile of decaying leaves that Bacon had cheerfully flattened.

Cat pursed her lips, looking vaguely disappointed at the improbability of a gardener hidden in the walls. “I suppose that’s so.”

Ludicrous, to regret that look of disappointment on her face. And still Georgiana found herself saying, “Come. Let me show you the plaque.”

She led Cat closer to the low wall, to the space where the vines parted.

Cat reached out to touch the raised letters, her fingers coasting over the name, the dates. It was how she learned the world, Georgiana thought. With her fingers. The slow brush of her hand.

Georgiana felt her skin prickle again. Not from cold.

“Sarah Sophia Penhollow.” Cat’s voice was low and throaty. “Who are you? Was this your garden?”

Georgiana swallowed, trying to cool the hot tension in her body. “You haven’t encountered the name, then? In your research?”

“No,” Cat murmured. Her fingers slid along the letters once more, her thumb running along the edge of the plaque as if to seek out something hidden. “But I know to look for it now. I’ll find her.”

Her hand dropped away from the plaque—there was nothing above or beneath it—and she turned to face Georgiana.

They were closer than Georgiana had known. Now that Cat’s attention was focused upon her, it was clear that they were close enough to touch.

“Thank you,” Cat said soberly. “You did not need to tell me about this place. You could have kept it for yourself. I would never have known.”

Georgiana felt stiff and awkward and still too warm. “I would not have done that.”

“No. I suppose not.”

And then Cat reached out and touched Georgiana’s face, and Georgiana stopped breathing.

Cat’s thumb coasted across the top of Georgiana’s cheekbone. “You have plaster dust,” she murmured, “just here.”

Georgiana sucked in a quick unsteady breath and stared down at Cat. They were even nearer now; Georgiana did not know how they had come to be so. Cat’s wine-red mouth was caught in an expression of concentration, her eyes focused on her task, and she was streaked with dust as well—on her cheek, in her hair.

Georgiana wanted to thrust her hands into that dark, silky weight. She wanted to hold on.

Cat breathed out a laugh. “Hell,” she said, “never mind. I’m making it worse, I think.” The tips of her first two fingers trailed down the side of Georgiana’s jaw, the barest contact between them. She started to step back, to pull away.

Georgiana reached up and caught Cat’s wrist between her fingers. Lightly. Enough to hold her still.

Cat’s dark lashes flew up. Her gaze, which had been fixed on Georgiana’s cheek, tangled with Georgiana’s own. She drew in a single, audible breath.

Georgiana held her there, gripped her wrist and felt Cat’s pulse throb beneath her thumb.

She was not holding on hard. She was not caging Cat there—it would be easy for her to pull away.

But she didn’t. Cat’s eyes flicked across Georgiana’s face, fell to her mouth, then came up again. There was a question in her expression, in the way her lips had parted on a breath and had not pressed together again.

Georgiana’s pulse beat hard in her ears. She wanted to answer that query with her mouth, with her hands. She wanted to push Cat back against the wall—no, she wanted Cat to push her against the wall, and she wanted to fill her hands with every curve of Cat’s body. She wanted to grip, to taste, to know.

She almost did it. The moment spooled out long and slow, and the scent of roses was all in her nose and in her mind, and her chest clutched with the force of her wanting.

And then a bird cried out, low and harsh, and Bacon barked back, and Georgiana dropped Cat’s wrist as though she had been burned by the touch of Cat’s skin.

“I should go,” she said. Her voice sounded far away in her own ears. She had the dizzy feeling that came with precipices, with great heights—as though she had looked down and seen the ground fall away beneath her feet. “You may have the garden.”

Cat was still staring at her, her eyes dark and unfathomable. Slowly—so slowly—the corner of her mouth curled up. “May I, then? How generous.”

Was she … joking?

It had been so long that Georgiana scarcely recalled what it felt like to be teased. She did not know what to say.

“Yes,” she managed, and then she bent down, plucked Bacon off the stone bench he had discovered beneath a mound of green-black leaves, and fled the garden.
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Chapter 13



She knew not how to curb the fierce and maddening fever that raged within.

—from Georgiana’s private copy of GLENARVON by Lady Caroline Lamb




It was only after the peculiar dancing lights appeared that Cat realized she had fallen asleep in the Renwick library again.

Three days after Georgiana had taken her to the garden—after her discovery of Sarah Sophia Penhollow’s name on a plaque—Cat found herself curled beneath her familiar worn cloak on her favorite armchair in the library, the room deep in shadow except for the south end, where moonlight gleamed off the tiles.

She had fallen asleep in the room three nights running. It was peculiar—the library was far too cold, and the armchair was not especially comfortable, and the dreams she had in the room were always ghostly and unsettling. But each night, she had been one moment poring over the book in her lap and the next struggling back into wakefulness, her half-conscious brain full of queer lights and roses the size of teacups, bloodred in her palm.

This night, she seemed to have slept longer than usual. The moon was fully out, and the sky must have been especially clear, because she could see the reflection of stars flecked across the tiles beside the white coin of the moon.

The lights on the tile—the stars—flickered, shuddered, and then seemed to go out.

Cat squeezed her eyes tightly shut. When she reopened them, the reflection of the stars had returned, sprinkled like salt on the tiles.

She shivered and tried to shake off the vestiges of sleep.

She lifted the books in her lap and moved to return them to the shelves. A half dozen account books and the records of the architect’s design had been her most recent discoveries in the library. By now she knew a great deal about the original construction of the manor and had encountered reams of exasperated wrangling between the architect, James Wyatt, and the originator of the building, Nathaniel Renwick—inheritor of a vast fortune in industry and collector of rare art.

But she had found almost nothing about Nathaniel Renwick’s beloved wife, Ellen, or any of the other female Renwicks—and no mention, anywhere, of Sarah Sophia Penhollow.

Who had she been? Why was her name preserved in the rose garden—and why did the strange, isolated garden exist at all? In the correspondence and accounting regarding the house’s construction—and Cat thought she’d read every single word ever written on the subject by this point—there had been no mention at all of the garden.

Carefully, Cat replaced the account books and records where she had found them. She trailed her fingers across the crimson bindings, faded and water-stained. It had been such a beautiful library once. Her imagination roamed across the shelves, around the circumference of the room. In her mind’s eye, she could see it as it had been in the height of its glory. The ceiling would have stretched above her whole and undamaged, lit by chandeliers. The rows and rows of books would have been not a waterlogged burden, but a universe.

She wished—

It was silly. Softhearted.

She felt for the house, that was all. The strangeness of it. She had felt odd and out of place for so much of her life—not quite the same as the people around her. It had been her father’s generous, unhesitating love and the spaces he’d kept safe for her that had enabled her to live her life as she chose. And she wished—

She wished she could give this queer, lovely house the same kind of patience. The same sort of unstinting care.

She hesitated as her fingers brushed across a small volume offset from the others on the shelf. It was shorter, pushed in and half-hidden, and its binding was not the now-familiar faded scarlet but a soft cream kidskin.

Her fingers hovered over the volume for a single breath and then, slowly, she slid it free from the shelf.

She opened the little book. It was easy to hold in one palm, scarcely larger than her hand. Its pages were covered in a large, generous script, and as she read it, gooseflesh rose across her skin. It wasn’t an account book—nor was it another novel.

It was a diary. She could make out the first page clearly, despite the unfamiliar hand and the faded black ink.

Property of Luna Renwick.

Luna. She had been the daughter of Nathaniel and Ellen—one of the first inhabitants of the house.

Cat felt a strange, charged thrill as she flipped through the little book, its entries haphazard and disordered. Some were long reflections and others brief notes—recipes, reminders, lists of books and garments to order from the dressmaker.

Weather uncooperative—again—Papa in fits over construction delay of so. transept.

Mama Christmas—lacquer box to go w. table? For Florimell—harp composition? Import composer directly?

Remind Mama for Tu. dinner—no smelts!!

And then, halfway through the little book, Cat’s eyes caught on a handful words:

Lancelot says we must order roses fr. Malmaison—Sally horrified by expense—ha!

Sally.

Cat’s heart squeezed in her chest, and she ran her fingers cautiously across the name, the bold S and looping l’s.

Sally—and roses.

Could this Sally be her Sarah Sophia Penhollow?

It seemed plausible—even likely. If Luna Renwick had been the originator of the rose garden—the daughter, not the father—that would explain why Cat had seen no mention of it in Nathaniel Renwick’s correspondence.

But who had Sarah Sophia been? A relative? A friend?

For whom would Luna have built this wild, lavish garden? And why keep it hidden?

A noisy scrape, as of a door against stone, broke Cat’s fervent concentration, and she whirled toward the library’s entrance, the diary pressed to her chest.

It was Georgiana. Her pale blue dressing gown—silk, again—was wrapped tight around her body, and her hand gripped the fabric together at her neck. Her hair was loose against her shoulders, and her eyes were bright and wild.

“Cat?” she gasped. “Catriona?”

Despite herself, Cat took a step toward Georgiana, out of the shadows. “I’m here. Is everything all right?”

To her shock, Georgiana crossed the room in feverish strides and took her by the arm. “Cat,” she said again, and her fingers clutched Cat’s upper arm for just a moment before she whirled to look out into the library. “I thought—I heard—”

She’d placed her body between Cat’s own and the south end of the library, where the moon shone brightest. Cat peered around Georgiana’s slim form, but nothing seemed obviously amiss. “What’s wrong?”

Georgiana spun back toward her. The moonlight worked upon her hair and skin, silvered the pale gold and ivory shades of her. Her fingers still clutched at her wrap. “You’re all right?”

“I’m fine.” Cat lowered the book from where she’d been holding it to her chest. “Are you all right?”

“I heard you scream,” Georgiana said. “At least—I thought—” A pink flush was rising above her dressing gown, knotted in her fist at the base of her throat. “Did you scream?”

“Why—no. I was only reading.” This did not seem the precise time to illuminate Georgiana on the topic of Luna Renwick and Sarah Sophia Penhollow. “Could you even have heard me in here, all the way from your bedchamber?”

Georgiana’s blush was still rising: her throat, her cheeks, her brow.

Her skin was so fragile, almost translucent. It revealed her emotions even when her voice and body were all glossy shield.

Cat did not know how she had not realized that before.

“No,” Georgiana said, and she sounded unsteady before she got herself under control. “No, of course not. I can’t imagine what I was thinking.”

There it was—her crisp precision, her clipped voice that might as well have been a wall of thorns.

But it was no use. Cat could see her there, her sleep-tousled hair and hot cheeks, and know her composure for a lie. Georgiana had come into the library for Cat—because she thought Cat was in trouble. That tangled urgency, that blurred dishevelment—it was all for her.

Cat moistened her lips. She thought about the way Georgiana had held her wrist in the rose garden.

And then she took a step closer.

Georgiana did not move. One hand was tangled in the blue silk of her dressing gown and the other was open at her side.

“Where’s Bacon?” Cat asked.

“I left him in the bedroom. He was sleeping—whatever I heard didn’t wake him.” Her lips parted, and Cat realized she was staring at Georgiana’s mouth. “I ought to have known then. I must have—I suppose I dreamt it.”

Cat took another step, and then there was nowhere to go, no space to cross, only a sliver of moonlight between their bodies. Her nose was full of Georgiana’s unnameable scent—amber-dark woods, earth and honey. She reached out and brushed her fingers across Georgiana’s knuckles, white with tension at the base of her throat.

Georgiana gasped, and Cat’s belly pitched, hot and unsteady.

“I want you to tell me something,” Cat said, her voice low in the stillness of the library.

Georgiana’s fingers loosened beneath Cat’s, but she didn’t say anything, only stood, breathing shakily, not quite returning her touch.

“Do you still think I stole from you? I need to know.”

Georgiana’s lips parted. The freckles around her mouth shimmered in the pearlescent light. “No. I don’t.” She swallowed, and Cat could see her throat work soundlessly. “Not for a long time now.”

“Good,” Cat said, and then she slid her fingers up to Georgiana’s skin. She touched the side of her neck, her throat, the line of her jaw.

Georgiana shivered under Cat’s hand. Her skin was inexpressibly fine, softer than the silk of her gown, and warm, and trembling.

Cat brushed her fingers beneath Georgiana’s ear, and Georgiana made a tiny raw noise, almost a moan.

Cat had been on the verge of something—decision, action, a hot and reckless plunge—and that hoarse, wanting sound swept her over the edge. She nudged her fingers into Georgiana’s hair and pulled Georgiana’s mouth down to her own.

She kissed Georgiana. And—

Oh God. Georgiana kissed her back. Georgiana’s lips were soft, and her hands came, very gently, to Cat’s waist.

Cat heard herself make a little sound against Georgiana’s mouth, and she slid her hand down Georgiana’s back to tug her closer.

She wanted more. She wanted Georgiana’s lips parted, wanted the taste of her, wanted to feel every inch of her skin. She dropped the journal, heard it fall, and could not bring herself to care about anything except the warmth of Georgiana’s body through silk.

Georgiana’s mouth came open over Cat’s. Slowly, deliciously, the kiss changed: softer, hotter, wetter, deeper.

Somehow, Georgiana’s kiss was demand and plea at once. A sweet and urgent thrill passed over Cat’s skin as Georgiana licked at her lips, then sucked, then bit. The artless greed of it was the most erotic thing Cat had ever felt, and when Georgiana’s hands began to move across her body, she had to cling to restraint with both hands.

She wanted. God, she had wanted Georgiana for days—not just the week they’d been at Renwick House, but from the first moment she’d seen her in an alley behind Belvoir’s.

And Georgiana was hungry for her too. Georgiana’s hands and mouth told the same story: I want you; please let me; don’t stop.

Cat’s body was flushed and sensitive, and the urgent pressure of Georgiana’s hands pulled desire taut inside her. She could feel the slim bones of Georgiana’s ribs beneath her dressing gown, and she wanted to slide her palm to where the garment parted, slip her fingers beneath it and find Georgiana’s skin.

But then—slowly, thickly—the barking of a dog penetrated the carnal haze in Cat’s mind.

She tried to breathe. She pulled back from Georgiana’s body, all heated silk and dark woods scent, and felt her stomach pitch at the loss of contact between them.

Georgiana’s eyes blinked open, slow and heavy. Her pupils were wide, and her mouth was a long, elegant curve, flushed and wet from Cat’s own.

“Your—dog,” Cat said. She tried to steady herself. “Do you hear that? Is that—Bacon?”

Georgiana blinked again, a delicate sweep of those pale lashes casting shadows on her cheeks. And then—

And then her whole body went stiff. Closed in on itself—pulled away from Cat, somehow, though she did not seem to move.

“Yes,” she said, “that’s Bacon. I”—she looked around, almost fearfully, as though she were trapped in the room—“I should go, I have to—”

Cat took a step back; her hip bumped against the shelves of books.

Georgiana was breathing hard as she yanked her dressing gown more firmly into place, wrapped it tight around her body. She wasn’t looking at Cat as she stepped away. “I have to go.”

Her voice was taut—icily formal—but Cat knew to look past that now. To see the tremble in her fingers and the flush at the base of her throat.

Cat put a hand to Georgiana’s elbow, a tiny brush of skin on skin somewhere between a grasp and a caress. “Do you want me to go up with you?” Oh God, that sounded more like a proposition than she’d necessarily meant. “To make sure everything’s all right, I mean. You said you heard something earlier, and—”

“No,” Georgiana said. She shook off Cat’s hand and spun toward the door, already in motion.

Cat looked down at her empty hand. She wanted—

She wanted to follow. She wanted to help.

But she knew herself. If she was not careful, she would make of this more than it was. Would find herself trading on dreams beyond hunger and heat, beyond bodies pressed together in the night.

So she held herself still, though her feet strained to go after Georgiana.

Georgiana paused at the threshold, her fingers on the ebony jamb. “I imagined it,” she said. “Before. There was nothing. I—” Her fingers tightened on the wood, as though to wring more words from it.

Cat waited. She—wanted.

Georgiana did not turn around. “Stay here,” she said finally. “Don’t follow. I don’t want you to come with me.”

She passed through the threshold and turned, and then she was gone. Her warmth, her scent, the moon-pale column of her body—all of it vanished as cleanly and completely as if she’d been a ghost.

Cat did not go after her.
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Chapter 14



Possible for you to send a list of modest hermitages for rent in Switzerland? Anywhere would do, in fact. The farther the better.

—from Georgiana to her solicitor, crossed out, crumpled, tossed in the grate




“Please cease regarding me in that impertinent fashion.”

Bacon, seated upon the pillow beside Georgiana’s head, did not deign to answer. His head remained cocked to one side, and his tongue drooped amiably out of his mouth.

Georgiana groaned and rolled away from his expressive white eyebrows. She flung her arm over her face to block out the dawn, and he responded by gently setting his paw atop her fingers.

She wanted to melt into the bedclothes. She wanted to hole up in this room and never leave.

She wanted to find Cat and beg her forgiveness. She wanted to kiss her, devour her, drown herself in Cat’s taste again. Again.

She allowed herself the luxury of another whimper before committing herself to a face-down assault upon her pillow. What had she been thinking?

She had not been thinking. That much was obvious. When she’d woken in the night to the sound of a woman’s scream—Cat’s scream, she’d been convinced of it—she’d fled her chamber in a mad, reckless dash. First, she’d thrown open the door to Cat’s chamber across the hall, but—though evidence of Cat’s presence was everywhere in the room, in the books and papers and stockings strewn heedlessly about—Cat had not been inside.

She’d heard the scream again then, and she’d nearly broken into a run as she’d made her way to the library.

No. She thought perhaps she had run, her slippers sliding on the tile and her dressing gown trailing behind her.

When she’d seen Cat whole and hale in the library, the golden warmth of her skin made pale by moonlight, Georgiana’s relief had been so potent she’d not been able to think clearly. Half of her mind had been telling her to go, to flee—and the other half had been all raw demand. Touch her. Make certain she’s all right.

Held taut by the conflict within her, she’d frozen instead. She’d stood, still and stiff as marble, as Cat had stroked her hand, and then her neck, and then her jaw.

She’d felt the fine slide of Cat’s fingers on her skin, and her body had seemed near to shattering. The tiny space between them might as well have been a gulf—a wall—a universe.

And then Cat had crossed it. She’d pulled Georgiana’s mouth down to hers, and—and—

Oh God. Georgiana had to stop reliving it.

She could not stop reliving it. She’d tossed and turned in her bed the previous night and tried to think of anything—anything—other than Cat’s mouth, and her deft lovely fingers, and the curves of her body. She’d tried and tried and eventually she’d given up, shoved her hand between her legs, and made herself come so hard she’d nearly cried out.

Which, obviously, would have been a disaster. Cat was right across the hall, and she might have heard, for heaven’s sake, and dear God, that thought was not supposed to be erotic.

She whimpered again into her pillow, and Bacon continued to pat ineffectually at the back of her head.

“I’m all right,” she mumbled into the ticking. “I’m sorry, darling.”

All right seemed something of a stretch, but she did not want to worry her dog. She was so tangled up she could not see straight. She wanted Cat—desperately, ludicrously—and it seemed Cat was open to the notion.

Not only open to it. She could still recall the press of Cat’s soft body, the hungry demand of Cat’s mouth.

Cat wanted her too.

But such a thing was not possible. Georgiana knew that—had known that for a long time. She had chosen a life of independence, and with that came isolation. It was not safe for her to form attachments—people who were close to her got hurt.

She tried to ignore the hot pressure building at the backs of her eyes. She had to leave Cat alone. She could not let herself be caught up by desire again. She could—

There was a knock at the door.

Georgiana nearly catapulted from the bed. Bacon set to barking and leaping about, and Georgiana attempted to steady herself on her feet, which were bare against the water-stained silk rug. “Yes?” she gasped. “Who is it?”

No one had knocked at her door since she’d come to Renwick House. The coal was left in its scuttle outside the room sometime in the night, and if she did not come down to breakfast, no one ever came looking for her.

“It’s me.” And then, unnecessarily: “Cat.”

Georgiana gaped at the closed door. Her heart did something terrible—leapt, and then plunged at the vertex of its parabola.

Cat was here? Despite the way Georgiana had fled the library last night, Cat had come back?

No. No. She shouldn’t want that. She ought not wish for Cat’s presence. For her forgiveness.

But still, Georgiana turned inanely toward the desk, where a looking glass would have been balanced had she been at home.

There was no glass, of course. Her brains were made of mutton. She scraped her fingers through her hair, thrust her arms into her dressing gown, and wrapped it tightly around her person.

Or—no. Ought she untie it? Should she let it slip down off one shoulder?

She directed several vociferous curses inward, left the dressing gown the way that it was, and answered the door.

Some baked-in decorous reflex still evidently had hold of her. Despite the uneasy combination of shame and fear and hope swimming about inside her person, Georgiana managed to look Cat in the eye and say, “Good morning.”

Cat was already dressed for the outdoors, her familiar wool cloak set about her shoulders. Her mouth was caught in a frown, and Georgiana hated the unfamiliar expression on Cat’s face. Wanted to kiss it away.

“Would you like to come in?” Georgiana heard herself ask. Like an idiot.

“No,” Cat said flatly.

Georgiana told herself that she was not crushed by this response and her heart had not crumbled into powder.

“I came up to see if you’d spoken to Graves,” Cat continued.

“To Graves?”

“Yes. I went down hours ago because there was no coal in the scuttle this morning, and my fire went out.”

“Oh”—Georgiana backed hastily into the room—“you should come in, then. It’s warm in here. I can—”

“But when I went down,” Cat went on, heedless of Georgiana’s words, “I could not find any evidence that the coal-cutter had been here this morning, nor at all in the last several days. And then I could not find Graves either.”

Georgiana blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“I searched through the kitchen, which was cold and dark and somewhat short of food. There’s no breakfast set out. There’s no Mort—though to be perfectly honest, I’m not entirely certain there ever was a Mort. And I could not find Graves anywhere.”

“Did you check her chamber? Could she be indisposed?” Georgiana felt a stab of concern for the spectral housekeeper.

But Cat was shaking her head. “I went down to the servants’ quarters in the northern wing, but it was all dark. I don’t think there’s anyone in there.”

“That can’t be right.” Georgiana had been told that Renwick House would be staffed for the entirety of her stay, which was meant to be a full fortnight. Surely Graves would not simply vanish.

Would she?

Cat raised her brows. “You’re welcome to see for yourself, my lady. If you can find the servants’ wing, of course.”

Georgiana’s lips parted reflexively, and then she shut her mouth with a snap. So that was how it was to be, then? Their rivalry—their animosity—back in place?

She could hear it in Cat’s voice—in her arch tone, in the quick snap of her retort.

But she could not chafe against Cat’s words, even if their implications stung. Georgiana would not allow herself to take offense. She had brought them back to this place—with her accusations first of all, and then with the way she’d fled from the library and left Cat there alone without even a farewell.

It was better this way. Better for Cat to believe her pretentious and remote, for the wall to come between them again.

Better not to touch.

“Yes,” she said evenly, “I should like to investigate. I’ve been to the servants’ quarters before.”

She clicked her tongue for Bacon to follow her. As she left, she tried not to pass too close to Cat, who’d stepped backward into the hallway to make room. She was three or four paces down the hall when she heard Cat’s voice behind her, sounding ever so slightly smothered.

“Will you be wanting shoes? Your ladyship?”

Georgiana glanced down at her feet—at the traitorous nudity of her toes—and felt her entire body go up in flames. Shoes. She’d forgotten shoes.

Also clothing.

She stared fixedly at her feet and did not reply. Could she possibly brazen it out? Was there any conceivable universe in which she could pretend that she was barefoot in the hallway on purpose?

The marble tiles were cold as the devil. Her dressing gown was made of silk.

No, she reflected with some despair. She could not.

She turned around with her chin held high and caught sight of Cat’s expression before she returned to her chamber in dignified silence.

Cat’s teeth were sunk into her lush bottom lip and—devil take it.

Georgiana’s heart bounded ludicrously upward despite her best efforts at restraint. Cat was smiling beneath the impression of her teeth, a curl to her lips she was trying not to set free. There was laughter at the corner of her mouth, and her eyes were on Georgiana’s face.
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Chapter 15



Before the bookshelves stood the vampyress, her skin nearly translucent, her lips parted, her expression at once fiendish and seductive …

—from Lady Darling’s manuscript in progress, scratched out and annotated by the author, “This will not do.”




Cat had not precisely intended to seek Georgiana out at the soonest possible moment.

She’d lain awake the rest of the night, waiting for the familiar dawn sounds of coal and footsteps, and thought about Lady Georgiana. About their abrupt and devastating kiss in the library.

She felt—God, she scarcely knew what she felt. Rearranged in some way. Undone.

The animosity that had sparked between them these past weeks had flared into desire hot enough to burn down the library. But when Georgiana had walked away, the taste of her in Cat’s mouth had gone to ash: bitter and cold.

She had been in such a place before. Though she had long since come to accept her attraction to other women—believed it as natural and innate a part of herself as the shape of her own hands—she had learned through painful experience that not all women who shared her desires felt the same. More than once, Cat had exchanged intimacies with a woman who would not look her in the eye in the morning—who could not speak of what they’d done in the light of day.

She did not feel ashamed for wanting Georgiana, nor for the passion that had sprung up between them.

But she thought perhaps Georgiana did feel shame, and the notion burned the back of her throat.

In the small hours, she’d resolved not to encounter Georgiana again in their remaining days at Renwick House.

Unfortunately, this resolution promptly proved impossible to hold to, thanks to the disappearance of their housekeeper.

Cat’s restraint—thin and fragile thing that it was—had gone quickly when Georgiana had opened the door. Georgiana had been flushed and disheveled and awkward and still in that damned unbearable dressing gown. Her toes were bare and all the armor she kept around herself was fractured, somehow. Her crisp, precise decorum felt like apology; her obvious embarrassment seemed an entreaty.

Or perhaps not. Perhaps Cat was only imagining what she wanted to see.

She followed Georgiana down to the servants’ quarters, which were devoid of inhabitants. The housekeeper’s room was small, and the walls were papered in a black-and-white pattern of—

Ah. More skulls.

Cat bit her lip as she glanced around the dark, chilly room. Bacon sniffed at the empty wardrobe. “You don’t think … Those screams you heard…”

“No,” Georgiana said firmly. “No. I dreamt them. I am certain of it. Besides, it…” She trailed off, her fingers doing something nervous and busy with the purple buttons at her throat.

“What?”

Georgiana picked Bacon up from the floor and addressed her remarks to his upright ear. “It did not sound like Graves. It sounded like you.”

Oh God. The woman made it impossible not to thaw toward her. Cat tried not to let her mouth curl up, and failed.

She followed Georgiana down to the kitchen—no Mort, no Graves, and no breakfast besides—and then watched in frank astonishment as Georgiana swept her rich amethyst skirts to the side, knelt down, and quickly and efficiently built a fire in the hearth.

“I was wondering if there was any leftover bread,” Georgiana said as she rose and turned back to Cat. “From the loaf you—” She broke off, peering into Cat’s face, which must have reflected her consternation. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” Cat managed.

Georgiana looked doubtfully down at her skirts and swiped at some invisible ash. “Oh. All right. I—”

“No,” Cat said, “wait. Where the devil did you learn how to do that?”

Somewhere inside herself, she groaned slightly and cursed her unruly mouth, which persisted in saying things she meant to keep inside.

Georgiana glanced back down at the hearth. “Light a fire, do you mean?”

“Yes. When I knew you—back at Woodcote Hall—you wouldn’t have…” Cat trailed off, because Georgiana’s already pale complexion had gone paler. Her shoulders drew back, her posture going upright and perfect.

“I have not lived there since I was eighteen,” Georgiana said stiffly. “I have learned a great deal in the intervening seven years.”

Cat felt her lips part.

Georgiana had not lived at Woodcote Hall since she was eighteen?

“How is that possible?” Cat demanded, her words forming themselves at precisely the same speed as the questions in her mind. “You had only just started publishing your novels at eighteen, had you not? How could you have managed it? And why?”

Georgiana’s face was expressionless—almost masking her emotions, except for the way her skin had leached of color. “I had three pen names, those first few years. And still it was—lean, at first. For me and my mother.”

Cat felt herself blinking rapidly and could not seem to stop. “But why would you choose to leave Woodcote when you—”

“Some things,” Georgiana said flatly, “are worse than poverty.”

Cat’s brain finally grappled her mouth into submission, and she absorbed Georgiana’s statement silently. Her breath had caught somewhere in her chest.

She remembered Alistair Cleeve. She remembered his neglect, his heedless cruelties. Once she had seen him throw Lady Alverthorpe’s gloves into the fire because she had bought them without asking—a quick abrupt act of dominance that had sucked the air from the room. He had not even been ashamed for the servants to see.

Cat and her family had been cast out of Woodcote Hall. Georgiana and her mother had chosen to leave.

And perhaps they had not been so very different after all.

Cat bit her lip, her eyes roaming Georgiana’s angular face.

She kept on not being what Cat had thought her to be. She was not the painfully reserved, almost silent girl that Cat remembered from their adolescence at Woodcote. But she was not quite the sneering aristocrat that Cat had taken her for when they’d met as adults, either. Perhaps she’d never been.

Georgiana knew how to start a fire with her bare hands. She launched herself after her dog, even when it was not in her best interest.

She had left her home when she was eighteen and made her way in the world by her work and her wits, and Cat could not pretend that she didn’t admire Georgiana. Not anymore.

“How did you choose the Desrosiers pen name?” Cat asked finally. “Over the others?”

Her remark had been meant to break the tension between them, and by the hint of gratitude on Georgiana’s face, the tiny softening of her shoulders, it worked. “They sold the best,” she said. “The romances.”

It was not hard, then, to turn the conversation to books, to the progress of their research at Renwick House. In the absence of Graves, Cat fetched the bread she’d baked the day before and cut thick slices with a black knife enameled in a pattern of thorns. They toasted it over Georgiana’s fire, and Cat congratulated herself on only once noticing the way Georgiana’s forefinger slid along the rim of her mouth.

After they ate, Cat moved to the kitchen’s rear door, intending to set the crumbs out for the birds. Only, as she set her weight against the ebony slab, she found she could not move it. “How peculiar,” she murmured.

“What’s peculiar?” Georgiana’s voice was close to her ear, and Cat felt a shiver rise uncontrollably through her.

She cleared her throat. “The door is locked. Perhaps Graves fastened it when she left to go … wherever it is that she went.”

Georgiana’s expression tightened, and Cat too felt a tiny thrill of unease.

The door had not been fixed closed when she’d last been in the kitchen. She was certain of it.

“Let us try another door,” Georgiana said, and for once Cat felt no compulsion to argue with Georgiana’s high-handedness.

But the north wing’s main exit also seemed to be fastened shut. Neither of them could stir the door an inch.

They moved hastily on to the south wing, Bacon clutched tight in Georgiana’s arms.

“Do you think,” Cat said cautiously, “that the ghost—”

“Ghosts do not exist.”

“All right. But let us imagine, for the sake of conversation, that the screaming you heard last night was in fact—”

“I dreamt it. Ghosts aren’t—” Georgiana broke off as they reached the large exterior door to set Bacon down. He whined and pawed at the mouseholes at the door’s bottom edge. Georgiana shoved at the door, then ran her fingers helplessly along the frame while Cat had her own go with the handle.

Nothing. The door would not budge.

Georgiana paused suddenly in her fruitless appraisal of the doorjamb. “I can see it,” she said. Her voice sounded uneven, and her hands fell to her sides.

“See what?” Cat’s own voice wobbled, just a touch.

“The bar that’s holding the door closed. I can see its shadow, just here, in the light.”

“What?”

Georgiana’s expression, when she turned to face Cat full-on, was grim. “I believe—” She hesitated, swallowed. Tried again. “I believe that we are trapped inside the manor.”
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Chapter 16



Please do not fret over my irregular correspondence. My stay at Renwick House has been catastrophic doomed productive!

—from Cat Lacey to her brother, Jem




They were unmistakably, emphatically trapped in Renwick House.

They had tried every door. When they attempted to quit the house via the west wing, the exit was once again barred. They’d checked the windows as well, but the sashing was made of some sort of iron, and even if they’d shattered the panes, only Bacon would have fit through the ensuing opening.

At that point, by some silent agreement, they made their way toward the rose garden.

“This is surely the most reasonable way out,” Georgiana was saying, though whether to brace up her own spirits or Cat’s was difficult to say. “There must be some means of egress in the courtyard walls to provide the gardener with access to the grounds.”

“Yes,” Cat said, “though you are assuming that said means of egress will not be barred as well.”

“I don’t understand it.” Georgiana sounded breathless as she shoved her way through the gap in the ruined wall and into the courtyard outside. “Why would someone have obstructed all the doors? Could Graves have done it when she left?”

Cat propelled herself through the narrow opening as well, with rather more struggle and cursing than Her Slim-Hipped Ladyship. “What possible motivation could Graves have to entrap us here?”

“Perhaps she wanted us to stay put?” Georgiana said doubtfully. “To wait upon her return?”

Georgiana had emerged into the cold December sun, and Cat had to stop and deliberately recall how to breathe. The light lingered in the hollows of Georgiana’s cheekbones, traced the almost translucent curve of her ear.

It was insulting, really. She looked extraordinary by both the moon and the sun. What devil-deal had the woman struck, that all the light should worship her so?

Cat shook her head to clear it and joined Georgiana at the sandstone wall. “You must admit that it’s ominous. The screams. The barred doors all around.”

“It’s certainly not … usual.” Georgiana pushed her fingers under the vines, searching for signs of a hidden door. “But we are not truly trapped. If necessary, we can always go over the wall.”

Cat glanced at the wall, which ended somewhere north of the top of her head. “Can we?”

“There’s a bench. Bacon mounted it the last time we were in here. We could climb up onto it and then clamber over the top of the wall.”

“I admire your confidence in my athletics.”

“I would lift you up.” Georgiana was rather red, and she was frowning hard at the wall, as though she might carve out a door through the sheer force of her glower. “If you required it.”

“That’s most generous.”

Georgiana looked at her then, a quick torn-off scrap of a look from underneath her lashes. She seemed—uncertain somehow. As though she did not know how to interpret Cat’s teasing.

“I’m quite serious,” Cat said, and she reached out and brushed Georgiana’s elbow despite herself. “I know you would assist me, if I needed you. I will take your help, and gladly, if we are forced to scale the wall.”

Georgiana swallowed and looked away again, but not before Cat caught the tiny array of emotions that crossed her face—shock and gratitude and pleasure.

What had she expected? Mockery? Her offer of assistance thrown back in her face?

Cat’s heart squeezed a bit, as she looked at the stiff line of Georgiana’s neck and thought of Woodcote Hall. Perhaps Georgiana had expected to be scorned—and had offered her assistance anyway.

It was so easy to like this woman, the rose-colored flush of her cheeks and the thorns everywhere else. These tiny glimpses of her vulnerability.

“Perhaps we can encircle the garden first,” Cat said finally, when Georgiana did not turn back toward her. “Before we attempt to ascend. Look under the vines for some hidden exit.”

Georgiana looked at her again, a swift indirect flash of blue, like a hesitant glance at the sun. And then she nodded and moved to the wall.

Cat went the opposite way, slowly, nudging the trellised roses away from the sandstone brick. The vines were still thick with flowers, and the ground was littered with fallen blooms that smelled rich and heady as she trod upon them. The petals, blush and scarlet and burgundy, had gathered in swaths across the terrace, like snowbanks that scattered against the toes of her boots.

By the time she’d circumnavigated roughly a quarter of the courtyard, she’d reached the gap in the timbers they’d squeezed through to enter the garden.

Only—

Cat paused. Had she come back to where they’d entered? She clamped her eyes shut, opened them again, and looked hard at the thin crevice in the wall. The timbers were still there, and the same plaster peeling off in strips, only—

The gap was dark as pitch. She could not see the interior wing beyond. And it seemed smaller, somehow, a space far too narrow for her body to squeeze through.

What the devil …

“Georgiana,” she called, quite before she realized she’d meant to. “Could you—come here for a moment?”

Only silence greeted her words. The hairs on the back of Cat’s neck lifted as she stared at the darkened gap and waited for Georgiana’s reply.

And then Bacon was barking distantly, and Georgiana was there in a whirl of downed petals, her fingers coming to rest at the small of Cat’s back.

“What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

She was a little windblown, and her eyes were big and blue and worried, and Cat had to fight against the urge to lean into that cautious palm at her back.

“Is this not where we entered?” she asked, instead of curling into Georgiana. “I could have sworn it was, only … there’s no way we fit through that gap. Is there?”

Georgiana’s gaze shifted away from Cat’s face in one long, slow drag. But as she looked at the sliver of darkness between the timbers, her eyes flew wide. She swore succinctly and the hand at Cat’s back turned into a viselike grip upon Cat’s elbow, dragging her backward, away from the crumbling wall.

“What on earth,” Cat protested, but Georgiana did not stop towing her until they were a good dozen feet away from the rift in the wall.

“One of the rotted timbers,” Georgiana explained when she finally slowed. “It must have shifted—it’s obstructing most of the passage back into the east wing. That’s why the gap looks so dark and small now. There’s a blasted tree trunk blocking our way.”

Cat moistened her lips. “How is that possible?”

Could there be someone inside the house? Could an intruder be the reason for the barred doors and the missing Graves?

Could a ghost topple timbers?

She did not have time to ask. Georgiana let loose a stream of anxious words, her fingers still wrapped around Cat’s arm, her expression tormented. “The framing must have buckled. Perhaps we disturbed it when we passed through, but—God! If beams are collapsing without warning, this wing must be less structurally sound than I suspected.” Her free hand was at the base of her throat, and her thumb worried her collarbone. “I’m so sorry, Catriona. I should never have brought you out here. You might have been killed.”

Cat told herself later that she had had no choice this time—not when Georgiana looked agonized and afraid. She put her hand atop Georgiana’s. “You did right to bring me here. I wanted to see the garden.”

Georgiana went still beneath the light pressure of Cat’s fingers. Her lashes fluttered, down and then back up, revealing the blue of her eyes, gone clear as water in the sunlight.

Down. She had looked down at Cat’s mouth.

Cat felt dizzy, suddenly. Breathe, she thought, and it came out a gasp, loud in the silence of the garden. Her fingers tightened over Georgiana’s, and beneath her fingertips she could feel the warmth of Georgiana’s flesh. The pulse that throbbed at her throat.

The rich scent of the roses was everywhere, and beneath it, the warm wood scent of Georgiana’s perfume, as rich and alive and complicated as the woman who stood, inches from Cat’s body, and did not move except for the way she trembled.

Slowly, slowly, Cat took her fingers away. Georgiana’s lips parted, almost helplessly, as though she meant to call Cat back. As though she meant to plead.

But she did not. Neither of them spoke, their gazes hot and locked upon one another. Georgiana was a column of gold, lit from behind by the sun, and—

No. Georgiana was the sun. And Cat was already burning.

Despite herself—despite all her well-intentioned resolve—Cat put her fingertips against the long fluttering length of Georgiana’s throat.

Georgiana’s skin flushed beneath Cat’s touch. Her breath came quickly, and each jerky movement made desire build in Cat’s lower belly. She felt hot. Dizzy. Mad with yearning as she watched Georgiana shiver and wet her lips.

She was doing this. She could make Georgiana come apart beneath her hands.

She brought her fingers up to cradle Georgiana’s jaw, then brushed her thumb across Georgiana’s lips, first the lower, then the upper.

“I think about these freckles,” she said, very softly, “all the time.”

“Catriona…”

Her voice—God, there was something about that elegant voice gone thready that made Cat’s skin feel shivery and sensitive. She wanted to press herself against Georgiana’s body, wanted to drag her teeth along Georgiana’s skin.

Slow, she told herself. Patient.

She tried to listen. Her other hand was at Georgiana’s waist, and Georgiana was touching her too, the hand that had held Cat’s elbow skimming very lightly along Cat’s back, flirting with the curve of Cat’s hip.

Cat let her hand slide from Georgiana’s mouth around to the back of her neck. “I dream about you,” she murmured.

Georgiana’s eyes fluttered closed. Their mouths came very close, almost touching, separated by a breath.

“Your scent,” Cat said. “Your voice.”

The tiniest sound slipped from Georgiana’s lips—a whimper barely louder than a breath. Lust clutched at Cat, a heavy ache between her legs.

“I want to kiss you,” she said, and thought, Let me. Please.

But Georgiana moved first. She palmed Cat’s lower back and yanked her closer, their mouths meeting in a rough and desperate clash.

Relief and hunger warred inside Cat as she leaned into the kiss, as she met Georgiana’s tongue with her own. She moaned a little, her hands sliding along Georgiana’s body, finding the blades of her shoulders, the muscular swell of her arse. Georgiana’s mouth was hot and hungry, and the way she clutched at Cat’s body felt wild, somehow. Frantic.

Cat broke their kiss and pressed her open mouth to Georgiana’s neck, to the place where her dress fastened at her throat. God—she wanted more and more. She wanted to yank down the violet wool right now, wanted to suck marks into Georgiana’s skin—

And then a crash rocked the garden, a percussive boom louder than a gunshot and somehow very near. A fine white powder burst into the air around them.

Georgiana moved before Cat could react. She dragged Cat away from the noise and the dust that followed, then shoved her own body between Cat and whatever had …

Fallen? Exploded?

“What—” Cat managed. She was dazed, unmoored by the twin explosions of their kiss and whatever had caused the garden to shake.

“The timber,” Georgiana said. “The one that shifted inside the house. It—fell, I think.”

Cat swiped plaster off her face and peered around Georgiana’s body.

Georgiana was right. The plume of white powder had clearly shot outward from where the gap in the wall had been. It was heaviest there, still slowly settling, in the exact place where they had passed from the house into the garden. Where they had stood only moments ago, before Georgiana had pulled Cat back.

Georgiana scooped a shivering Bacon into her arms while Cat stared at the slowly descending blizzard of white debris.

“Dear God,” Georgiana said thickly. “Thank God we did not try to return that way. Thank heaven that timber blocked us. We might have—you could have been—”

Cat stopped the flow of words with a hand on Georgiana’s shoulder. “Thank you,” she said. “It’s thanks to you we weren’t harmed.”

Georgiana’s eyes fastened on hers. Her fingers shifted to cover Cat’s. “I didn’t—”

But before she could finish her sentence, Bacon wrested his way out of her arms, scampered down to the ground, and made an abortive charge in the direction of the settling flakes of plaster.

Georgiana cursed again and flung herself after him. The little dog stopped mid-charge, however, and his bark turned into a confused whine.

Georgiana nearly tripped over him in her hurry. She bent to pick him up again and then froze halfway down. Her lips parted. Her eyes went round as coins.

Cat followed Georgiana’s gaze to the former gap in the wall, which had slowly resolved into focus as the plaster dust had come to rest. Her heart seemed to lift into her throat, and she choked on the sensation as she made sense of what Bacon and Georgiana too had seen.

Half concealed beneath the fallen timber lay the body of a man.

Large. Coated in powder the color of ash. And extremely—decidedly—indubitably—

Dead.
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Chapter 17



You have read this strange and terrific story, Margaret; and do you not feel your blood congeal with horror?

—from FRANKENSTEIN




“Out,” Georgiana said.

She wrapped her fingers very firmly around Cat’s elbow and began to drag her away from the body in the garden.

Dear sweet bloody hell. There was a body in the garden.

“Wait—wait.” Cat dug her heels into the ground.

Georgiana, who had the advantage of several inches of height and a steely core of terror and determination, pulled harder. “No. Time to go.”

“You are the most exasperating—should we not stay to find out who—”

“I know who it is,” Georgiana said.

“You—what?”

“I recognized him.” She had managed to maneuver Cat to the courtyard wall, roughly as far from the collapsed section as it was possible to be. She picked up Bacon and thrust his small, filthy body into Cat’s arms. “Hold this.”

Cat’s lush mouth arranged itself into a vexed sort of pout. “This may come as a shock to you, your ladyship, but I am not actually in your service.”

Georgiana ignored her. Cat could say whatever she wanted as long as she was safely ensconced on this side of the garden.

She identified the ivy-covered bench she’d noticed the last time she was in the courtyard and bent to the task of dragging it closer to the wall. It bumped heavily over the black-and-white patterned tiles, trailing vines like long, disembodied fingers.

She shoved the bench up against the wall and swiped sweaty hair out of her face, then looked over and met Cat’s flabbergasted gaze.

“What in heaven’s name—”

“We’re getting out,” Georgiana said again. “Now. Climb up on the bench.”

Cat shuffled Bacon about enough to cross her arms, a feat which did remarkable things to the décolletage visible above her bodice. “No,” she said. “Not until you tell me who the devil that was, at least. I am neither your servant nor a doll for you to move about at will.”

Georgiana blew out her breath. “I know you are not. I—”

What could she say?

I brought you into this courtyard. I introduced you to this garden. Had we been any closer to those rotted beams, we might have been killed as well. I let you stay here at Renwick House, and if you’d been injured because of me, I don’t know how I would survive it.

This is what happens to the people I care about. They get hurt.

But she couldn’t say any of that.

“I recognized the man,” she said instead. “The—body. He used to work at Belvoir’s as a porter, but Selina put him out when she discovered he had a habit of making unwanted advances toward the shyer nighttime maids.”

“At Belvoir’s,” Cat repeated. “In London?”

“Yes.”

“So what is he doing here?”

“I have no idea.” Georgiana folded back her skirts and stepped up onto the bench. “But he cannot enlighten us at this juncture.”

Cat still had Bacon in her arms and a look of terrifying impetuosity on her face. “Perhaps he can, at that.” Her mouth twisted down, considering. “Perhaps I can search the body—”

“Catriona.” The name slipped from between Georgiana’s lips before she could stop it. Her voice sounded—not like herself. Raw. Almost desperate.

Cat froze in the act of turning back the way they’d come. She looked up, her thick dark lashes casting shadows on her cheeks.

“Don’t,” Georgiana said. It was difficult to force the words out. The plea. “Please come with me. This man barred the doors to keep us inside—and he may not have been working alone. Someone else could be after us. We cannot remain.”

How long had he been lurking at Renwick House? Was this the explanation for the sounds she’d heard in the night? The reason for Bacon’s strange warning barks?

Cat bit her bottom lip, hesitated an interminable moment, and then nodded. “All right. I’ll go with you.”

Relief caught Georgiana hard enough that it felt like a blow. Her knees went a trifle weak, and to cover her wobble, she put out a hand to Cat. “Come up on the bench. I’ll help you over the wall.”

For once, Cat listened. She passed Bacon to Georgiana, hiked up her skirts high enough to reveal her half boots and a flash of torn stocking, and came to stand beside Georgiana on the bench. She reached out one hand and pressed it to the vine-covered wall. “I want to come back,” she said, “with a magistrate. I want to see what we can find out about that fellow.”

“Cat—”

“And we’ll need to collect our things.” Her lips were white with dust, and this close Georgiana could see the way her hair curled in tiny ringlets beneath her ears. “You may be able to leave your traveling wardrobe behind, but I’ve only the two shifts. I’ll need to fetch the other or else do without.”

It took Georgiana a moment to realize that Cat was teasing her. That she was … smiling.

They were imprisoned in a house that seemed to be killing people, possibly hunted by some unknown persons, and currently alone with a corpse. And still somehow Cat’s devastating mouth was tipped at the corners, one long catastrophic curve.

Georgiana wanted to fall into it. She could have lingered there forever, lost in the maze of that bewitching smile.

She steeled herself against the desire, against the warm sweetness of Cat’s body close to her own. “Yes,” she said, “all right. We can come back with the magistrate. Let me help you ascend.”

Cat let her. She pulled her skirts up even higher, knotting them above her knees while Georgiana sturdily averted her gaze and pretended to consider the mechanics of wall climbing.

She had perused the expanse of golden brick for several long moments when she paused and blinked to clear her vision.

One of the bricks had been shoved outward, just enough to make a convenient step for their boots.

What the devil—

Georgiana rubbed her hand across her eyes. She was certain the stones had not been offset before. She’d been looking at the wall for the last several minutes, and the stretch above the bench had been smooth and flush and—

She shook her head. No. She must have missed it, somehow. That was the only possible explanation. She had plaster dust in her eyes, and there were roses obscuring the sandstone, and bricks did not move on their own.

“What’s wrong?” Cat asked. Her mouth was close to Georgiana’s ear, and Georgiana tried to not leap off the bench in fright and mixed-up desire.

“Nothing,” she said hastily. “Put your foot there. I’ll help you over.”

Cat shoved the toe of her boot into the little gap where the brick had been, and Georgiana gripped her elbow and handed her up the rest of the way. Cat paused at the summit, one leg swung over each side and her hands fastened to the top of the wall in a white-knuckled grip.

“You can climb down if you like,” Georgiana said. “I’m tall enough to follow on my own, I think.” She would have to lean over and hand Bacon down, but that seemed relatively feasible.

“I’m sorry.” Cat’s voice was hoarse, and Georgiana tipped her head back in surprise to look at Cat’s face. “I don’t … believe I can.”

“You can’t climb down the other side? Just swing your leg over and…” She trailed off. Cat’s skin, normally gold even in the watery sunlight of December, had gone ashen. Her lips were bloodless and pressed together in a thin line.

She looked terrified. Georgiana had never seen her so—not when Graves had vanished or a timber had fallen down immediately beside them or bats had burst out from behind a bone-carved door.

“I believe I shall remain here.” Cat squeezed her eyes closed. “It’s pleasant. Breezy.”

“There is no breeze.”

“Perhaps that sound I’m hearing is all my blood rushing toward my toes.”

“Good Lord,” Georgiana said, and shoved the tip of her boot into the place where a brick definitely had not departed from the wall of its own accord. “Stay here, Bacon darling, I’ll return in a moment.” She folded her skirt and chemise neatly up to her hips and launched her free leg over the wall to straddle it, a mirror image of Cat’s own position. She hastily smoothed her skirts back down to cover her exposed stockings and wondered at her motivations as she did so. Cat’s eyes were still closed, for heaven’s sake, and also she’d very recently had her hands all over Georgiana’s backside.

“You and Bacon can go on without me,” Cat said. Her whole body was trembling slightly, and though her tone was light, her voice rasped at the edges. “Perhaps you might return some day with a ladder?”

Georgiana peered over the other side of the barrier. The ground, in truth, did look rather farther down once one was perched atop the wall.

She had not imagined, when she’d handed Cat up to surmount the wall, that Cat had no head for heights. There was something so invulnerable about Cat—her fierceness, her determination, all that irrepressible fire. It felt strange, just now, to think that she, Georgiana, was the steady one.

To believe, for just a moment, that Cat needed her.

She leaned forward and hooked her arm around Cat’s, interlocking their elbows. “There,” she murmured. “I have you. Open your eyes.”

“I believe they’re fixed this way.”

“Catriona Rose Lacey. Open your eyes.”

Cat’s lashes fluttered up, and her eyes—dark, bottomless, achingly familiar—fixed on Georgiana’s face. She closed her teeth over her bottom lip as if to hold in a gasp.

“Swing your leg over to the other side,” Georgiana said, low and firm. “I’ll lower you the rest of the way down.”

“I can’t do that. You’ll topple down with me.”

“I shan’t.”

“You’ll fall,” Cat said hoarsely. “I don’t want you to fall.”

“I won’t.” Georgiana hesitated on her next words, and then forced them out. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes.” Cat’s voice was almost soundless.

“Go on, then. Neither of us is going to fall.”

Cat relinquished her grip on the bricks and did as she was bade. Very slowly, as though her muscles had locked into place, she brought herself over to the other side of the wall.

Just as slowly, Georgiana leaned with her, and helped her inch her way down.

It was not long before their arms unwound, before Cat’s toes touched the ground and she breathed out a little unsteady sound of relief. Georgiana tried to let her go, but Cat caught hold of her arm, and Georgiana had to steady herself atop the wall.

“Wait,” Cat said, “wait.”

“I have to get Bacon—I’ll pass him over to you.”

“No, I know, I—”

They were talking over each other, and Cat’s fingers slid down to twine with Georgiana’s. “Wait,” she said again. “Wait for me a moment.”

Georgiana waited.

Color had come rushing back into Cat’s face. Her lower lip was redder than the top from where she’d bit down hard. Her eyes were soft. Earnest. No teasing now.

“I wanted to say something,” she said, and then she brought Georgiana’s fingers to her cheek. “I trust you.” She turned her face into Georgiana’s hand, pressing her mouth to Georgiana’s open palm.

Desire moved hot and jagged in Georgiana’s veins, the dregs of her fear and the days of yearning like liquor in her blood. Cat’s lips tickled her palm, and her breath was a warm flutter against Georgiana’s skin.

“Thank you,” Cat said very softly. “You are clever and kind and brave as the devil, and I—” She swallowed. “I see you.”

Georgiana couldn’t breathe. She felt hot all over—longing and the sick burn of shame both alive in her at once.

Brave.

God, what a word. She could scarcely remember the last time she had not been afraid. If Cat thought she saw courage when she looked at Georgiana, Georgiana did not know how she’d managed to trick Cat into believing it.

She wanted to pull Cat into her arms. She wanted to rub her thumb across Cat’s lower lip.

And she wanted to run. Had she not promised herself that she would stay away from Cat? Was it not patently obvious by now that Cat was far safer without Georgiana? For God’s sake, the house might have come down atop her, simply because Georgiana had brought her out to the garden.

Georgiana licked her lips and pulled her hand away from Cat’s cheek. “Stay here. I’m going to fetch Bacon.” She lowered herself back down into the Renwick courtyard, where the roses hung thick upon the walls.

She knew she was a coward. And now Cat would know it too.

She was afraid that she might injure Cat—that Cat would be harmed by Georgiana’s presence in her life. But it was not only that. She feared how much she wanted. She was afraid that when Cat looked at her, she could see everything Georgiana had tried so hard to keep hidden.

Tenderness. Hunger. Need like a thicket of thorns.

“I have Bacon,” she said quietly, and moved back to the bench. She did not look down at Cat, because she could not bear to see if Cat looked hurt. “I’ll hand him over. And then we’ll go to the magistrate.”
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Chapter 18



If you happen to encounter a magistrate’s report that makes reference to my name, please rest assured that I had nothing to do with the corpse.

—from Cat to her solicitor




It took four hours to get back to Renwick House with the magistrate, and an effort so concerted on Georgiana’s part that Cat would have been impressed, if she hadn’t been quite so exasperated with Her Infuriating Ladyship.

They’d been dirty and bedraggled by the time they made their way to the road that led to Devizes, and tragically devoid of any coin whatsoever. But when a wagon had trundled past them on the road, Georgiana had plastered on her One-of-the-Common-Folk accent, layered over with hints of I’m-Lost and I-Need-You.

It had proven shockingly effective to the wagon’s driver, a tufty-looking lad of about seventeen.

Of course it had. Georgiana looked like a slightly dusty angel, and Cat had never seen anything so deceptively innocent as her wide blue eyes and the tiny tremble about her lower lip. Within moments, she, Georgiana, and Bacon had clambered up into the wagon, and Georgiana had not even looked askance at the pig taking up most of the bench.

In Devizes, Georgiana had paused to restore herself in the alley alongside a public house, and had emerged from the shadows looking somehow neat as a pin. Her hair was pulled crisply back from her face, and the dust was gone from her skin except in one tiny place she’d missed behind her ear.

Cat thought for far too long about what it would feel like to slide her thumb just there. To brush the dirt away and watch, if she could, the blood rush beneath Georgiana’s skin.

She did not do it.

Georgiana had led the way to the magistrate’s office and there transformed herself once again into Her Impeccable Ladyship, only with a soupçon of fragile innocence still somehow remaining. She’d wrangled the man into taking them both back to Renwick House to fetch their belongings, and when she’d told him about the accident they’d witnessed, Cat could almost have been taken in by the tears that darkened her lashes and made her big, tragic blue eyes look even wider.

The magistrate certainly was. He’d patted Georgiana nervously on the hand, and then on the shoulder, and then he’d excused himself in a panic from the room as Georgiana’s tears had made little wet plops on the surface of his desk.

She’s good at this, Cat thought, and the realization only made her feel more off-balance.

Twice now—twice she had kissed Lady Georgiana Cleeve, and twice Georgiana had gone from sweet melting heat in her arms to frozen hauteur the moment they’d stopped kissing.

Cat had thought—

Hell. She had believed, this time, that something was different. Georgiana had kissed her first—had held tight to her arm as though to keep her safe. I should never have brought you here, Georgiana had said, and Cat had thought, I’m glad you did. I could die happy, here in this rose garden, with my hands on your waist.

But whatever she’d thought, she’d been wrong. Georgiana had regretted it; the chill in her voice had made that clear.

And Cat refused to linger in the discomfort of Georgiana’s secondhand shame. She could not bear it.

Not again. And not with Georgiana.

They rode in silence all the way to Renwick House, and when they arrived, Georgiana led the way to the rose garden from the outside. Cat hung back a few feet and communed soulfully with Bacon, who seemed somewhat disconsolate over his separation from the pig.

It did not take long, from the exterior, for them to find the small door in the courtyard wall meant for the gardening staff. It was heavy and grown over from disuse, and Georgiana had smiled and fluttered apologetically at her inability to drag it open.

Which was an out-and-out lie, Cat was certain of it. She’d seen the woman pull an iron bench across the terrace. She’d felt the strength in those willowy arms as Georgiana had lowered her cautiously down the other side of the wall. She’d clutched at the taut athletic planes of Georgiana’s—

Sweet sainted Margaret!

Cat ground her teeth, fondled Bacon’s silly floppy ear, and then followed the magistrate and Georgiana inside the courtyard and over to the place where the wall had collapsed.

In the intervening hours, the remaining timbers holding up the end of the eastern wing had fallen the rest of the way to the ground. What had once been a wall with a tiny gap now yawned wide, open to the interior of Renwick House. The body remained precisely where they had left it.

Which, Cat supposed, was something of a relief. If the man had brought accomplices, as Georgiana had darkly predicted, they had not lingered with the corpse.

“God’s blood,” said the magistrate, who had begun to mop his face with his handkerchief, despite the fact that the afternoon had grown cloudy and chilled. He wiped his forehead again, seemed to realize what he had said, and then turned an apologetic glance toward Cat and Georgiana. “Begging your pardon, my lady. Miss.”

“That’s all right,” Cat said reflexively, and then she realized that Georgiana had started toward the body on the ground. “Ah—”

“My lady!” The magistrate waved a hand in Georgiana’s general direction, but did not seem quite willing to put his fingers upon her expensive and deceptively frail-looking person. “You ought to keep well back from there.”

Georgiana hesitated, her eyes fixed upon the corpse, and so, naturally, Cat followed her gaze.

She winced at the sight. He’d been a large fellow, with a heavy reddish beard, and somehow in the secondary collapse of the wall, he’d been turned onto his side. His coat hung open, revealing his waistcoat and braces above where the timber concealed the rest of his form.

The magistrate seemed even more unwilling to look at the corpse than Cat felt. He raised his handkerchief to his face, which had taken on a greenish cast, and held it roughly at the level of his mouth.

Cat supposed there was not very much foul play in Devizes.

But Georgiana did not look daunted. She was staring hard at the corpse, and her face looked not innocent at this particular juncture so much as struck by a powerful curiosity.

Her eyes flicked to Cat and held for a long moment. And then—

Trust me? she mouthed.

The same words she’d said atop the wall. The same earnestness in her gaze, the same tiny glimmer of vulnerability that Cat knew was not feigned.

And, despite every single good intention she had moments ago resolved upon, Cat nodded.

Georgiana looked relieved for roughly the space of a heartbeat, and then she staggered near to Cat, rolled up her eyes, and swooned directly into Cat’s arms.

Cat nearly dropped her from the shock of it. Bacon launched into a volley of confused barks, and Cat locked her arms around Georgiana’s waist and shoulders, too flabbergasted even to relish the sensation of Georgiana pressed close to her. As gently as she could, she lowered them both to the ground.

“God’s wounds!” exclaimed the magistrate. “Is the lady well?”

Georgiana cracked one eye, met Cat’s gaze, made a series of faces in the direction of the magistrate, and then hastily resumed her swoon.

Her feigned swoon. By God, the woman was the devil incarnate.

“I think her ladyship has become overset,” Cat said to the magistrate, which was certainly one way to put it. “Perhaps you might fetch her some water from the trough?”

The magistrate mopped his face again. “It could happen to anyone, I’m sure.”

He muttered under his breath as he crossed the courtyard, and he was nearly out the door before Georgiana cracked open her eyes. “The trough?” she hissed. “Really?”

Cat stifled an insane desire to laugh. She still held Georgiana cradled in her lap, and, to her extreme dismay, found she could not quite make her hands let go of Georgiana’s waist. “You did not give me much in the way of advance notice. I used my initiative.”

Georgiana peered at the magistrate’s retreating back, then dropped her head back down and clamped her eyelids shut. Some tendrils of her fine blond hair had worked free of their pins and spread, loose and soft, across Cat’s skirts. “There wasn’t time,” she whispered. “I needed to distract him before he saw the papers.”

“The … papers?” Cat tried to focus more on Georgiana’s words and not the complicated scent of her, all amber and woods and lusciousness.

“Yes. The papers in the dead man’s jacket. Did you not notice them?”

“I was trying my very best not to look closely.”

“I could see them,” Georgiana explained, “but I could not make them out. I want to take them off the body, but I need you to distract the magistrate while I do.”

Cat felt her brows shoot up in surprise. “You want to rob a corpse?”

Georgiana’s eyes-closed scowl was a sight to behold. “I am certain that his presence here in Wiltshire has something to do with you or me. If he has a letter on his person—some clue as to his motivation or connections—we ought to know about it.”

“Yes,” Cat said, “it makes sense. But—” She paused and bit her lip, darting a glance in the direction of the magistrate, who had come back through the wall and was heading toward them. His handkerchief dripped scummy water with each step. “I’ll search the body. You distract the magistrate.”

Georgiana’s eyes came open. “Wait—”

“Play to our strengths,” Cat murmured and winked.

Georgiana’s mouth had just formed a little O—of surprise or protest, Cat was not sure—when Cat eased her up into a sitting position.

“There you are, my lady,” Cat announced. “You’ll be right as rain in a trice. Put your head between your knees, now—there’s a good girl.” She thrust Georgiana’s head between her knees, and watched with a very reasonable amount of amusement as Georgiana’s face went pink with outrage.

The magistrate hurried toward them, his formerly neat clothing speckled all over with trough water. “Here you are, your ladyship. Just the thing. Anyone would be overset by … by…” He trailed off, obviously loath to recall their minds to the corpse that was a handful of feet behind them. Instead of continuing, he crouched and extended the handkerchief toward Georgiana, who disguised her obvious reluctance to seize it with a sort of full-body shudder.

Cat took the handkerchief and laid it across Georgiana’s brow, an action which rather electrified Her Fastidious Ladyship. Georgiana sat up suddenly enough that the handkerchief fell to the terrace with a wet plop beside Bacon, and then blinked up in the direction of the magistrate.

“If you might help me rise, sir?” she said pathetically. “I feel quite feeble.”

Cat strangled her mirth with some effort. Georgiana Cleeve had never been feeble a day in her life. “Perhaps you might assist her ladyship back to the carriage,” she managed. “I can retrieve her things from the manor.”

The magistrate nodded, caught Georgiana beneath her elbow, and helped her to her feet. But before he could escort her back out of the courtyard, he hesitated, half turning toward the corpse. “I suppose—I ought to see to this first—”

Bollocks, Cat thought, but before she could think of anything to say to dissuade him, Georgiana tottered against his sturdy body. Bacon set up another vociferous round of barking and began to bite at the magistrate’s boots.

The man made a sort of helpless squeak and flailed his hands as he tried to decide where on Georgiana’s person he might grasp to hold her up. “Egad.”

“I’m so sorry,” Georgiana murmured. Her eyelashes were casting breezes all across the courtyard through the vigor of her fluttering. “Simply the thought of it—oh, poor Rogers!”

Cat presumed Rogers was the corpse.

The magistrate grunted slightly as Georgiana sagged and nearly took both of them down to the ground. He clutched at her elbow and looked plaintively at Cat. “Perhaps you might take her ladyship’s arm?”

Georgiana seemed to realize she was overselling it. She sent a dismissive wave in Cat’s direction, found her footing, and wobbled toward the exterior door, clinging to the magistrate’s arm like a limpet. “I’m all right,” she said faintly. “Perhaps some fresh air will restore me.”

“I’ll see to her ladyship’s dog!” Cat called. “And her belongings!”

The moment the magistrate and Georgiana were out of sight, Cat knelt beside the body. Georgiana had been right—there were papers visible, now that the body had shifted in the second collapse.

Cat winced as she rifled through Rogers’s jacket, then recalled Georgiana’s description of his behavior toward the maids at Belvoir’s and felt rather less sorry for him. Her sympathy vanished entirely when she discovered a pistol and a wicked-looking knife, both of which she shoved back into his pockets as hastily as possible.

After a thorough perusal of his jacket and a few hissed warnings to Bacon, who had decided to dine upon the man’s discarded hat, she had collected a handful of papers covered in a looping scrawl. She peered at them, then squinted and looked closer.

She could not make out a single word. Each sheet was filled with line after line of inked text—only the writing was completely unintelligible. She could not recognize the language. In fact, as she looked closer, she realized she did not even recognize all of the letters. Some of it was almost certainly Greek, but other symbols were completely unfamiliar to her.

Interspersed with the symbols she did not know, however, Cat could make out a handful that she did recognize: small stylized roses and, again and again, a thin crescent moon.

“Luna?” she whispered. “Luna Renwick?”

Something brushed against her from behind—a whisper of breeze, warm like a breath against the back of her neck.

She shuddered and leapt to her feet, spinning to look behind her.

There was nothing there. But Bacon had abandoned the hat and slunk to Cat’s feet, whimpering as he stared into the empty space behind her.

Cat set her teeth and shoved the papers into her pocket. “I’m trying,” she murmured. “I’m trying to help. I’m trying to set things right.”

There was no answer, of course. She put her fingers to the back of her neck and headed toward the place where the timbers had come down, killing Rogers and opening a wide passage into the house. But before she could pass through, she hesitated, feeling foolish and half-mad.

“If you did this,” she said, her voice low, “if you stopped him from hurting us … Thank you.”

Cat waited a long moment, but there was nothing, no sound or movement, only the scent of roses heavy in the air. And then she bit her lip, clicked her tongue at Bacon, and went into the house to fetch their belongings.
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Chapter 19



Red Damask

Rose du Saint-Sacrement

Double Scarlet

La Seduisante (Sally’s favorite—ha!)





—from the journals of Luna Renwick



Some hours later, Cat had discovered in her heart a newfound antipathy for the aristocracy, the month of December, and the entire category of meteorological phenomena.

After the magistrate had secured Cat, Georgiana, Bacon, and their belongings in the carriage, he’d done various official things involving the corpse and then brought their small party back to Devizes. Cat had shown the unintelligible papers to Georgiana, who’d attempted to appropriate them with such high-handed resolve that Cat nearly let her, before she remembered to hold her ground.

Their brief hasty argument on the street outside the magistrate’s office had ended with Georgiana’s color high, the papers shoved back into Cat’s pocket, and a sudden rush of snowflakes falling thickly onto their hair and shoulders.

“Damn it,” Georgiana said, and Cat cursed the part of herself that found the oath on Georgiana’s lips so arousing. “What on earth—”

“It’s called snow, I think,” Cat said, and Georgiana leveled a glare at her.

Cat liked that too. Unfortunately.

“We could stay at Renwick House until the mail coach comes tomorrow,” Cat suggested.

“Absolutely not. Unless you’ve managed to translate those papers into something resembling I have no accomplices and absolutely was not here to murder any novelists.”

Cat had not expected Georgiana to agree, but she bristled anyway. “I don’t desperately wish to spend a night slowly freezing to death—”

“We can take rooms at the inn for the night,” Georgiana said. “There is one in town. I saw it as we passed.”

Cat gritted her teeth. She had not planned to have to pay for her lodgings, and the food she’d procured throughout her stay at Renwick House had cut deeply into the supply of coin she’d brought with her for emergencies. “You may take a room at the inn, if you like. I will do for myself.”

Perhaps she could find a handy stable—she wasn’t un-fond of straw—

“I can pay for your room,” Georgiana said, “if that is your concern.” She was not quite looking at Cat. In fact, she seemed very interested in Bacon, who was nosing blissfully at her boots.

“I would rather eat my last pair of stockings than let you pay for my room.”

Georgiana’s lips compressed, and when she spoke, her voice sounded even more diamond-sharp than it usually did. “You’d rather freeze to death than allow me to help you?”

“I would rather freeze to death than accept your charity. Yes.”

Georgiana’s lips parted, closed, opened again. Her tongue pressed against the back of her teeth, and Cat tried to ignore the bolt of heat that shot through her at the sight of that tiny flash of pink. “We could share.”

Cat felt her knees wobble. Despite the snow, heat washed through her—her cheeks, the tips of her breasts, her belly. Lower.

We could share.

Words seemed difficult, suddenly. “We—” she repeated blankly. “That is. I—”

“Surely,” Georgiana snapped, “you would not rather freeze to death than share a chamber with me for a handful of hours.”

“I—can’t accept—”

“Do as you like.” Georgiana plucked Bacon up off the ground and settled him into the top of her travel bag. “I am renting the room either way. I shall tell them my maid may be following on.”

She swept off in the direction of the inn, and Cat stared after her spare, striding form for a long, dumbfounded moment.

Her maid? Did she mean Cat?

Dreadful, infuriating, impossible creature that she was, no doubt she did.

Cat scooped up her snow-dusted belongings and scrambled after Georgiana. “If you tell the innkeeper I am your maid, I will make you eat your stockings.”

Georgiana did not turn back to look at her, but she’d gone pink again, a blush slowly staining her neck and chest.

“Did you say that on purpose?” Cat demanded. “To vex me?”

Georgiana did not reply, only moistened her lips, and Cat—

She swallowed as she watched Georgiana’s flush deepen. She wanted to put her mouth there—at the pulsebeat of Georgiana’s throat. She wanted to taste the heat of Georgiana’s skin.

She didn’t, of course. Bleeding hell, she was no glutton for punishment. She did not fancy a third rejection at Georgiana’s elegant hands.

But God, how she wanted those hands on her body again.

She realized, when they had made their way inside the inn, that she’d forgotten to keep arguing about the room.

It took them a few dizzy minutes to find the innkeeper. The public room was busy with people, shouting customers and harried barmaids. They finally located the innkeeper—a tall, handsome woman with a strong jaw and even stronger arms—in the kitchens, where she was vigorously washing glassware. She did not pause to greet them as they made their way through the mad swirl of the obviously shorthanded kitchen.

“I beg your pardon,” Georgiana said. “I should like to secure a room for myself and my companion.” She glanced from Cat to Bacon, and then smiled winsomely at the innkeeper. “Both my companions, I should say.”

The flush had faded from her face, Cat observed, and so she looked merely exquisite and not also infinitely edible.

The innkeeper flicked her quick gaze across Georgiana, then returned to her scrubbing. “No dogs.”

“Oh.” Georgiana blinked down at Bacon, who had grown damp from snow and was shivering visibly half-inside her travel bag. “He’s very well trained, I assure you.”

“He can be as well trained as he likes, so long as he stays in the mews.”

Georgiana’s sweet smile remained pinned on her face until she turned to Cat, at which point it promptly vanished. “Take him,” she hissed, and thrust Bacon and her bag into Cat’s arms. “Wait in the public room.”

And without another word, she turned her back on Cat and lowered her voice to speak to the innkeeper.

Cat hitched the pitiful dog to her chest and stalked out to the common room as she’d been bade. “Stubborn,” she muttered, “high-handed, infuriating aristocrat.”

It felt good to say the word as though it were an oath.

It felt less good to mutter it repeatedly as the snow in her hair melted and dripped onto her shoulders, where it ran in rivulets down to meet the damp patch on her bodice left by the dog.

Even a cup of hot mulled punch and a meat pie brought over by an apologetic barmaid did little to soothe Cat’s growing temper as she waited for Georgiana to return. She fed scraps of meat from the pie to Bacon and worked herself into an increasing lather with each passing minute.

She would have been happy to work with whatever ploy Georgiana had in mind, if only Georgiana would explain herself. Did she mean to try to sneak the dog up to the chamber? Was this another roundabout scheme?

Cat had no bloody idea. And when the barmaid returned and murmured, “I’m to take you up to your chamber, miss,” she felt more exasperated and bewildered.

She tucked Bacon deeper into the traveling bag out of an abundance of caution and followed the barmaid up the stairs.

Inside the small, neat chamber, Cat let Bacon free to explore. He sniffed every corner, discovered nothing of interest, and then curled up beneath a trim cedar wardrobe and went to sleep.

Cat waited for Georgiana to arrive.

She waited and waited, and held her chilled hands against the stove, and then finally yanked at the ties of her damp cloak.

Where the devil was Georgiana? Did she mean to leave Cat alone all night?

And since when had the absence of Georgiana become something that made Cat feel unmoored?

She had peeled off her cloak and arranged it by the stove when the door came open. Cat’s heart leapt—curse the stupid organ—but it was not Georgiana, only a stout groom carting a hip tub and a handful of maids with cans of steaming water.

A bath. Somehow Georgiana had arranged for a room and a bath, and Cat had absolutely no idea when or if the woman planned to join her.

Not in the bath, of course. Surely Georgiana had not intended that.

Unless … had she?

Cat pondered approximately a thousand humid and lascivious notions of just what she might do with Georgiana and a steaming bath while she waited to see if Georgiana would return. She watched condensation bead along the sides of the copper tub and then slip back down into the bath, and finally decided that she would be a fool to waste the hot water.

Georgiana obviously had not intended the bath for them both.

Of course she had not. Cat was the one who kept entertaining such idiotic hopes.

She gave up and set her fingers to the wet hooks at the side of her frock. She’d just begun to work the fastenings free when the door opened and Georgiana stepped into the room.

Cat froze, her fingers locked in the seam of her dress.

Georgiana was flushed, the freckles around her mouth almost obscured. The top few buttons of her frock were undone, and her sleeves were rolled up to her elbows. She looked disheveled and the faintest bit embarrassed, and when she met Cat’s eyes, she froze with her back to the door.

She licked her lips, and Cat’s mouth went dry at the sight.

Georgiana spoke first, her voice a trifle choked. “I’m sorry. I had not expected that you would be…” She trailed off, and her color deepened.

“You did not expect—what? To find me here?” Cat felt ludicrously, bizarrely hurt. Of course she had known that Georgiana had not meant the bath as an overture and yet—

God! At what point would her stupid heart stop inventing fantasies about Georgiana? About the two of them together, and what they could be?

“I thought you would be finished. With the bath.”

Cat wrenched apart the fastenings of her bodice with more force than was strictly necessary. She felt one hook pop, a tiny casualty that made her temper rise higher. This was her best frock. “I did not know if it was meant for me or for you or—or—” She bit back the foolish words that wanted to leak out. “Perhaps if you had spared a moment to explain to me what the devil was going on—”

“I was—I was trying to—”

Cat shoved her dress down past her hips and yanked at the tape of her petticoat.

Georgiana was still pressed against the door. Her eyes dropped to Cat’s body, clad now in nothing but stays and a thin chemise as her petticoat fell to the floor. Her lips parted, and her long, searing look passed across Cat’s skin like the stroke of a palm.

Cat gritted her teeth against the surge of satisfaction and desire and foolish hurt at the way Georgiana’s breath caught. The way her eyes dragged helplessly, in spite of herself, across Cat’s body.

Cat stepped out of her petticoat and moved deliberately toward Georgiana.

Georgiana swallowed.

“Trying to what?” Cat said, low and soft. “Tell me. I want to know.”

“I was doing dishes.” Georgiana’s voice sounded fractured. “I know you did not want to share a room with me. I was trying to get the innkeeper to give you a room of your own, and when she insisted the inn was overfull already, I thought—I thought you would have time to go to sleep or—or—”

Cat halted, shocked into immobility, and stared at Georgiana.

Georgiana’s chest was rising and falling unsteadily. Her right hand had come to rest at the base of her throat, and when Cat fixed her gaze upon Georgiana’s fingers, she could see that they were red from hot water and lye. Georgiana’s thumb brushed across her own collarbone, a tiny soothing gesture that she instantly stilled.

Her eyes—that crystalline blue—were dark in the candlelit room. Her chin was tilted up, all thorns and protection, her last pretense at invulnerability.

Cat couldn’t stop herself. She moved closer. Close enough to feel the warmth of Georgiana’s body.

“You were washing dishes,” she repeated. “So we might have two separate chambers.”

“Yes.” Georgiana’s chest rose with her breath, and their bodies almost, almost touched.

A shiver ran through Cat, electric, uncontrollable. She clenched her hands into fists to keep from reaching for Georgiana. “Why?” she murmured. “Is that what you want? To stay away from me?”

“No,” Georgiana said, and it was almost a cry. “Of course I don’t, but you—”

Cat shoved her fingers into Georgiana’s hair and dragged Georgiana’s mouth down to meet her own.

Georgiana made a sound against her lips, a half sob of relief and furious desire. Her hands came around Cat’s waist and yanked her close, and oh God, the feel of her—

Cat groaned and wrapped Georgiana’s hair around her fist to hold her still. Georgiana kissed her like she was angry, like she wanted to swallow Cat whole. She sucked on Cat’s tongue, and Cat felt feverish with lust, blurred and hot and aching.

She pushed Georgiana back against the door, still cradling the back of her head. Georgiana whimpered, then lifted one long leg and wrapped it around the back of Cat’s calf to draw her closer still.

Their bodies crushed together. Cat’s tight nipples dragged against the thin cotton of her chemise, and Georgiana’s hand came down to clutch at the curve of Cat’s hip. Her thumb dug into Cat’s pelvic bone, a luminous pressure, not quite pain. Desire pulsed in Cat’s lower belly, a throb between her legs, and she needed—she needed—

She gasped and stumbled back, wrenching herself away from Georgiana. “No,” she said, almost desperately. “No, I can’t—”

But the words died in her mouth as she looked at Georgiana, still pressed against the door. Her hair had slipped free from its pins and spread across her shoulders, a spill of moonbeams in the dim room. Her mouth was swollen, and she was breathing fast. Her eyes were locked on Cat’s.

“I’m sorry,” Georgiana said thickly. “I’m so sorry. I know you wished”—she swallowed—“for me to be elsewhere tonight. I should not have impugned you so.”

“That’s not—” Cat cut herself off, swore, and started again. “That’s not what I meant.”

Damn it. Damn this woman, with her big wounded eyes and her unsteady breaths and all that barely concealed vulnerability.

How could Georgiana believe, even for an instant, that Cat did not want all of this?

Cat wanted nothing but this. She wanted bare skin on bare skin; she wanted candlelight pooled across Georgiana’s long, lithe body while she traced each rise and fall of flesh with her mouth.

Except she knew herself. She would not be content with one night of pleasure—not if, when the morning dawned, Georgiana’s face would be shuttered and her body held tight with shame.

“I can’t do this,” Cat said. “Not again.”

Georgiana did not move. Her fingers were locked in her skirts, her mouth a tight guarded line.

“I can’t kiss you again,” Cat said, “if the moment we stop, you mean to act as though you never wanted me.”

Georgiana’s lips parted. She took a single, shaky breath. “I want you.”

“I believe that you do, but—”

Georgiana’s eyes were damp and blazing, and she pushed off the wall and strode toward Cat. “I have always wanted you.”

Cat couldn’t look away from Georgiana’s face, not even as Georgiana stepped closer still and she had to tip her head up to meet Georgiana’s gaze. “I don’t understand.”

Georgiana was close enough to touch now, and she did. Her fingers brushed Cat’s cheek, the line of her jaw. Her lips: the top and then the bottom.

“You can’t know,” Georgiana whispered. “You cannot possibly imagine how long and how desperately I have wanted you.”
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Chapter 20



Thus did Augusta set out to cross the chasm: empty-handed and yet driven on by hope.

—from ORPHAN OF MIDNIGHT by Geneva Desrosiers




Georgiana heard the words as they crossed her lips and wondered if she’d gone mad.

She couldn’t stop talking. She couldn’t stop rubbing her thumb across Cat’s lush mouth, savoring the damp heat she found there.

She wanted to breathe Cat in. She wanted to slide her tongue down the valley between Cat’s breasts. She wanted to taste Cat again, drown herself in the heady spiced flavor of Cat’s lips and tongue. She wanted to devour Cat.

But first she wanted to make Cat understand.

She’d waited downstairs for as long as the innkeeper had permitted her to remain in the kitchen. Her mind had been thick and dazzled by fantasies of Cat in the bedchamber, Cat wet and naked in the bath. But she could not go up—she could not let herself get close to Cat again. She wanted Cat fervently—ferociously—but she had to stay away from her.

She tried to remember what her father had done to Cat’s family. She tried to remember the way she herself had wronged Cat—the way she had, inadvertently, hurt Cat herself.

She’d expected to come into the room and find Cat curled up in the bed, her back to the door, and nothing but silence between them. Distance was what Georgiana knew. Coldness. That was what was safe.

But then she’d come up, and Cat had been there, still awake, half-dressed and furious with Georgiana. And she had not been silent or cold. She’d been honest, her lashes wet and her voice thready with need and hurt and all that mad, invulnerable bravery.

Only she wasn’t invulnerable, was she? Georgiana knew that now.

She ran one fingertip across the shell of Cat’s ear, then down her neck and across the valley of her collarbone. Cat’s skin was unbearably soft, and Georgiana could feel the flutter of her pulse.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Georgiana whispered. But her fingers told a different story, moving along the edge of Cat’s shift, dipping under to stroke her skin. “I can’t hurt you again.”

“I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me.” Frustration was thick in Cat’s voice. Her eyes were dark. “I don’t think you know what you want.”

“Just you. Always you. Since I was fifteen. Since the moment I saw you, bright and brave and so damned vivid I could not look away.” Her fingers curved around the back of Cat’s neck, and God, it would be so simple to put her mouth on Cat’s again. To taste her. To lose herself in desire, as deep and dizzying as the sea. She could feel it already—pooling in her lower belly, loosening her thighs. Her gaze dropped to Cat’s mouth, red from kissing and mulled wine, and lingered there.

Cat’s lips trembled, then firmed before she spoke. “I want you. God, Georgiana, you know I want you too. But you cannot—” She swallowed, and looked Georgiana in the eye. “You cannot do what you did before. You cannot be with me now and then pretend tomorrow that none of this ever happened.”

Georgiana heard the sound of her own heart beating in her ears. She understood what Cat was asking for.

It was easy to be caught up in passion. To tell oneself later that it had been a mistake. She’d told herself that before, when they’d kissed—that she was wrong for Cat. That Cat deserved someone better, someone as open and joyful as she was.

That she would hurt Cat, if she let her get too close.

But Cat was asking her now, in the intimate darkness of the chamber, to say aloud what she wanted. To tell the truth, to mean it—and to promise that she would not pull away.

How many times had Georgiana been astonished by Cat’s courage? By her willingness to drop her guard? She thought again of the way Cat smiled—wide and generous, as though it was as easy as breathing.

Blood rushed in her ears, and her chest hurt, and she wanted.

She wished she had a thousandth part of Cat’s courage. But she was only herself—afraid to be vulnerable, unwilling to let down her guard.

Terrified. But too goddamned stubborn to let Cat go.

“I promise,” she whispered. “I won’t—do what I did before. I swear it.”

Cat reached up and cupped Georgiana’s cheek. Her fingers felt cool against the blistering heat churning inside Georgiana. And slowly, soft-eyed, she tugged Georgiana’s head down until their mouths met again.

It was different this time—gentler. Sweeter than Georgiana could ever have imagined.

“You wanted me then?” Cat murmured. “At Woodcote?”

“Always,” she managed, and then buried the word against Cat’s lips.

They kissed for a single intoxicating moment before Cat drew back. She looked almost painfully alluring, the valley between her breasts deep in shadow, the rise of flesh above her low-cut chemise glistening in the candlelight.

“I want something from you,” Cat said.

“Anything,” Georgiana said—recklessly, fervently—and refused to give in to the cowardly impulse to take it back.

“Do you trust me?”

Twice now, Georgiana had made that same inquiry of Cat. And twice, Cat had handed her trust over without question, regardless of the chance of disaster or the potential for pain.

Could Georgiana not find it within herself to do the same?

“Yes.” There was longing in her voice—and fear. “I do.”

Cat’s lips curled up, that slow, wide smile that Georgiana loved so much. “Good,” she said. “Take off your clothes.”

“I—” Georgiana swallowed. “What?”

“You arranged for a bath,” Cat said. “I do not mean to waste it.”

Georgiana took a breath and watched Cat’s gaze drift down to where her breasts rose and fell. She breathed again, for courage, then brought her fingers to her bodice, which fastened in a dozen cloth-covered buttons right down the front. She slipped one free, and then a second, and a third.

Cat followed the movement, her eyes hungry and her full lips pressed lightly together. She didn’t move.

When Georgiana had unfastened enough of the buttons for the two halves of her violet walking dress to part, she paused, and shrugged her shoulders out of the garment. She let it fall to the floor and stood, trembling lightly, beneath Cat’s gaze.

She had not done this before. Never had she been so revealed.

“Keep going,” Cat whispered. “Don’t stop now.”

“You needn’t leave me to the task alone, you know.” Georgiana had aimed for tartness, but her voice was shaking. “You could help.”

Cat’s smile went the faintest bit crooked, the right corner of her mouth lifting above the left. “Her ladyship needs assistance undressing, then?”

God, that she could tease at such a moment. Georgiana let her petticoats fall and worked off her boots as well. “No. But I would rather have you with me.”

I would rather not be alone.

She thought she kept the words inside her head, where they belonged, but Cat’s face softened as though she’d heard. “I am here with you. I’m not going anywhere.”

Georgiana slipped out of her stays. Her chemise was very soft linen, but even the fine white weave felt coarse where it brushed against her nipples, which had gone tight beneath Cat’s gaze. She brought her fingers to the tie that held her chemise, then hesitated.

“Please,” Cat said, very softly. “I want to see you.”

Georgiana’s breath was coming quickly now.

She understood what was happening. Neither of them could be borne away by passion like this. Not when each movement was deliberate: a slow baring of Georgiana’s body.

Of her heart.

Georgiana let the chemise slide down her body, and she shuddered at the feeling of the fabric coasting like a breath over her hot, sensitive skin.

Cat’s lips were parted, and when she spoke, her eyes were fixed on Georgiana’s own. “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

And then, very slowly, she looked down. Her gaze moved over Georgiana’s body, naked but for her stockings. Her fingers flexed at her sides.

Pleasure hit Georgiana in a hot, vertiginous flush. She had not known she would relish this—the calm assurance in Cat’s voice, the thrill of Cat’s eyes upon her naked body. The deliberate surrender of her own closely guarded control.

She had not known such a thing could be erotic. Desire tightened her lower belly, pulsed urgently between her thighs as she stood still beneath Cat’s deliberate perusal.

“Take off your stockings,” Cat said, and then, “no. Wait. Let me.”

She knelt in front of Georgiana, her chemise pooling on the floor, and her fingers—cool and callused and deft—going to the ribbons at the tops of Georgiana’s stockings.

Georgiana caught her breath. She put her hand to Cat’s head, tangling in all that mass of heavy dark hair, and shuddered at the feel of Cat’s breath on her skin, on the slow, unhurried way she rolled Georgiana’s stockings down her legs.

When Cat was finished, she sat back, and Georgiana could not help herself. She passed her thumb across those spiced-wine lips and paused to caress the corner of Cat’s mouth.

Cat swallowed hard. “In the tub,” she murmured. “Don’t tempt me.”

Georgiana let Cat help her into the tub. It was small—she sat half–folded up, her knees bent—and the water had gone lukewarm in the time since the maids had brought it up. But there were still cans of water on the grate, and Cat brought them over one at a time. She tipped one into the bath, and Georgiana gasped at the sensation of hot water swirling around her hips, her ankles.

“Too hot?” Cat asked. A smile played around her mouth, and her fingers slipped beneath Georgiana’s knee.

Each little touch—the eddy and slide of the water against her skin—all of it aroused Georgiana further. “Not too hot.” Her voice was breathless.

Cat’s dark eyes caught and lingered on her face. “Good. Close your eyes. Lean your head back.”

Georgiana did. She let her lids fall closed, and the uncertainty of what Cat meant to do felt strange and stimulating. She waited, almost panting, desire like a plucked string vibrating through her body.

Hot water trickled over her hair and rolled in a stream down her spine. Cat’s fingers touched her cheek, her hair, and then withdrew. Georgiana struggled to keep her eyes closed against the onslaught of sensation: the spill of heat, then Cat’s touch, then the water again, in waves down Georgiana’s back and across her breasts.

It was unpredictable. Thrilling. Devastating.

Cat’s fingertip traced a path down Georgiana’s spine, then slid around to stroke the outside of Georgiana’s breast. Somehow she’d found soap—her fingers were slippery and smelled of roses. She toyed with Georgiana’s nipple, almost casually, and Georgiana could not stop the whimper that slipped past her lips. The way her hips moved restlessly in the water.

“Do you like that?” Cat’s voice was in her ear, and Georgiana could feel the movement of her lips. Cat slid slick fingers along Georgiana’s nipple again, first one, then both at the same time, her arms wrapping around Georgiana from behind.

“Yes,” Georgiana rasped. “God, Catriona. Yes. Let me—” She caught at Cat’s soft upper arm, but her hand was wet and Cat slipped free.

“Not yet,” Cat said. “Stand up first. Keep your eyes closed.”

Georgiana clutched at the sides of the tub as she rose. Water cascaded down her body, and though the room was warm, she felt cold and hot at the same time. Her knees wobbled, and then Cat was there.

“God”—Cat was almost laughing—“don’t fall, that’s not what I meant, I should’ve thought this through—”

Her body was pressed to Georgiana’s front, soft and solid, her chemise growing damp from Georgiana’s body.

Georgiana dug her fingers into Cat’s waist. “Stay with me.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Georgiana felt another bloom of pleasure, of lust past sense or reason. Another sound broke free from her mouth, and she kept her eyes clamped closed, because Cat had asked her to, and Georgiana wanted feverishly to please her.

Carefully Cat transferred Georgiana’s fingers from her waist to the sides of the tub. She kissed Georgiana’s neck, then licked her way down Georgiana’s body, stopping here and there to slide her tongue along Georgiana’s ribs, her navel, the crease of her thigh.

Georgiana clutched at the sides of the tub and tried not to fall. “Can I look at you?”

“If you like,” Cat murmured, her lips moving against the prominence of Georgiana’s hip.

Georgiana opened her eyes.

Cat knelt at the side of the tub. Her wet chemise was transparent, and her full breasts were barely contained by her stays. Georgiana could see the rosy edges of Cat’s areolae, her heavy lashes, the careful concentration of her mouth.

Cat picked up the final can of water and poured it in a slow trickle from Georgiana’s navel down across her sex.

Georgiana heard herself groan, and Cat echoed the sound, softer, hungrier. She cupped Georgiana’s hip, digging her fingers in.

And then she poured another careful stream of water.

Georgiana couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think. The water was warm and soft and too gentle, and it did nothing to soothe the painful throb of desire, only pulled it higher and tighter. “Catriona,” she said—a broken-off plea.

Cat poured another stream of water, and Georgiana thought she might die. Her body was trembling, desire rolling over her in fierce and frantic waves.

And then Cat followed the water with her mouth.

“Oh—” Georgiana managed, and then she forgot how to speak, because her fingers were in Cat’s hair, and Cat’s hands held her fast, and Cat’s tongue was making tiny circles around her clitoris, and God, oh God, it was only moments before Georgiana came so hard that white lights sparkled in the edges of her vision.

“Catriona,” she was saying, when her hearing returned, “oh God, oh please—”

And then Cat was standing, gathering Georgiana into her arms, and bringing their mouths together in a frantic clash.

They stumbled to the bed. Cat was still half dressed, her shift heavy with water. Her stockings slipped against the floor.

Georgiana couldn’t bring herself to stop. Somehow Cat was in the bed, their mouths locked hungrily together, and so Georgiana followed Cat down, one knee pressed to the mattress between Cat’s thighs.

She yanked down the top edge of Cat’s stays, and Cat’s breasts came spilling out, heavy and lush and so goddamned sweet. Georgiana relinquished Cat’s mouth with a groan and moved to suck on one of Cat’s hardened nipples.

She had a moment of pause—was this too fast?—and then Cat groaned and arched up. Her hands were seeking, helpless, digging into Georgiana’s dripping hair. “Georgie,” she gasped, “please—I need—”

Her hips jerked, and Georgiana felt a hot pulse between her own legs at the sight of Cat, undone with need, her nipple wet from Georgiana’s mouth.

She pulled Cat’s sodden chemise free, letting Cat’s sex grind down against her thigh. Her vision darkened at the slick sensation of Cat’s arousal on her skin. “Take what you need,” she said. “God—Catriona—can you make yourself come like this?”

Cat whimpered and rocked, and Georgiana set her mouth back to Cat’s nipple. Oh God, she was half out of her head. She wanted to please Cat, but she did not know what she was about. She only knew what she wanted, the instincts of her need and the revelation of Cat’s response. She could not stop herself from sucking hard, from clutching at the soft, luxurious weight of Cat’s breasts.

“Don’t stop,” Cat said, and so Georgiana didn’t, not even when Cat’s voice broke on a sob and her thighs trembled where they clamped around Georgiana’s own.

She didn’t stop until Cat tangled her fingers in Georgiana’s hair and pulled Georgiana back up to her mouth.

They breathed, not quite in unison, for several long minutes. And even then, Georgiana could not make herself stop touching Cat. She did not want to stop. She let herself give in to a decade of desire, let it swamp her, let it bear her away from safety and control and everything else she usually held dear.

She stroked Cat’s neck, her collarbone, the soft curve of her waist and belly. She nuzzled her mouth into the place where Cat’s neck met her shoulder. “God,” she mumbled, “God, you taste good.”

She could hear the smile in Cat’s voice as Cat touched the side of Georgiana’s hip, very lightly. “So do you.”

It took a moment for Cat’s meaning to dawn. More than a moment—it took the slow slide of Cat’s fingers across her lower belly, and another throb of need between her thighs before Georgiana realized what Cat had meant.

So she was blushing when Cat laughed and rolled her over in the bed. When Cat kissed away the heat in her cheeks and throat.

“Georgie mine,” Cat whispered against her skin, “let me taste you again.”

And Georgiana did.
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Chapter 21



The vampyress was not a creature of the night at all, it seemed, but a human woman, made of fire and sinew and heart.

—from Lady Darling’s manuscript in progress




It was just past dawn when Georgiana roused herself. She always woke early, to see to Bacon.

But this time, when she woke, her arm was splayed across Cat’s chest, and their legs were intertwined. Cat’s fingers loosely braceleted Georgiana’s wrist, somewhere at the level of Cat’s heart.

They were both naked. At some point in the night, Cat had laughed and strewn her wet chemise across the back of a chair beside the stove before she’d stumbled back to the bed.

The sheets were still a little damp, tangled round their feet, and Georgiana looked for so long at their intertwined fingers that her eyes started to burn. Cat’s skin was more gold than her own. Cat’s whole body seemed gilt-edged in the faint morning light, and she smelled of rose soap and, beneath that, the sweet warm scent that clung to her skin. Georgiana breathed her in and felt—

She scarcely knew what she felt. It seemed dangerous to feel so happy. It seemed impossible that Cat could be here—some fey caprice that could be withdrawn in an instant.

Fear—a familiar companion—made itself known in the tightness of her chest, but she tried to fight it back. She had promised. She had promised Cat that she would not run away.

She slipped out of the bed, dressed quietly in the shadows, and took Bacon and her purse downstairs to arrange for breakfast and a conveyance back to London. She suspected Cat would have chosen the mail coach for herself, but Georgiana could afford the post-chaise and so she secured it for an hour hence and decided to let Cat argue with her later. By the time she made it back upstairs with hot fruit tarts to break their fast, Cat was already awake, dressed, and stirring the coals to bring them back to life.

Cat paused and looked up when Georgiana came back into the chamber, and Georgiana could’ve spent a lifetime staring at Cat’s morning-scrubbed cheeks, the sweet curve to her lips—the way happiness settled itself upon her face and lingered there.

“Good morning,” Georgiana said. She felt hideously awkward—she was blushing—God’s teeth, how was this morning-after meant to go? “I’ve hired us a carriage. We leave in an hour.”

That had come out too abruptly. She knew it had. Some inward part of herself watched in horror as she trampled upon the fragile trust that had blossomed between them the previous night.

But to Georgiana’s surprise, Cat did not seem put off. The corner of her mouth tipped up, lopsided and impudent. “Did you now?”

She crossed the room in two long strides, closed the door firmly behind Georgiana, and then went up on her toes to put her mouth very close to Georgiana’s ear. Her breath tickled, and Georgiana shivered, just a little, as the sensation coasted over her skin. “I shan’t waste a moment, then.”

They were late to the appointment with the post-chaise.

Inside the carriage—after a vigorous argument about payment that Georgiana won by an appeal to Bacon’s poor nerves—Cat proposed that they review the papers she had purloined from the corpse. She brought them out of her jacket and passed them to Georgiana, then promptly shocked Georgiana speechless by lifting Georgiana’s ankle, unlacing her boot, and putting her thumbs into the arch of Georgiana’s stockinged foot.

Georgiana stared mutely at her from above the unintelligible writing.

“Don’t mind me,” Cat said. “I’m merely trying to get another look at your ankles.” Her grin was so wonderfully, terribly familiar—saucy and vibrant and shamelessly flirtatious.

Georgiana felt her cheeks go hotter and hotter, and she buried her face in the papers and tried not to make eye contact while Cat did marvelous things with her competent hands.

“I have no idea what these are meant to indicate,” Georgiana said when her face cooled and her brain resumed more or less typical functioning.

“Do you see the little moons? I thought the papers might have something to do with Luna Renwick, but I cannot imagine what they might mean, or why that fellow had them on his person. Did you say his name was Rogers?”

“Rogers, yes.” Georgiana considered the papers. “We might go to Belvoir’s and talk to Selina about him. See if she knows where he went after she put him out. And, if we are going to Belvoir’s, we ought to invite Iris as well.”

Cat’s mouth quirked, and she moved on to Georgiana’s un-massaged foot, even though Georgiana was certain she had not looked at it mournfully. “That’s your friend from the shrubbery?”

“Indeed.” Ah yes, there was all the blood rushing to her face again. She’d missed it, in the sixty seconds or so that it had gone. “Iris works with translations of ancient languages. If anyone can make sense of whatever code this has been written in, it’s certainly Iris.”

“We shall do it then.” Cat’s gaze went to the window, where Bacon had gone up on his hind legs to put his tiny front paws on the glass. “We’re not so far from Woodcote Hall, just now. Does Bacon recognize it?”

“He does not.” Georgiana heard the way her voice sounded, stiff and cold, and could do nothing to prevent it.

“Oh. You’ve not been there together? I had thought…” Cat hesitated, then said cautiously, “Ambrose did not receive you, then? After he became earl?”

Georgiana scarcely knew how to respond. She had no idea what Ambrose would have done or said. She had not let him say anything.

She knew it had been the right choice. She knew it was safer for Ambrose and Percy that way. And still, she felt ashamed to tell Cat what she’d done. To admit how poisonous it was to associate with her publicly.

She felt, somehow, just as vulnerable as she had when Cat had asked her to strip off her clothes. Ludicrous, how easy it was to touch and kiss with her eyes closed—and how difficult to bare herself in the light.

“I have not visited Woodcote Hall,” she said finally. “Not for a very long time.”

“I see,” Cat murmured. Her fingers played along the seam of Georgiana’s stocking. Her hands were as expressive as her face—terribly, fearfully gentle wherever they touched. “I can picture it so clearly in my mind.”

“Woodcote?”

“Mm. It was not all bad, you know. The library. The grounds.” Cat flicked a charged glance up at Georgiana’s face. “You.”

“You’re only saying that because you know that I … that I fancied you.” Ah God, why was it so dreadful to say it aloud? Thank heaven she had not told Cat about the journal with all the hearts round her name.

Cat laughed, as warm and generous as an open hand. “Perhaps a little. But we were happy there. Even my father would not have done anything differently.”

Georgiana stared, incredulous, across the carriage. “How can you say that?” She knew—she knew precisely—what her father had done to the Lacey family. Every time she saw the worn edges of Cat’s cloak, she thought of it—how her family had been the author of their poverty.

“Well, he would certainly have chosen not to get sick. That part he would have changed.” Cat’s mouth tipped up at the corner, bittersweet and fond. “But he would not have changed who he loved, and how.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Cat’s dark lashes fluttered down to her cheeks and then back up, startlement written upon her face. “You don’t know? Why your father put us out?”

Georgiana’s chest felt tight. She hated this—hated speaking of her father, recalling the whims of his cruelty. “I didn’t know it to be anything in particular. He was always that way. He fired one of the maids because she dropped a glass and left a shard in the carpet, and Percy got a hole in his coat.”

His volatility had made him all the more frightening to her. She’d known for a long time that there had been no way to please him. No way to make herself safe enough.

See what happens when you’re all alone.

Cat was still gazing at her in surprise. “My father fell in love with your brothers’ tutor. Your father caught them together. That’s why we were thrown out.”

“What?” Georgiana realized her mouth had dropped open, and she snapped it closed. “Mr. Bidwell?”

Cat laughed, very soft. “Yes. Hugh Bidwell. He was the kindest, gentlest man. He adored your brothers, and Jemmy, and me—no doubt he’s the reason Jem and I are so fond of books.”

Georgiana squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again. Cat was still there, smiling to herself and casually rearranging Georgiana’s understanding of the past. “I thought—was your father not married? Twice?”

Cat’s mouth quirked. “Some people fancy ladies and gentlemen both, you know.”

Yes, of course. Of course she knew that, although her own preferences certainly did not seem to have ever trended toward the male half of the populace.

“I am aware of that,” she managed. “But I had no idea—your father—and Mr. Bidwell—”

“My father called him Hugh, if that makes it easier to fathom.”

“Not especially!” Georgiana could recall Hugh Bidwell clearly; he had been a fixture at Woodcote Hall until Percy had gone to Oxford, around the same time that the Lacey family had left Woodcote. He’d been very thin, soft-spoken, possessed of a startling pair of black eyes and even more startling thick black eyebrows. He had not seemed the sort of man to inspire life-altering passions.

Cat laughed again and relinquished Georgiana’s foot, only to lean forward and grasp her fingers instead. “My father always said that Fate had given him two great loves—my mother and Hugh—and that he would never be churlish enough to quibble with Fate. My mother died when I was four, and he was … shocked, I think, to find love again. He had not anticipated it.”

Georgiana let Cat entangle their fingers, even as she tried to make sense of Cat’s words. “What about Jem’s mother? They were married, were they not, before your father came to be employed at Woodcote?”

Cat’s smile balanced on the knife-edge between love and grief. “Oh, Patience. Yes. She was—” She hesitated, searching Georgiana’s face for a moment, and then went on. “Jem knows this already, but it is not something we discuss freely with others. Patience was a barmaid in the village. She was already with child when they married. My father did it to protect her, and then she died of childbed fever and so—Jem was ours.”

Georgiana blinked, trying to square this revelation with her understanding of the Lacey family. “But that means—why, that means he is not your brother at all, if you share neither a mother nor a father.”

Cat’s fingers tightened on hers. “Jem is my brother.”

“Yes. To be sure. I meant only that you do not share blood—”

“Jem is my brother in every way that matters.” Cat’s face had gone deathly serious, her smile wiped clean. “I would do anything—sacrifice anything—to keep him safe.”

“I do understand that,” Georgiana said again. “Blood is not what makes a family. I know.”

“Yes.” Cat’s grip on her fingers, which had gone almost painful, loosened a little. “Yes, that’s so.” She rubbed her thumb across Georgiana’s knuckles and went on. “When we were sent away from Woodcote Hall, my father hoped that Hugh would join us in London, but instead Hugh went abroad. He was a good man, Hugh, but fearful, too. He was afraid to love my father openly, even among their friends—and afraid, I think, that what had happened at Woodcote might happen to the two of them again. So he took a position as a secretary in Italy.”

Georgiana’s heart twisted in her chest, and it seemed hard, somehow, to draw in a breath.

It was a story she knew by heart, a choice she had made for her own family.

Safety over love. Over everything. She could not imagine how anyone could choose differently.

She had to force her response past the tightness in her throat. “It’s difficult. To believe that you deserve happiness when the world would tell you that you do not.”

“I know.” Cat turned her hand over to link her fingers with Georgiana’s. “My father knew it as well. He was the one who forged Hugh’s references for him, in fact.” Her mouth curved up. “My father did not begrudge Hugh when he left, as far as I could tell. He was heartbroken, of course. But he understood too.”

“Your father was a very good man.”

Cat’s thumb brushed across Georgiana’s knuckles. “The best of men. It is because of him that I felt safe to be who I am. To love as I do and not to be afraid.”

Georgiana shook her head. “But your father…” She swallowed back the words, but Cat seemed to understand.

“Lost? Suffered heartbreak?”

“Yes.” Georgiana’s voice rasped.

“I cannot tell you there is nothing to fear,” Cat said. “But it was his nature to love. He could not have done otherwise. And he would not have been himself if he had not prized the stretches of joy more than he feared the intervals of pain.”

Georgiana could scarcely understand the sentiment. Sometimes she suspected everything she did was driven by a desire to protect herself from hurt.

Even her brothers—

Sometimes she wondered if she had cut them off not to shield them, but to wall off her own heart. They could not reject her—not for her career, not for the way she loved—if she did not give them the chance.

“Georgie mine…” Cat hesitated, and her fingers twitched on Georgiana’s hand.

Georgiana’s pulse leapt at the sound of the pet name. At how much she had wanted to hear it just this way, in the light. “Yes?”

“It’s enough,” Cat said. “This. Us, together this way. You are enough.”

The sunlight through the windows turned the deep brown of Cat’s eyes lighter, a rich amber. Her fingers on Georgiana’s spoke a language that Georgiana could almost understand: wanting and ease together, an unhurried confidence.

And then Cat smiled.

And though Georgiana had memorized it by now—the way happiness looked upon that extravagant mouth—she reached out and brushed her thumb across Cat’s lips anyway.

But as much as she wished to, she could not bring herself to smile back.
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Chapter 22



Of course I shall help. Surely, after all these years, that goes without saying?

—from Selina, Duchess of Stanhope, to Georgiana




Jem and Pauline peppered Cat with questions when she arrived back at their apartment two days earlier than planned. She distracted them with descriptions of Renwick’s mysterious passages and bird-infested library, and rather thought she’d got away with the omission of the corpse until Pauline eyed her suspiciously over the top of Jem’s head.

Later, Pauline had mouthed silently, the truth.

Cat had pled a headache and fled to her chamber.

Perhaps she had not been as convincing as she ought. Her mind had been not quite focused to the task, what with the way it kept furnishing visions of Georgiana in the bath. And also against the wall. And then, sometimes, the shocked pleasure on Georgiana’s face when they’d arrived back in London and Cat had yanked the curtains down in the carriage so that she might kiss the life out of Georgiana before they were parted.

Georgiana seemed so surprised by each tiny touch, any gesture of familiarity or affection—as though when Cat reached toward her, she expected a slap and not a caress.

It would be so easy, Cat thought, as she stared up at the plaster-patched ceiling, to let Georgiana break her heart.

The following afternoon, they met at Belvoir’s with the indecipherable papers. Selina, the Duchess of Stanhope, deposited Cat and Georgiana in her office and then went back down to wait for their scholarly friend.

Cat could not stop herself from prowling the perimeter of the duchess’s office. She trailed her fingers over the rows of books, bound in the emerald-green cloth that was Belvoir’s signature.

She slipped an anonymous-looking volume off the shelf and leafed through it, then paused in astonishment. “What an extraordinary collection your friend keeps.” Her voice squeaked slightly, and she cleared her throat.

Evidently Georgiana had approached her from behind, because she laid a hand on Cat’s shoulder, and Cat nearly dropped the book in her haste to shove it back onto the shelf.

Georgiana laughed, just a little. “Many of the Venus catalog books have to be requested specifically. Selina does not keep them downstairs on the shelves. For obvious reasons.”

The Venus catalog, Cat knew, was the selection of books that was only available to women—the most provocative novels, the engravings on prophylactics and sexual mechanics. The Venus catalog was the duchess’s pet project and the reason she had purchased Belvoir’s in the first place.

Cat’s novels—and Georgiana’s, so far as she knew—were all available to the general public, in a section designed for the merely mildly scandalous, not the potentially illegal.

“Did she know about you from the first? The duchess?” Cat asked curiously.

“That I fancy ladies? We have spoken of it occasionally, in the years of our friendship. Her aunts are”—Georgiana’s face softened—“like us. I knew I never had to question Selina’s acceptance, and that meant a great deal.”

Cat’s heart squeezed. She settled her hand at Georgiana’s waist. They had not touched yet this morning—not even linked their arms on the street. Cat supposed that some part of her had feared Georgiana might grow stiff beneath her touch.

But she ought not have been afraid, it seemed. Georgiana turned into her, and her lips brushed, very softly, over Cat’s temple.

“I meant about your books,” Cat said, and she tilted her face up to press a kiss to Georgiana’s mouth. “But I can see why you thought the other, given our surroundings.”

“Oh,” Georgiana managed, and then kissed her back for a long moment before drawing away. “No. Selina did not. No one did, then, except Laventille. I might have kept on that way, publishing under various pseudonyms and hoarding my guineas, except my father found out that Selina was behind Belvoir’s Library. And so—I revealed myself.”

“I don’t understand.”

Now Georgiana did go stiff, as she always did whenever her father was mentioned. She pulled into herself, almost imperceptibly, and Cat gripped tighter to her waist to anchor her to the present moment.

“He threatened to bring her up on charges,” Georgiana said shortly. “To tell everyone that she was a peddler of pornography. I knew that if I told him that I was one of the library’s authors, he would not want the Cleeve family name drawn into the trial.”

“So you revealed yourself to him? To save your friend?”

Georgiana’s lashes fluttered closed for a moment and then opened again. “You have the kindest instincts. The way you see things…” She breathed out, a sound too raw to be a laugh. “You’re incandescent. The whole world ought to be brightened by your light.”

Cat was so taken aback that she could do nothing but stare. Her heart kicked up, beating in giddy triple time, as Georgiana kept talking.

“No. I wish it had been so. I revealed myself because my father’s discovery of Selina was my fault to begin with. He was suspicious of Belvoir’s, and I was too afraid to speak to Selina directly. I wrote her an anonymous letter, and then my father intercepted it. It was my cowardice that endangered her in the first place.”

Was that truly how she saw herself? God, she had been—what—eighteen? And desperately alone.

“Georgie,” Cat murmured, “don’t say that. I recall your father. He was not an easy man to cross.”

Georgiana’s face only shuttered further, and Cat lifted her hand to press her thumb into the downturned corner of Georgiana’s mouth.

And then the door came open, and they leapt apart.

Selina frowned at them as she entered, trailed by the dark-haired, curvaceous woman Cat recalled from the shrubbery.

“At least lock the door, for heaven’s sake,” Selina said grumpily as she seated herself at the desk. “I begin to wonder if this office is possessed of aphrodisiacal properties.”

“Perhaps something to do with the reading material?” offered Iris innocently. “Good morning, Georgiana. Lady Darling, how pleasant to see you again.”

Cat glanced at Georgiana. She was an astounding shade of scarlet from her hairline all the way down to the tiny pearl buttons at her throat.

Cat redirected her gaze to Iris and Selina. “Good morning. My name—my real name—is Catriona Lacey.”

Iris stuck out her hand, which was covered in ink. “Iris Duggleby. I’ve heard a great deal about you from Georgiana. A very great deal.”

Georgiana made a strangled sound.

Cat bit her bottom lip to hold in a laugh and shook Iris’s hand. “All dreadful, I don’t doubt.”

“She’s certainly been … voluble.”

“I implore you,” Georgiana said, “do not go on.” From her reticule, she produced the papers that they had recovered from the corpse. “This is why we asked you to attend us, Iris. These are the papers we found at Renwick House, only we cannot make heads or tails of them. We hoped you might be able to help.”

Iris took the papers in greedy hands and began to lay them out across the surface of Selina’s desk. “It would be my enormous pleasure.”

As they watched, Iris lowered herself into a sort of stoop. She rearranged several of the pages, once, and then again. And then she plucked Selina’s quill from its place on the desk and began hastily scratching notations onto the sheet of foolscap nearest her left hand, right atop what appeared to be a record of recent library purchases.

Cat blinked.

“Iris, darling, tell us if you figure something out, all right?” Selina said. “Iris?”

There was no answer.

“Never mind,” Selina said, and crossed to the armchairs in front of the fire. “Come. Tell me all about your visit to Renwick House.”

They sat. Concisely and thoroughly, Georgiana related the events of their stay at the manor, ending with the discovery of the unintelligible writings upon the erstwhile porter’s corpse. She did not mention their night at the inn, although Cat noticed with some interest that her throat grew pink when she reached the rather abrupt end of her recital.

Selina did not seem to notice—or if she did, she did not remark upon it. “Horace Rogers,” she said musingly. “Of course I recall the fellow. But I cannot say what he did after he left Belvoir’s or why he would have been in Wiltshire. Perhaps once Iris finishes translating the papers?”

This last was said in a distinct tone of inquiry, and everyone paused to look over at Iris. She had her head bowed over the desk, the quill shoved into her hair, and she appeared to have taken scissors to the foolscap, which was littering the surface of the desk in roughly a hundred tiny strips.

“That … could take some time.” Georgiana looked amused for a moment, but then she sobered. “Might we ask the staff if any of them maintained a connection to the departed Rogers?”

“Certainly, if you like,” Selina said, “though I do suspect an interview with Mr. Yorke might prove more fruitful. Perhaps you are headed there next?”

There was a brief, blank silence.

“Mr. Yorke?” Cat said. “Mr. Martin Yorke, do you mean?”

“Yes, of course,” Selina said. Her dark brows, at odds with the thick blond hair piled on her head, were drawn together as she stared at Cat and Georgiana in turn. “Your solicitor.”

“My solicitor,” Georgiana said.

Cat turned rather jerkily to stare at Georgiana’s exquisite, puzzled face. “Mr. Martin Yorke is … your solicitor?”

“Yes, of course. He’s been my man of business for five or six years now. Do you know him?”

Selina looked between them in frank disbelief. “Are you in earnest? You two did not realize that you share a solicitor?”

“Oh my God,” Cat said. Revelations seemed to be crashing down upon her like a series of very large and forceful bricks. “Did Yorke tell you to go to Renwick House? Is that how you ended up there?”

Georgiana was staring back at her, eyes wide and very blue. “He—he did not instruct me to go. But he was the one who told me it was open for visitors. He said he was—”

“Acquainted with the owner,” Cat finished. “Oh my God.”

“This explains … Sweet merciful heavens, this explains everything.” Georgiana leapt to her feet and started to pace. “Our electricity books—he was working with a client to patent an electric rotor.”

“He was always talking about it,” Cat said dazedly. “He even showed me an engraving…”

“And Alba Margherita.” Georgiana completed her circuit of the room and collapsed back into her chair. “Alba is the brand of ink he uses—I always see the bottle on his desk.”

Selina had been watching the proceedings with interest. “And Margherita?”

“Margherita,” Cat said hoarsely, “is the name of his dog. Peg, for short.”

Georgiana’s pale lashes fluttered wildly for a moment as she appeared to rein herself in. “Selina,” she said finally, “you knew that Mr. Yorke was employed by both of us, and you are only just now saying so?”

Selina’s brows shot up. “I assumed you both already knew. He never mentioned it?”

No, Cat realized with a strange, cold shock. He never had. Not even when she had brought her concerns about Geneva Desrosiers—Georgiana—to him directly. Her accusations do not signify, he’d said.

Not: I am confident she will not bring a suit against you because I am her legal counsel.

“Perhaps,” Cat said hesitantly, “he did not mention it because the nature of our work is anonymous. Perhaps he did not want to be indiscreet.”

“Or,” Georgiana said, her voice sharp as a knife, “perhaps he orchestrated this whole thing. Perhaps he sent us to Renwick House and then dispatched Rogers after us.”

Cat could not make sense of Georgiana’s words. “What? Why would he do that?”

“I don’t know,” Georgiana said grimly, “but I find all of this suspicious in the extreme. We were locked inside the house, Catriona. And Yorke knew we both were there.”

Cat shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense. We employ him. He only benefits if we continue to work and publish. Why in the world would he seek to harm us? And, for that matter—I trust him, Georgie. He took my brother on as a clerk. No one else would have taken such a chance on the son of a butler.”

Georgiana’s lips pressed tightly together. “I understand why you want to believe in his innocence. But we must face the facts—Martin Yorke arranged for us both to visit Renwick House at the exact same time. And despite numerous opportunities to inform us of our impending cohabitation, he kept that information to himself.”

“There must be some reasonable explanation,” Cat said stubbornly. She worried the carved wooden arm of her chair, trying to ground herself in what was true, what was real. She knew Martin Yorke. She had worked with him for years—had trusted him with the knowledge of her identity, of her past. She knew his wry practicality, his blunt pragmatic avarice. His affection for his dog and—

And for her, and for Jem.

She felt cold, her fingers a little numb. Was it possible? That Yorke had somehow tricked her into believing that he had their best interests at heart?

How many times, these last years, had she missed her father? His calm, his confidence? The indentations on his nose left by his spectacles, and the way his hand always came to rest upon the back of her head, firm and gentle too.

And sometimes, when she had been seated across from Yorke at his desk, listening to his unvarnished advice, she had felt an echo of that same sense of safety. Of being cared for.

Was it possible that she was so starved for fatherly affection that she had invented it whole cloth?

No. She gritted her teeth against the doubt that tightened her throat. She did not believe it.

“We should speak to him,” she said. “We ought to go to his office. I’m certain he can explain everything.”

Georgiana was nodding, but Selina drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair and spoke first. “Would it not be wise to gather some information before you interrogate him? If you truly think it possible that he arranged some of the more bizarre aspects of your visit to Renwick House, then a confrontation may not be the most prudent course of action.”

“I don’t believe he arranged it,” Cat said stoutly. And then she hesitated, her teeth digging into her bottom lip. “But perhaps I should at least speak to Jem about our concerns.”

“And I can put some of my connections to work as well,” Selina said. “At the very least, I suspect one of the Stanhope solicitors can ascertain the identity of Renwick’s owner.”

“Thank you, Selina,” Georgiana said. Her voice was still all clipped precision, and by now Cat knew that meant she was afraid.

She reached out and covered Georgiana’s fingers with her own, and to her perhaps unreasonable surprise, Georgiana turned her hand over and squeezed back.

It was no declaration. Even had they been in public, linked hands between two women would be nothing to remark upon.

But it felt significant anyway. Cat had offered something—gentleness, affection—and Georgiana had accepted it immediately. Instinctively.

Something about the gesture made Cat’s eyes sting.

“Do not mention it,” Selina said, flicking her fingers dismissively. “I regret that I did not inform you of your shared legal counsel earlier, although in truth, I do not understand how the two of you were not aware of the situation already. What on earth did you talk about for the last fortnight at Renwick House?” She paused. “Actually, no. Never mind. You may keep that to yourselves.”

Cat did not have to look at Georgiana to know that she was blushing. Even her fingers seemed to grow hotter. “We were very busy writing,” she said in a slightly strangled tone.

Selina appeared to be smothering her amusement. “Indeed. I would expect nothing less from my two most profitable novelists.” Her gaze upon them suddenly sharpened. “That is another avenue of inquiry I can pursue, now that I think of it. I shall look into the state of Mr. Yorke’s finances. It does seem unlikely that he would threaten the security of his own livelihood—which is to say, the two of you.”

“Illogical,” Cat agreed. “And Yorke is nothing if not pragmatic.”

Selina drummed her fingers on the chair again. “I shall enlist the help of my brother. I fear he is somewhat at loose ends since his return to London.”

A small crash made them turn to the desk where Iris was immersed in her work.

Or—had been immersed. She appeared to have knocked over a stack of books.

“Your brother?” she said. Her voice sounded very odd. “Lord William has come back to England?”

Selina blinked. “Yes. Will crossed the Channel nearly a fortnight ago, though he has not yet made his rounds in society.” She frowned. “Despite my encouragement.”

“Oh,” Iris said faintly. Her hair had fallen down around her shoulders, and ink was dripping from her upraised pen onto the paper in front of her.

“Dearest,” Selina said, “are you quite all right?”

Iris swallowed. “Quite will. Well, that is. Quite—quite well.”

“That’s very reassuring.”

Iris finally appeared to notice her pen and hastily returned it to the inkwell. “I have made some progress on your papers,” she said, “but I shall need more time. May I take them home with me?”

“Of course,” Georgiana said, and then she glanced down at Cat. “That is, if you do not mind?”

Cat felt her lips tug up, and had the immense pleasure of watching a small return smile transform Georgiana’s serious mouth. “I don’t mind at all,” she said, “but thank you for asking.”

She thought about that smile as they rose and took their leave. About the way Georgiana’s hand had turned instinctively into her own. It was as though here, surrounded by her friends, Georgiana found it easier to trust—to take what was freely offered and not to push it away.

Cat could understand that. The loyalty of Georgiana’s friends was palpable, their affection for Georgiana as bright and certain as the dawn. Vulnerability was not so fearsome a thing when one knew oneself to be loved.

On the stairs, she put her hand on Georgiana’s elbow.

Georgiana paused and looked down at her, and though there was worry in her expression, there was something else too. Softness. Intimacy.

“Georgie mine,” Cat said, “would you like to come meet my family?”
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Chapter 23



Dear Ambrose …

—from the correspondence of Georgiana Cleeve, written in 1816, 1817, and 1821; thrice discarded unsent




“Georgiana,” Cat said, “stop glaring at the pasties. You’re frightening them.”

Georgiana looked guiltily up from the small tower of pasties she was clutching. She’d been counting them, that was all. Two mutton, two beef, two mince, two spiced apple, and would that be enough for all of them for dinner? She did not wish to run out, which was a perfectly rational thing to want and unrelated to the way that her heart was beating in her chest like a bird.

They had wandered through the new Burlington Arcade after their visit to Belvoir’s, as they’d waited for dusk to fall and Jem to return home from Yorke’s office. Cat had tried on a hat roughly the shape and color of raspberry fool, and had trailed her fingers longingly over a pair of silk stockings in a pattern of pink and white stripes. When she’d bounded merrily off to chat about the latest in endpapers with the bookseller, Georgiana had circled back to the hosier and bought the stockings.

Except now she had a pair of stockings wrapped in tissue and stuffed into her pocket, and how in the world did one give a pair of stockings as a present?

It had been a mad notion. It would seem like an overture, and she hadn’t meant for it to be. It was only that she’d seen the way Cat’s busy fingers had smoothed the lace, the way her eyes had gone soft, and she wanted to give Cat—

Well. Everything, really. Stockings. The North Star. Her heart.

She wanted to buy Cat a new cloak to replace the worn one that wasn’t quite warm enough for the December air. She wanted to spend a whole day watching Cat read in front of a frost-fogged window with a cup of cider between her palms.

She wanted, very much, for Cat’s family to like her.

She balanced the pasties and followed Cat up the stairs. “I’m sorry. I was collecting my thoughts.”

“Your thoughts appear to have been of the direst sort.” Cat put her arm around Georgiana’s waist, tugged her close, and winked. “You needn’t fret. They shall adore you.”

There had been a time, Georgiana thought wryly, when she had been able to disguise her thoughts from the entire ton. Now, evidently, they were writ large upon her face for the world to see.

Or perhaps not the world. Perhaps just Catriona Rose Lacey.

Cat pushed the door open, and Georgiana tried not to bobble the pasties.

They were set upon instantly by a gangly redheaded lad with a pair of spectacles perched on the end of his nose. “Kitty, my God, something smells good. Did you get hired back at the pie shop or—oh!” His gray-green eyes had traveled from the tower of pasties up to Georgiana’s face. “Good evening.”

She recalled him, if somewhat differently, from Woodcote Hall. He’d been perhaps six when the Lacey family had left. He’d wanted to keep something from their rooms—a tiny toy dog, Georgiana thought, made of something black and bristly.

Her father had not let him.

Her heart clutched in her chest, and she had a sudden wild impulse to flee this house. What had she been thinking? How could she have supposed that they might accept her—might want her to be with Cat? Jem knew her. He would recall what her father had done.

Cat tugged some of the pasties out of Georgiana’s suddenly nerveless fingers. She was gripping them too hard; the crust at the edges had started to crumble.

“I did not return to the pie shop,” Cat said. “Here, hold on to some of these while I pour some cider into mugs.” She sailed toward the kitchen, then turned back over her shoulder to say, “You recall Lady Georgiana, don’t you, Jemmy?”

Jem fanned the pasties out like playing cards in his long, bony fingers. “I can’t say that I do,” he said. A half-apologetic smile lurked on his face. “Perhaps a bit. Did you do something different with your hair, then? Sort of—curls, or something?” He made a corkscrew gesture with one of the pasties.

Georgiana tried to laugh—perhaps it was a sob. “Yes. Very different then. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance again.”

He stuck out one of the pasties. “James Lacey, at your service.”

Very lightly, she touched the edge of one of her own pasties to his. “I am Georgiana Cleeve.”

The smile on his mouth grew more decided. “And also Geneva Desrosiers, if I understand my sister correctly.” He ushered Georgiana over to a circle of chairs around the hearth. “Sit down—Kitty, where are the plates? This thing is dripping very edibly, and if you do not hurry, I shall be forced to lick my forearm.”

A small woman with a head of wild dark curls emerged from the kitchen. “Restrain yourself, I implore you.” She shoved a stack of plates under Jem’s pasties, and cast a single sharp look in Georgiana’s direction. “Miss Desrosiers, welcome. Or do you prefer Lady Georgiana?”

“Georgiana is fine. Please.” Had that been too terse? She looked with faint desperation toward the place where Cat had vanished. Help.

“Georgiana. I am Catriona’s cousin, Pauline Tuttle.”

Georgiana gestured with the pasty, which seemed rather less charming than it had when Jem had done it. “Miss Tuttle. Er. Mrs. Tuttle?”

“Pauline will do.”

The woman’s face was serious and appraising, and Georgiana was put forcefully in mind of the weeks that she had spent accusing Cat of some kind of bizarre literary espionage. Was it too much to hope that Pauline had not been made aware of those facts?

Before Georgiana managed to think of some pleasant and appropriate rejoinder, Cat emerged from the kitchen bearing two bottles of cider and a stack of mugs held steady by her chin. She grinned around her burden, and Georgiana rushed to assist her.

They passed the cider and mugs and plates and pasties, and they sat in a circle of four mismatched chairs around the fire. It was warm in the room; the windows grew a thin film of steam. Jem’s cheeks went pink when he laughed, and Cat made him laugh easily and often.

Georgiana sat back in her chair and did not speak overmuch. She was content to watch them—watch Cat most of all. All the bright colors of Cat’s laugh, her voice, the shape and shade of her mouth, seemed softer and more lustrous here in the light of the people she loved.

Georgiana had never felt like that in her life. At home—at Woodcote—her greatest desire had been that no one should notice her. And though she’d been popular among the ton as a debutante, all of it had been a lie—a front designed to keep the reality of herself hidden.

She thought—

She wondered, more often than she ever would have admitted aloud, about her own family. About Ambrose and Percy. Ambrose was married now—married, and she knew nothing more of his life than what she’d read in the papers. What was his wife like? Had it been a love match, or something more practical?

Was he still the same? Did he still stand in front of the mirror and practice his words before he had to speak in front of crowds?

Was Percy well, in his rectory in Wiltshire? Did he still wear his stockings too baggy because he did not fancy the feel of silk against his skin?

Were they happy?

She did not know. And she would not know—not if she meant to keep her life apart from theirs.

And suddenly, as she watched Cat among her family—as Pauline deftly scooped up Jem’s spectacles before he stepped on them, as Jem reached out and pointed triumphantly at a spattering of ink on Cat’s sleeve—Georgiana wondered if she held too tightly to her fears.

What would happen, if she wrote to Ambrose? A note of felicitations only—no request, no kind of demand.

He might not write back. Perhaps it was too late—perhaps their family was a thing too broken to be mended.

But then again, he might.

The conversation wound around from books—Jem was fond of history; Pauline, surprisingly, enjoyed romance—to a lengthy argument over the qualities of a superior piecrust and then on to Renwick House. Jem asked Georgiana about Sir Francis Bacon, and as she always and absurdly kept a miniature of her dog on her person, she showed him.

Cat’s sheer delight at that fact was almost enough to outweigh the heat in Georgiana’s cheeks as she stuffed the locket back into her reticule.

They did not speak at all of Yorke or Jem’s position in his office until after Pauline rose and waved off their attempts to help her with the washing-up. It did not seem a deliberate omission, quite—and yet Georgiana could tell that Cat seemed hesitant, loath to plunge into the revelations of the afternoon.

Jem rose and stretched his arms above his head, a long elbow-y adolescent curve. “I’m off. I have to make notes on eleven land deed records before dawn, and at least half of them are in the most illegible hand I’ve ever seen.”

“Wait,” Cat said. “Hold a moment. Have you—are you going into the office in the morning?”

Jem lowered himself back into his chair. His expression, loose and relaxed all night, went a little closed. “I don’t understand why you would ask me that. I have never missed a single day, you know that—”

“No,” Cat said, “that’s not what I meant. Dash it.” She shoved her fingers into her tousled hair and looked faintly agonized. “I only meant—we have some questions for Mr. Yorke, that’s all. We had thought to meet with him.”

Georgiana watched Jem stare penetratingly at Cat. There was some underlying conflict at play here, that much was clear. And just as clear was the fact that, for some reason, Cat had elected not to tell Jem of their suspicions—Georgiana’s suspicions—about Martin Yorke and the peculiar goings-on at Renwick House.

Finally, Jem’s gaze softened, and he sat back in his chair. “Well, you won’t be able to see him tomorrow, in any case. He left town a few days ago, with no decided timeline on his return.”

Georgiana leaned forward. “He left town? Do you know where he went?”

Jem’s red hair glinted in the firelight. “He did not precisely say, but…”

“But?” Cat prompted.

“But I have reason to believe that he went to Wiltshire.”

“To Wiltshire?” Georgiana felt a tingle run across her skin, a thin electrical vibration. Was this some further connection to Renwick House?

“Mm.” Jem hesitated. He toyed with the spectacles he’d hooked into his open collar, then looked up. “Kitty, I’ve been meaning to ask…” He trailed off and ran a large frustrated hand through his hair.

Cat’s face had gone worried. “What’s wrong? You can tell me, Jem.”

“Nothing’s wrong. I…” He sucked in a breath and plunged on. “Do you know anything about my father?”

Georgiana felt awkward—intrusive, somehow. Should she stand? Go to the kitchen with Pauline? But neither brother nor sister was looking at her, and she did not want to interrupt.

Cat blinked. “Your father? You mean—”

“Yes.” He flicked an anxious glance over Cat’s face. “It’s only that—you know I read all sorts of things for Mr. Yorke. Testamentary records and correspondence and … Well, in any case, a few weeks ago, I read something that mentioned an inheritance. For the illegitimate son of a duke. In Wiltshire.” He looked down at his hands. His fingers flexed and released, and the light played over the prominent bones at his wrists. “And then one day, I heard him speaking to someone in his office. The door was closed, but I could have sworn he mentioned … me.”

“Jemmy,” Cat murmured. Her voice was very soft.

Jem tensed, his shoulders drawing up and in. “I know it sounds ridiculous. Do you think I don’t know that? Of course he would have mentioned me—I’m his clerk. I know. I just—I could not help but wonder…”

Georgiana’s heart clutched in her chest. For all his studious determination, his lanky frame, he was just a boy, wishing desperately for something good to come true.

“I don’t know anything about your father,” Cat said. “I’m sorry, Jemmy, but it’s true. Your mother never said a word to me about him, and if our”—she stumbled over the word and tried again—“our father knew, he took it to the grave.” She moistened her lips. “But Jemmy, a duke’s issue would be known. Would be named in the will, if there was to be an inheritance. The way it works in my books isn’t—it isn’t real.”

Jem broke her gaze and looked hard into the fire. A tendon flexed in his throat. And then he nodded.

Georgiana felt the backs of her own eyes burn as she looked at him. She could see the image of him as a child, his fingers clasped around the toy her father had not let him keep—and overlaid with that, the image of him now, putting away this tiny, close-held fantasy.

“There is a duke,” she heard herself say, “in Wiltshire.”

Cat and Jem turned to her as one.

“There’s no dukedom there, of course,” she said. She could feel heat in her face. Not just from the fire. “But the Duke of Fawkes has a country estate not far from Woodcote. His seat is in the north, but he used to come to Wiltshire every year to hunt with—with my father.”

No one spoke, and Georgiana felt the silence press in on her. Her anxiety, which had settled as the evening had worn on, came back, scraping along her skin.

“I don’t know if there is any connection between yourself and Fawkes,” she said, her voice quiet in the quieter room. “I don’t mean to imply that I do. But it seems to me that it’s not impossible.”

Jem’s gray-green eyes reflected a thousand tangled emotions as he looked at her, and he appeared to hold them all back by force of will. “Thank you, Georgiana.” He rose again and gripped his spectacles in one hand. “It really was very nice to meet you. I’m glad you came for dinner.”

Cat watched him take the stairs two at a time. Her fingers wrapped and then unwrapped themselves in the ribbon at her waist, a small, repeated twist and then release.

“I’m sorry,” Georgiana said. “Perhaps I should not have said anything. I don’t mean to give him false hope, only it was just—”

“No.” Cat relinquished the ribbon and rubbed a hand across the back of her neck. “No, it’s all right. It’s … very hard to know the right thing to do.” She laughed, a wry unsteady breath. “When he was ten and our father died, I used to imagine how much easier things would be when he was grown. And I think he”—her voice wobbled—“must have sensed it. He tried so hard to grow up for me. He was so quiet, so polite. I used to wish he would shout, or break a plate, or try to skip a rock in the bath.”

Georgiana reached out and closed her fingers over Cat’s.

Cat took a slow breath and squeezed Georgiana’s hand. “When I tell him hard adult truths, I fear I am stealing his childhood from him. But I do not wish to lie to him either.”

“He seems like a very good person.”

Cat’s laugh was a trifle damp. “He is. He truly is.” She tipped her head to the side and laid it lightly upon Georgiana’s shoulder. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“I haven’t—made things worse?” Georgiana regretted the question as soon as it left her mouth—the sheer naked vulnerability of the words—but Cat did not seem to mind.

“Not at all. Things have not been easy between Jem and me lately, and … perhaps you are right. Perhaps there’s no harm in letting him dream. Heaven knows he’s had precious little time for it.”

Georgiana breathed slowly and watched her exhale ruffle Cat’s hair.

Cat was still staring into the fire when she murmured, “Would you do something for me?”

“Of course,” Georgiana said instantly.

Part of her wanted to regret the fervency of her response. But Cat was there beside her, and their fingers were locked together, and Georgiana could smell Cat’s sweet warm scent—apples, pastry, cloves. There was nothing in the world she would not have given Cat in that moment.

Cat tipped her head up so that her breath brushed against the skin of Georgiana’s throat. “Stay the night.”
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Chapter 24



I’ll return home in the morning.

Something has come

Perhaps you will not be shocked to

All my life I have

Would you mind terribly seeing to Bacon?

—from Georgiana to her mother, dispatched by messenger




In the kitchen, Pauline had finished the washing and was doing something vigorous with a ball of dark, ginger-scented dough.

“Jem’s gone to bed,” Cat said. “I came to see if you needed any help before I retire.”

“I’m nearly done.” Pauline paused mid-whack and turned her sharp-eyed gaze onto Cat. “Is Lady Georgiana staying, then? I did not hear the door.”

“She’s staying.”

“I see.” Pauline picked up the ball of dough again and thumped it against the floured wood table. She didn’t say anything else.

“Is something wrong?”

Pauline’s eyes closed for a moment, then opened. “No. Only—be careful, all right?”

Cat felt bemused by the reaction, perhaps the tiniest bit displeased. They had both entertained nighttime guests on rare occasions these last six years. This seemed a peculiar time to have qualms. “What do you mean?”

“She seems … I don’t know. Different from you. Cold.”

“She’s shy.” Cat’s temper crackled more strongly to life. “She’s reserved. She has not been properly lo—appreciated before.”

“Oh, Kitty.” Pauline let out a soft puff of air, an almost noiseless sigh. “Do not let her break your heart.”

Cat took a breath. She quelled her indignation, and then bade Pauline good night.

As she mounted the stairs to her chamber—the attic bedroom, where she’d told Georgiana to wait for her—she tried not to fret over what Pauline had said.

She’d thought the same thing herself, had she not?

But she had seen Georgiana there in front of the fire, watching the rest of them talk and laugh, and Georgiana hadn’t been cold at all, not to Cat’s eyes. She’d looked hungry—like a child outside the window of a bakery, watching steam rise off hot cross buns, unable to touch them through the glass.

When Georgiana had spoken of dukes to Jem, part of Cat had wanted to contradict her. She had not wanted Jem to feel hope where none was warranted.

But she knew why Georgiana had said it. It was concern that had motivated Georgiana’s words, kindness and compassion. Cat recognized all of it now, though Georgiana wrapped that part of herself in thistles and refused to let the rest of the world see.

Cat pushed open the door to her chamber, closed it behind her, and threw the latch.

Georgiana looked up, a trifle guiltily, from the stack of books she’d been perusing.

As Cat looked at Georgiana—at the flustered flutter of her eyelashes, the color that crept up her throat apparent even by candlelight—she felt tenderness rise in her like a tide. Felt affection snuff out the anxiety engendered by Pauline’s words.

This was Georgiana. Cat knew her.

She crossed to the desk and wrapped her arms around Georgiana’s waist. “Find anything of interest?”

Georgiana was stiff—still a trifle embarrassed, Cat thought—and then she softened, curling into Cat’s embrace. “You have one of my books on your desk.”

“Do I?” Cat tipped her head and pressed her smile against Georgiana’s throat. She smelled like heaven—that unnameable scent, dark and woody and infinitely complicated.

“That one is nearly a decade old. I can—I’ve written much better since.”

What a delight she was. “I like that one. That’s why I’ve kept it all this time.”

“Have you?” Georgiana’s fingers found their way to the back of Cat’s frock and toyed with the place where the fabric ended, just at the nape of her neck.

“Mm. There was something quite dashing about your lady knight.” Cat blew out a breath and watched gooseflesh rise along Georgiana’s skin. “Do people tell you that often?”

“Ah”—Georgiana shivered—“no.”

“What a shame.” A thought struck Cat, and she pulled back. “Nearly a decade old?”

“Well. Seven years.” The pink was back in Georgiana’s cheeks.

“You were eighteen when you wrote The Tale of Josiah Raven?”

“Yes?”

“Sweet sainted Margaret.” She yanked Georgiana back up against her and gave in to the desire to slide her lips along Georgiana’s jaw. “That is remarkable. You are remarkable.”

Georgiana brushed the side of Cat’s neck, delicate, seeking. Her fingers settled beneath Cat’s ear, and Cat felt desire curl inside her, warmth rising to the surface of her skin.

“You needn’t flatter me,” Georgiana murmured. “I’ve read your books, you know. I know how talented you are.”

“Who’s the flatterer now?” God, she could die like this, with her face pressed into Georgiana’s translucent skin and her head full of Georgiana’s scent. She ran her tongue very lightly along the curve of Georgiana’s ear and murmured: “How old were you when you wrote your first novel?”

Georgiana was shivering harder now. Her skin was hot beneath Cat’s mouth. “Ah—sixteen.”

Her normally crisp consonants were blurred, and the sound of it made Cat feel a little dizzy. Her nipples had gone tight as they brushed against Georgiana’s body. “So clever.” She took Georgiana’s earlobe between her teeth and bit down, and the gasp Georgiana made felt like a spark falling on tinder.

But she wanted Georgiana to keep talking. She wanted to listen as Georgiana came undone.

So she slid her hands down, molding the slim curve of Georgiana’s waist, and then back up to the underside of her breasts. “How did you choose your nom de plume?”

To Cat’s surprise, Georgiana went stock-still beneath her hands.

She drew back instantly to look into Georgiana’s face. Had she gone too far, somehow? Perhaps—

But Georgiana did not look offended, only startled and scarlet-cheeked.

“What is it?” Cat asked.

“Ah—nothing.” Georgiana blushed even harder and pressed her knuckles against her mouth. “It’s nothing.”

What on earth … Cat’s gaze fell to the book on her desk, Georgiana’s pen name stamped into the green cloth. Geneva Desrosiers.

She glanced back up at Georgiana. “You do not have to explain it if you do not wish to. You are entitled to your privacy.”

“It’s—it’s—” Georgiana’s lashes flickered down and then back up. And then back down again. “It’s mortifying,” she said, and to Cat’s shock, her elegant voice was almost a wail. “I was only sixteen! Everyone makes impulsive decisions when they are sixteen.”

Cat looked at the name on the book again, which did not seem obviously embarrassing in any way.

Geneva Desrosiers. Geneva was a city in Switzerland, and Desrosiers meant “among the roses,” if her execrable French was to be trusted.

Geneva. Desrosiers.

Among the roses.

Her mouth fell open. She looked up at Georgiana. “You—you—”

“No,” Georgiana protested plaintively, and then buried her face in her hands.

“You chose your pen name for … me?”

Among the roses.

Catriona Rose Lacey.

She did not know how Georgiana even knew her second name—but she’d heard Georgiana say it, just once, when Cat had been frozen in terror atop a wall. Her voice had been low and soft and soothing, and Cat had blinked open her eyes to land upon Georgiana’s perfect, plaster-dusted face.

She had not forgotten the sight. She would never forget it.

At this precise moment, however, she was not able to see Georgiana’s face, because Georgiana had her palms clamped over her eyes. “Please,” she mumbled, “let us never speak of this.”

“Heartling, I would do a great many things for you, but pretending to ignore this revelation is entirely beyond my capacity.”

Georgiana groaned into her hands. “I was sixteen,” she repeated. “I thought—I thought—”

“Yes?”

“Oh God. I suppose I imagined that you would know, somehow. That you would see my books and—and see me. Take notice of me. Finally.” She lowered her hands just enough to glance at Cat through her lashes. Her cheeks were still a preposterous shade of red. “I am perfectly cognizant of how ludicrous that sounds.”

Cat felt the smile tugging at her lips and could do nothing about it. “Georgie mine.” She pulled one of Georgiana’s hands from her face and pressed a kiss to her palm. “It’s sweet. Charming.”

“I think I shall die.”

Cat laughed and freed Georgiana’s other hand, then twined their fingers together. “Do you want to know something regrettable I did at sixteen?”

“If it allows us to change the subject.”

She tugged Georgiana closer with their linked hands, close enough to go up on her toes and brush her lips across Georgiana’s. “I missed the opportunity to do this,” she murmured.

“I would have incinerated on the spot,” Georgiana said, but one of her hands crept around Cat’s waist and anchored her there, their bodies notched together.

Cat kissed her again, slowly, lingeringly. “There’s still time.”

“For me to incinerate?”

Cat unfastened the pearl buttons at Georgiana’s throat, one after another. And then, very deliberately, she licked her way down between Georgiana’s breasts. “To burn.”

Georgiana’s breath caught. Her hand dipped from Cat’s waist down to her buttocks, and she made a tiny, hungry sound as she gripped Cat’s flesh.

Their bodies came harder together, and Cat’s thoughts grew hazed.

She wanted her hands everywhere—all over Georgiana’s skin. She wanted to feel the slick heat of Georgiana’s mouth.

Already her lower belly had tightened, an urgency building between her legs. Her fingers were clumsy as she unfastened the rest of the buttons of Georgiana’s bodice and helped peel the fine wool from Georgiana’s arms.

And then Georgiana’s dress dropped to the floor.

“God,” Cat heard herself say. “Oh God.”

Georgiana wore no stays—her breasts were small and high, and the thick fabric of her frock had required no structural undergarments. She stood, her face flushed and her pupils wide, in nothing but a chemise fine enough to see her nipples through.

She looked like some figure from myth, an exquisite sculptured virgin poised to be sacrificed to a lusty god. Her lips were parted. So were her thighs.

Cat felt feverish, not quite in control as she pushed Georgiana back onto the surface of the desk. Things crashed, and she fumbled for the hem of Georgiana’s chemise, desperate for skin, for heat, for more.

But Georgiana hushed her. “Your family—they’ll hear!”

Cat groped for sense and also, very lightly, for Georgiana’s left thigh. “You’re right.” She pressed her face against Georgiana’s neck and inhaled her amber-dark scent. “I know you’re right. I’m trying to pull myself together. Your lack of underpinnings temporarily unhinged me.”

Georgiana stroked the back of Cat’s head, but she did not say anything.

Cat pulled back. “Are you all right? Did I horrify you?”

“No! No.” Georgiana wrapped her fingers in the folds of Cat’s skirts, bunching the gray fabric in her fist. “It’s only—here you are dressed again, while I’m down to my shift.”

“I don’t see any sort of problem in that,” Cat said vehemently. And then she paused, looking at Georgiana’s uncertain face. “Do you? Tell me, Georgie. Is something wrong?”

“I’m—I want—” Georgiana hesitated. In the flickering candlelight, her eyes looked like a storm.

Cat rubbed her palm along Georgiana’s thigh, cautious and soothing, and tried to find the right words. “You can tell me. I shan’t think less of you, no matter what it is that’s in your mind.” She ran her thumb across Georgiana’s knee, warm through the silk of her stocking. “I promise you, heart of my heart, there is nothing shameful between us. You could not wish for anything that I would not want to give you.”

Georgiana swallowed, a quick bob of her long ivory throat.

And how had Cat ever thought Georgiana cold? All her emotions were transparent in her face: in the tremble of her lower lip, the tiny muscle that flexed in her jaw as she tried to find the words.

“I had never done this before,” she said finally. “Before the inn. And I want—” She broke off and wrapped her fingers around Cat’s wrist. “I want to watch you. I should like to know that I am bringing you pleasure, and I want you to tell me when I’m doing it right.”

Cat felt a hot flush rise along her skin at Georgiana’s words. Not just because of the image they engendered—though that was as vivid in her mind as if Georgiana had handed her an engraving—but because Georgiana had spoken of her desires at all.

Georgiana trusted her. Georgiana felt safe beneath Cat’s hands.

That knowledge was desperately erotic. Cat felt her breath quicken as she looked at Georgiana, lithe and strong and extravagantly beautiful, there upon her desk.

“Come,” she said, and took Georgiana’s fingers in her own.

She led Georgiana across the room—it wasn’t far—and positioned her in front of the narrow looking glass that leaned against the wall.

“What—”

“Hold a moment,” Cat said. “You’ll see.”

And then, hastily, she divested herself of her garments while Georgiana watched in stupefaction.

When she was down to nothing but her stockings, she paused and turned to Georgiana. “These too?”

Georgiana’s gaze was hot, and she had to moisten her lips before she spoke. “You can”—her voice wobbled—“leave those on.”

Cat couldn’t help herself. She grinned.

Looking a trifle dizzied, Georgiana smiled back.

Cat moved then to stand between Georgiana and the mirror, her back to Georgiana’s front. She met Georgiana’s gaze in the glass and then brought Georgiana’s hand to her belly, wrapping Georgiana’s arm around her body. “There,” she murmured. “Now you may watch.”

She kept her eyes on Georgiana’s face as Georgiana’s gaze trailed down their reflection in the mirror. Her expression was ravenous—almost wondering, as she took in the sight of them together in the glass. Very slowly, she brought her other hand up to trail across Cat’s stomach and then the very tip of one breast.

Cat let loose a single shuddering breath.

“Do you like that?” Georgiana whispered. Her finger made a slow circle around Cat’s nipple.

“Yes.”

Georgiana’s thumb tormented the tip of Cat’s breast, and her other hand settled against Cat’s hip bone, tugging their bodies together. “And this?”

“Very much.” Her voice was low, breathy—she scarcely recognized it.

Georgiana’s mouth pressed hungrily to the side of Cat’s neck, and her fingers slid across Cat’s belly, not quite dipping down between her legs. “And what if I touch you in a way that you do not like?”

Cat twisted against her, trying to bring Georgiana’s fingers closer to where she ached. “I don’t—think that very likely.”

Georgiana slid her fingers down to the ribbon that held up Cat’s stocking. Cat’s thighs were plump; the ribbon dug, just a bit, into her flesh, and Georgiana slid one finger under the taut band.

There was something lewd about the movement—the rough thrust of Georgiana’s finger against her skin. Cat felt her sex clench hard against nothing. She whimpered a little and arched back against Georgiana’s body.

“God,” Georgiana mumbled against Cat’s neck. “God, I want—”

She paused, then suddenly broke away, pulling herself free from Cat’s body.

Cat made a despairing moan that might have embarrassed her at any other moment. “Georgiana—”

“Shh,” Georgiana said, and then she was back with the chair from Cat’s desk. She settled herself into it and dragged Cat down into her lap, both still facing the mirror. “There,” she gasped. “There, now I can—”

She didn’t explain, only demonstrated, hooking Cat’s knees over her own, spreading Cat’s thighs wide, and sliding her hand from Cat’s knee up and up and up.

Cat felt cool air against her wet sex, and she gasped. When she’d pictured this, she had not imagined herself so ruthlessly exposed, her legs pulled wide and Georgiana’s eyes pinned to her body in the glass.

But Georgiana’s heated gaze was better than a caress. Her unsteady breath coasted against Cat’s ear, and her thumb traced the crease of Cat’s pelvis.

“Catriona,” she said thickly. “My God. Look at you.”

Cat looked. In the glass, her sweat-damp hair clung to her temples. Her eyes were dark and dazed with lust. The candlelight glittered off the perspiration that beaded between her breasts—off the arousal that slicked her sex.

She squeezed her eyes shut and tipped her head back so that it landed on Georgiana’s shoulder. “Georgie,” she managed, “I am trying—so hard—to be patient—”

Georgiana laughed unsteadily, and she slid her palm from Cat’s thigh—finally—to settle between her legs. “And you’re doing so well.” Her other hand returned to Cat’s breast. “Do you like this?”

“God, yes, you know I do—”

“Shh,” Georgiana mumbled, “not so loud. Oh—you’re so wet—” Her fingers slipped between Cat’s folds, teasing her entrance with tiny, tormenting circles. “And this?”

“If you do not put your fingers inside me, I am going to die,” Cat said hoarsely, which did not feel at all like melodrama.

Georgiana pushed two fingers inside her, one slow deep thrust, and Cat groaned. God, it felt good, it felt so good, her whole body tight, her feet arching as her culmination bore down upon her.

“Hush,” muttered Georgiana, and then she—she spread her fingers and rubbed her thumb lightly across Cat’s clitoris. “Yes?”

Cat had no idea what she said in return. Language had vanished—there was only the mad throb of desire, and Georgiana’s relentless touch, on and on, bringing her higher and higher.

Please, she might have said, or don’t stop.

Beautiful, Georgiana might have said back. Dearest and beloved.

But she didn’t know for certain. Pleasure was a thick hot rush, a sweet honeyed tide, and then, finally, a wave, mindless and clenching, again and again—and Georgiana gasped and whimpered in her ear and did not stop touching her.

After her culmination, it took long moments for Cat to return to herself—long moments in which Georgiana’s arms wrapped around her and held her tight.

When she could manage it, she turned to press a kiss to the side of Georgiana’s neck. Georgiana’s skin was damp and fine above her urgent pulse. “I am so fond of this part of you.”

“My neck?” Georgiana’s voice wobbled on a laugh. Her fingers, where they swept up Cat’s side, trembled.

“Mm.” Cat turned a little more and kissed the valley between Georgiana’s breasts, and then the delicate swell of skin above her chemise. The post-orgasm languor faded rapidly as she took in the way that Georgiana’s body heated beneath her mouth. “And this part.”

Georgiana brushed Cat’s hair back from her face. “Is that so?”

“Mm-hmm. This one too.” Cat let her mouth glide over Georgiana’s nipple through the fabric, let Georgiana feel the brush of breath and tongue and lips.

Georgiana gasped, and Cat felt another pulse of desire, deep in her belly, as Georgiana’s nipple went tight beneath her mouth.

Carefully, she sank from Georgiana’s lap down to the floor to kneel between her legs. She shoved Georgiana’s thin chemise up to her thighs—what was it made of, that it should be so transparent?—and licked at the underside of Georgiana’s knee.

Georgiana trembled harder, and oh, perhaps that should not thrill Cat so.

But it did. She could not help herself. She shoved her fingers underneath Georgiana’s stockings and mounted a slow, tormenting assault on Georgiana’s inner thigh with her tongue, not quite reaching the place where she knew Georgiana most wanted her mouth.

Georgiana twisted restlessly and managed to gasp, “Is there something else you’re fond of?”

Cat nearly laughed. “Your ladyship,” she whispered into Georgiana’s dark blond curls, “I begin to suspect you’re flirting with me.”

Georgiana’s hips jerked. “It’s taken you”—she paused to suck in a breath—“an awfully long time to notice.”

Cat pressed her palms into Georgiana’s thighs to hold her still and relished the sensations of her—the extraordinary softness of her skin, the taut muscles that flexed beneath. Her heat inches from Cat’s mouth. “My love,” she murmured, “don’t fret. You have all of my attention now.”
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Chapter 25



Love no denial found, desire no stay.

—from Georgiana’s private copy of DON LEON




Georgiana was in search of tooth powder at dawn when a warm, naked body encircled her from behind. She heard herself emit a small squeak of surprise.

Cat breathed a laugh into her ear. “Did I startle you?”

Georgiana turned her head and found Cat’s hair with her mouth. “I thought you were asleep.”

“I woke and you were gone.” Cat tightened her arms and began to tow Georgiana deliberately back to the bed. “It was ghastly. Come back and minister to me in my hour of need.”

The bed was warm, and Georgiana let herself be pulled. They came down in a tumble of limbs and skin, and Cat pressed her face against Georgiana’s neck and breathed in. “What is it that you smell of? I have more than once lain awake pondering the question.”

Georgiana felt a little flush of pleasure, though surely Cat was only teasing. “Irises. And geranium and cardamom and ambrette and … oh, some other things I’ve forgotten. It’s a custom scent from Floris. My mother had it made for me before we left Woodcote Hall, and so I try not to use it too often.”

Cat smothered a laugh against her skin. “You are the most expensive thing in this house.”

Georgiana darted a half-embarrassed glance at Cat, who knelt, straddling one of Georgiana’s thighs.

But Cat was grinning. “You’ve ruined me for any other scent, you know. A most diabolical scheme.”

Georgiana let her eyes roam Cat’s sleep-tousled form, all skin and dark hair and wide, irreverent mouth. Just for the pleasure of it, she ran a fingertip along Cat’s bare shoulder, where it was gilded by the morning light. “You look so lovely like this.”

“Without my clothes, do you mean?”

Georgiana laughed aloud. “I hadn’t meant that, no. But I shan’t pretend it isn’t so.”

Cat’s fingers tangled in the chemise that Georgiana had donned when she’d risen in search of the tooth powder. Her mouth coasted along Georgiana’s ear and then down her neck. “I can’t tell you how much it pleases me to make you laugh.”

Georgiana felt a shiver run through her body, and she gave a little reluctant moan as she pulled away. “I would like very much to spend all morning pleasing you. But I have to go home. To see to Bacon.”

Cat loosened her hold on Georgiana’s chemise. “Yes, of course. I understand.” She sat back and wrapped the thin bedsheet around herself. Her lips were tipped up into a smile, familiar and natural on her face. “Maybe next time, you can bring Bacon with you. Pauline and Jem won’t mind. Well, Pauline might, but I can overrule her. Or perhaps”—her grin turned saucy and shy at once—“perhaps next time I can stay with you at your apartment. I should like to see your nightclothes again.”

“Oh,” Georgiana said. “I—”

She hadn’t imagined that, somehow. She hadn’t expected … anything. She had not allowed herself to picture morning after morning just like this, Cat waking soft and golden in the sun.

She wanted it. She wanted it so much.

Her heart clenched, and so did her hands at her sides. She couldn’t seem to finish her sentence.

Cat’s smile faltered, just a little, then came back wider than ever and, for the first time in Georgiana’s recollection, obviously forced. “Never mind. I should not have said that. You didn’t ask for”—she gestured, a little haphazardly, and her bedsheet slipped—“all of that.”

Georgiana bit her lip and made herself speak. “No. You don’t have to apologize. I—”

“Shall I go with you?” Cat said brightly. “To see to Bacon?”

Georgiana opened her mouth, then closed it again. Her nose burned; her eyes felt hot. How would she be able to stand the sight? Cat, there in the apartment in Bloomsbury, all spiced wine and generosity and joy.

How could she see Cat there and stop herself from wanting forever?

And she could not have forever. She had chosen her life purposefully: alone and independent, because to be alone was to keep the people she loved safe.

To be alone was to be safe. Was the only way not to be hurt.

As the silence stretched, Cat’s face went slowly pale in the soft dawn light. Her expressive mouth wobbled slightly, then compressed, hard and flat. “I see.”

Georgiana swallowed against the ache in her throat. She didn’t know what Cat saw. Part of her didn’t want to know. Didn’t want honesty.

But Cat’s only way was honesty, was raw truth forced into the space between them. Was courage that Georgiana couldn’t put her hands around, could never hope to grasp.

“You don’t want me to go with you,” Cat said. “You don’t want me in your house, in front of your mother. Because you’re ashamed.”

Georgiana’s heart beat hard against her ribs, and it hurt all the way through her. “No! God, no, that’s not it at all. You mustn’t think that.”

“Then what is it?”

“Nothing!” Panic clutched at her insides, muddling her head. “You’re making too much of this, Catriona.”

She wanted to claw the words back into her mouth. They were horrible, and a lie, and Cat could plainly see Georgiana’s fear and retreat, even if she did not understand the cause.

Cat’s face was still too pale, her lips white, and Georgiana felt anguish splinter through her like ice. She was doing this. She was hurting Cat, precisely as she’d known she would.

She had heard Pauline the previous night. She’d come halfway back down the stairs, intending to gather coal and build up the fire. But then she’d frozen at the sound of Pauline’s voice.

She seems different from you. Cold.

And then, as if resigned: Oh, Kitty. Do not let her break your heart.

She’d slipped silently back up the stairs. Her skin had felt raw, her hands numb.

But she’d known that Pauline was not wrong. Georgiana did not belong in this warm, affectionate family. She had destroyed her own and—perhaps worst of all—had made no attempt to repair the breach. She had made herself an island, and perhaps she was cold, and ruthless, and meant to be alone, because even now she did not know what she would have done differently.

But she’d told herself that it was all right. That she could spend the night with Cat. That she could bring Cat pleasure, and leave her safe and warm in the morning.

She’d been wrong. She ought to have known that her thorns would wound Cat as well—that her spiked edges were bound to draw blood. When Cat drew out a picture of the future—of nights and mornings together, of ease and desire and love—Georgiana could not imagine herself inside of it.

When Cat held out her hand, Georgiana did not know how to grasp it.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and stood up from the bed. She wrestled her way back into her frock from the day before and tried not to look at Cat’s face. “I have to go.”

When Cat spoke, her voice was very quiet. “You promised,” she said. “You promised you would not do this to me again.”

Georgiana looked up from the little pearl buttons on her dress. Cat’s face was impossible to look at—all surprise and betrayal—so Georgiana turned away. Her gaze fell on the rumpled bed. The desk. The mirror.

Everywhere she turned seemed to augur disaster. If she fled now, she would commit precisely the act that Cat had feared. She would leave Cat here alone.

But if she stayed …

How easily she would ruin Cat. How easily she would ruin everything.

And because she was a coward, the choice was, after all, no choice. She set her hand to the door.

“It’s only—that Bacon needs me,” she said hoarsely, and thought: Forgive me. Please understand.

And when Cat nodded and did not speak, Georgiana pretended it was enough.

She pretended, very hard, all the way home, until her mother opened the door, and she knelt on the floor, and Bacon flung himself into her lap, and she realized abruptly that her face was wet with tears.

“Georgie?” her mother said. “What on earth—”

“Don’t.” Her voice cracked, like something coming apart. “Please don’t. I need to be alone.”

There was a long silence, and though her gaze was fixed on Bacon’s thick white coat, Georgiana could see that her mother’s pointed slippers did not move.

Eventually, Georgiana lifted her head.

Edith was standing beside the door. She was dressed for walking—she and Bacon must have just come back inside. Her hair was scraped back from her face, pinned ruthlessly into place so that none of the familiar fine blond strands escaped.

Her face was a careful closed blank, and her shoulders were pulled back so that her body made a slim, spare column from the top of her head down to her heels. She stood frozen, one gloved hand closed into a fist at her side.

“I am sorry,” she said finally. Her fingers tightened and then released, but the tense erect carriage of her body did not loosen. “I shan’t intrude upon your privacy.”

And then she turned away.

Georgiana heard her breath escape with a sound like a sob. How did she keep doing this? How was it possible that no matter how she turned and twisted, she hurt someone she loved?

She felt as carved-out and dangerous as a blade—impossible to get close to, impossible to hold.

“Wait. Please wait.”

That had been her voice—she had felt the words form in her mouth, in her lungs—but she did not recognize the hoarse sound.

Her mother turned back, her face unreadable.

“I don’t know what to do,” Georgiana said thickly. “And I’m afraid.”

As she watched, her mother’s fingers twitched toward her, as if to stroke her face. But her hand dropped to her side, and Georgiana felt a single slow stab of grief and loneliness.

But then Edith’s face grew stubborn and set. And then, delicately, she lowered herself to the floor and took Georgiana’s hand. Her voice, when she spoke, was the same as it always was: soft and firm and precise. “You don’t have to tell me. But I want you to know that you are not alone.”

Georgiana couldn’t bring herself to grip her mother’s fingers back, only watch as tears dripped from her jaw and landed on Bacon’s fur. He shoved his head into the hollow of her palm.

It felt inconceivable to explain what she needed—to admit where she’d gone wrong. To admit that all her desperate clinging to independence was a lie. That she wanted too much. That she had lost her way.

Edith had never seemed disappointed by Georgiana’s choices. She had supported Georgiana when Georgiana had told her—softly, secretly—that she did not ever intend to marry. She’d played along with Georgiana’s false front to the ton. She had read Georgiana’s books again and again—had long passages of The Tale of Josiah Raven memorized, for heaven’s sake.

But somehow, it was still impossible for Georgiana to believe that her rejection of societal expectations had not disappointed her mother. Even if Edith did not say it.

And Georgiana did not want to make it worse.

“It’s not—” she said, and then paused and tried again, blinking against her hazed vision. “It’s not about money. Everything is fine with the books. With my career. We’re perfectly secure.”

Very lightly, her mother squeezed her fingers. “Georgie, my love. You know that I am immensely proud of you.”

“I—yes. I do.”

“Then know, too, that I mean this as gently as possible: security is not the most important thing to me.” Her mouth tightened, just a little. “Not anymore.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“I should have said this years ago,” her mother said. “I think of speaking every day.” Her voice sounded wry. “Strange, is it not? That it should be so hard to say the words to one’s own child. I’m sorry, Georgiana.”

Georgiana turned, surprised, to face Edith more directly. “What do you mean?”

“I’m sorry that I did not do better by you and your brothers. I’m sorry that I was not stronger.” Edith’s jaw was still as sharp and precise as a young woman’s, and she was not looking at Georgiana. “I married your father because I believed it to be an advantageous match, and I stayed with him for as long as I did because I did not know what else to do. But if I could live my life over—oh, my dear. I would have taken the three of you and fled. No matter the cost.”

“Mama,” Georgiana murmured. The name felt strange on her lips—she had not said it since childhood. None of them had.

There had been no authority for her mother to appeal to. The laws had been on Alistair Cleeve’s side. Georgiana could still recall the way she’d listened at the door when her mother had spoken, tearfully, to the rector, the day after Alistair had nearly broken her wrist.

The rector had told Edith to stop sinning if she did not wish to feel the rod.

“I told myself that I was doing the right thing by remaining there,” Edith went on. “By letting the three of you grow up with every advantage. With security. But in truth I think—I think that I was afraid. Of how difficult it would be. That you would come to despise me, if I took you all away. Oh, Georgie. I was afraid of everything then.” Edith ran her thumb lightly across Georgiana’s knuckles. “But you have always been so much braver than I.”

Georgiana drew back from her mother’s words. “Me?”

“I have never been so proud of anything as I was when I saw you stand up to your father in the library,” Edith said quietly. “For all the times you told me that you meant to live independently, I don’t think I truly believed it was possible until that moment.” She breathed out, the barest hint of a laugh. “And I was proud of—myself, too, I think. That you should be mine, and that some part of your courage must have come from me.”

“I was so afraid,” Georgiana whispered. “That day.” Every day.

“I know.” Edith stroked the top of Georgiana’s knee. “You had meant to publish five more books first. You had it all worked out. I remember.”

“Not—that. Not the money.” Though she’d feared that too, of course. They both had. “I was afraid that you would come to regret it.”

Edith turned more sharply toward her. “Regret what?”

“Leaving Woodcote. Choosing to stay with me.”

The words felt strung tight, vibrating like a wire in the air. For how long had she kept that notion in her chest, curled and protected in some shadowed corner she did not like to look at?

Years. Years and years of speechless guilt and regret.

But somehow, it was not beyond her power to speak. Not now. Not like this, with her mother’s hand on her knee, and her eyes pinned to Bacon, and her heart too raw for anything but truth.

This was the core of her fear: that she would lead the people she loved into a disaster of their own choosing. That the people who cared for her would be too loyal and foolhardy to disentangle themselves from the hurt that Georgiana had caused.

That she would love too much, too ferociously—and that her love would bring nothing but pain.

To her mother. To Percy.

To Cat.

“My darling,” Edith said, “I have never regretted it. Not for one single moment.”

The words landed like a feather. Like a knife. She realized she was crying again, a sharp burn in her eyes and nose. “Not even when—when we could only afford tallow candles?”

Edith laughed, very softly, at the memory. “And I did not know how to use them? And I spilled wax all over my dress, and I smelled like a charnel house for weeks?”

“And the”—her own voice was a trifle hysterical—“and the room kept filling up with smoke and we could not sort out how to open the windows?”

Edith laughed again, softly, lightly, and then her eyes came to rest on Georgiana’s face, and she sobered. “Not even then. Oh, my darling, not even then. I had only fortitude to offer you, and so I gave it. But you were like a torch—so brilliant and ardent in your vision of the future that everyone who knew you believed in it too.”

Her mother’s face was so familiar, like looking into a glass.

But her words did not feel familiar. They felt astonishing—like some great new physics that Georgiana could not get her mind around.

“You saw the future you wanted,” her mother went on, “and you brought it into being. Despite your fear. Despite the risk. I only followed your light.”

Edith’s words felt both true and not true. Georgiana had wrested herself free of the path laid out by society. By her father. She had dragged herself through sheer stubborn force of will into independence.

But had she not, by the same set of decisions, resigned herself to a life without love?

You saw the future you wanted, and you brought it into being. Despite your fear.

It sounded impossible. Her fears drove her onward; her fears were what ruled her life.

Only—

When she thought of her future now, all she could see in it was Cat.

Perhaps she had ruined everything, there in Cat’s gold-saturated bedchamber at dawn. Perhaps she had destroyed what was flowering between them. Perhaps Cat never wished to see her again.

Perhaps Georgiana had been too great a coward.

But could she not at least try?

She looked very hard at the wrinkled mess of her skirts and the trail of white hairs that Bacon was depositing across the fabric. “The truth is,” she said to her mother, “I am in love.”

There. She’d said it. And the world had not fallen apart.

She peered up at Edith, whose face was evincing no expression whatsoever.

“Ah,” Edith said finally. “I must admit, I did not expect that.”

“With Lady Darling.”

“Oh!” Edith said, and there was a curious note in her voice before she hastily smoothed it out. “Oh.”

Georgiana took a careful breath. She had told her mother, many years ago now, that she would not ever marry. That she would never feel the proper sort of love and passion. About a man, she had said, slowly and precisely. And Edith had paused, and nodded, and they had not spoken of it again.

But she had felt certain that her mother knew and understood. When they’d read Emma together a few years ago, Edith had remarked calmly that Miss Woodhouse seemed to fancy Miss Smith for herself. And when a Piccadilly print shop had displayed a satirical cartoon of Louisa Strachan and Sarah Greville kissing in the park, Edith had only murmured, “I think they look very happy.”

They were reserved, both of them—reluctant to speak of their feelings aloud. But Georgiana had heard each measured remark for what it was. You are safe with me. You need not be afraid.

But even so, this was the first time she had ever declared her feelings quite so openly.

Courage, she thought, and light.

“Dearest,” Edith said finally, “if you should like for me to watch Bacon while you work up the nerve to declare yourself, you need only ask.”

Georgiana made a sound halfway between a laugh and a sob. “I think that might be very useful, yes.”

Edith brushed her hand over Bacon’s one drooping ear. “We get on quite well, you know.”

“Oh, Mama.” Carefully, cautiously, she tipped her head against Edith’s shoulder. Just as carefully, Edith patted back her tangled hair. “I’ve blundered so badly. I broke a promise. And I—I hurt her.”

“Then you will make things right.”

“I don’t know if I can. And I don’t”—oh God, it was so hard to say it—“I don’t know if she will…” Forgive me. Want me, broken and wrong-headed as I am.

“Dearest,” her mother said firmly, “I know you. It is not in your nature to give up.”
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Chapter 26



Iris’s efforts with the Renwick papers have borne fruit. Meet me at dusk at Belvoir’s. Please.

—from Georgiana to Cat




Cat folded and refolded the note between her fingers in the alley behind Belvoir’s Library. It had gone worn already—she’d worried her thumb over the crease in the paper enough times that it felt soft beneath her fingers.

She was familiar enough with Georgiana’s hand by now that her heart had leapt before she’d even read the thing, the moment she’d taken it from the message boy who’d deposited it at her apartment. She’d recognized the flowing script—even Georgiana’s handwriting was exquisite, a fact which Cat took some offense to—and she’d hoped …

She scarcely knew what she had hoped for.

In any case, she hadn’t got it. The words on the page were clipped and concise, and she could almost hear Georgiana’s cool voice articulating the words.

She could not pretend she’d not been hurt by Georgiana’s abrupt departure from her bedchamber the previous morning. But—hell. It was her own fault. She knew herself, knew her tendency to want too much, to demand more and more. She had done it with her books, with the pie shop. She had done it with Jem and his career.

But then again—the thought made her chest hurt—Georgiana had promised. And Cat had believed her.

She’d spent the last two days feeling foolish and angry and raw, and when she’d received Georgiana’s terse little note, she’d been so tangled up that she had not even replied. She’d considered not going to Belvoir’s at all, only …

Well. She had at least pretended to consider it, a small sop to her dignity that she then promptly abandoned by spending far too long arranging her hair.

Before she could lift her hand to knock upon the library’s back door, it came open, and the duchess’s footman grinned familiarly at her. “Lady Darling,” he said cheerfully, “you’re early.”

Oh sweet sainted Margaret, she was. It was awful.

The footman ushered her inside and directed her toward the stairs. “Up to the office. Miss Desrosiers is already here.”

The name, uttered so casually, made Cat’s belly pitch. She could remember what Georgiana had been like at sixteen when she’d chosen the nom de plume: silent, watchful, almost painfully reserved.

And as she thought of the Georgiana who’d stood white and terrified in her chamber the previous morning, Cat wondered suddenly if she was asking too much. If it was unfair to Georgiana to demand that she go against the habits of a lifetime to reveal her heart.

Could she content herself with the pieces that Georgiana was willing to give?

She arrived at the door of Selina’s office before she came to an answer. She knocked softly, and then pushed it open.

The room was dim, lit only by a single candle, and Georgiana stood tall against the bookshelves. Her hair was neatly drawn back, her dress a rich sapphire blue. Her face was very pale, and her hands were locked together beneath her breasts.

The tension between them was instantaneous. The air in the room felt hot and charged. Cat could not take her eyes from Georgiana’s exquisite cheekbones, the anxious shape of her mouth.

“I did not know if you would come.”

Georgiana’s voice was almost too soft to hear, and Cat found herself tugged across the room by it. “I did not know myself.” They were within a handspan now, and Cat tried to pull herself together. Tried to make herself stop recalling the texture of Georgiana’s skin. “You said you wanted to speak to me about Iris’s translations of the Renwick papers?”

Georgiana’s lips parted on a breath, and Cat found herself fixated upon the faint spray of freckles above Georgiana’s mouth, scarcely visible in the low light. “I lied.”

Cat blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

Georgiana’s fingers released and entangled themselves again, just below her heart. “I lied. I did not know if you would attend me otherwise. I was—I thought—” She broke off and visibly attempted to collect herself. “I was afraid that you would not come if I did not give you a reason.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I’m sorry,” Georgiana said. Her voice shook, the crisp syllables blurred by the trembling of her mouth, the quick rise and fall of her breath. “I’m sorry, Catriona.”

Cat’s heart pitched, hope and fear together. Was this an apology? Or the prelude to a departure?

Don’t go, she wanted to say. Please don’t go.

“For what?” she said instead, and had to raise her hand to dash at the tears that hazed her vision.

“For how I behaved yesterday. It was cruel of me, and wrong. Every part of it was wrong. I should not have made a promise if I did not intend to keep it.” Georgiana’s face had gone paler still. Her skin looked stretched across her cheekbones, her expression taut with pain.

Cat’s fingers itched to reach across the space between them, but she held herself still. “I don’t understand what you are trying to tell me. You should not have promised? Or you should not have left?” To her horror, her voice cracked on the last word.

“Catriona,” Georgiana said again, and there was nothing but desperation in her voice. No trace of that icy precision. “I’m not—I’m not good at this. I’ve been trying to practice. But I do not—”

“Tell me.” Cat tried to make her voice firm, but it was stupid and impossible, what with the salt taste of tears in her mouth. “Just tell me what you want me to know.”

“I don’t know how to do this,” Georgiana said hoarsely.

“Do what?”

“Love you!”

The candle guttered. A thin bead of beeswax ran slowly down the delicate white taper.

Cat tried to remember how to breathe.

It was as if all the soft ambient sounds—the night maids cleaning belowstairs, the carriages rattling by outside—had gone silent at once. As though a thick velvet weight had dropped, curtaining them from the rest of the world.

“Georgie,” Cat whispered.

“No,” Georgiana said, almost desperately. “I don’t—you can’t say anything yet. Please, just let me—I’ve been trying to find the words all day, and I cannot—” She broke off, her eyes all shadows. “Please don’t go yet.”

Cat shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“When we were in Wiltshire, you asked if Ambrose refused to see me after he became the earl. If he washed his hands of me the way our father did.” Georgiana’s gaze fell to the rug. Her pale lashes were lighter at the tips, gold edged with silver. “I allowed you to believe it was so. But in truth, I cut them off. Ambrose and Percy both.”

“I see.”

Cat remembered Georgiana’s brothers from Woodcote. They had been kind to the Laceys—Ambrose fretful, Percy puppyish and exuberant—but things could change a great deal in a decade. She knew that. She knew well enough that for people who lived outside the bounds of society’s conventions, it was sometimes necessary to protect oneself with separation.

“You don’t see.” Georgiana’s fingers twisted together. “It wasn’t because of them. It was nothing that they did. It was because of me.” She gritted her teeth and seemed to force herself to look up to meet Cat’s eyes. “When I revealed myself as a Gothic novelist, I knew what would happen to me, but I did not properly appreciate what it would mean for—all of them. For my family.”

“What—”

“I became anathema. Percy’s professor at Oxford saw us together and he—he said that Percy could not associate with me if he wanted to secure a living. I knew then that I had to cut them off. I would have stolen their futures. Their ambitions. Their hopes of marriage. I was poison to them.”

“Georgie,” Cat murmured. “No.”

“I saw the way that my father destroyed your family,” Georgiana said, very low. “And I saw the way that loyalty to me nearly ruined Selina’s life. I did not want the same for Ambrose and Percy. And I—” She hesitated, her lips parted, her chest rising and falling with her breath. “And I did not want the same for you.”

Georgiana’s clear blue eyes skimmed across Cat’s face as though to memorize the sight. As though she supposed this would be the last time.

Cat opened her mouth to speak, but Georgiana’s next words silenced her.

“I have been so afraid that I would hurt you by loving you. Even now, I find myself terrified. Of—everything. That you will very kindly and gently let me down.” She almost laughed, a rough sound, like a sob. “Or that you won’t. That you want me the same way, and I will keep on disappointing you.”

Cat could see Georgiana across from her—the rangy column of her body upright and vibrating against the bookshelves—and also in memory, a decade ago, her fingers wrapped around a cobalt book from the Woodcote library and no trace of a smile on her mouth.

The differences in their stations had been vast. But suddenly, it seemed to Cat that she had been the lucky one. She had always known that no matter what she chose—no matter how she lived—her father would not stop loving her. Georgiana—brave and stubborn and obviously, visibly panicked—had never known any such thing.

Cat’s father’s love had been a gift. A foundation for all the many and varied choices of her life.

And it made it almost easy to do what she did next.

She stepped closer to Georgiana. She wrapped one arm around Georgiana’s waist, pinning her back to the bookshelves, fitting their bodies together. Georgiana gasped, and then, when Cat took Georgiana’s jaw in her hand, Georgiana made a tiny, broken sound, halfway between relief and pleading.

“I love you,” Cat said, and she held Georgiana’s trembling body still. “Don’t be afraid.”

And then she brought her mouth to Georgiana’s and kissed her.
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Chapter 27



Dost thou not know that love banishes all fear?

—from Cat’s private copy of VÉNUS DANS LE CLOÎTRE by Abbé du Prat




Georgiana clutched at the curve of Cat’s waist. Her body sagged back against the shelves, weak with the vestiges of her fear, almost too dazed and dazzled to recognize the slow rise of desire inside her.

“Catriona,” she tried to say, but Cat’s mouth was hot and wet and her hands were buried in Georgiana’s hair.

She gave up on talking. She gave up on everything except kissing Cat back.

It was easy. God, it was so easy to fall into the shape and texture of Cat’s mouth, the dip of her lower back and the flare of her buttocks. She could taste the hint of salt on Cat’s lips, and she let herself give in to a long-held fantasy. She ran her tongue along the top, the bottom, then lingered luxuriously at the corner. Cat gasped and pressed their bodies together harder.

The library was dim. Cat smelled of ink and soap and pastry. Georgiana’s fingers toyed with the edges of Cat’s hair and then, determinedly, plucked out a handful of pins and let them fall, clinking, to the floor.

Cat’s hair fell down in a heavy lopsided mass, and she pulled back to laugh and shake it out of her face.

That laugh. Georgiana felt her heart beat hard at the sound, familiar and beloved and not gone, not even a little bit. Her throat was tight with emotion, with relief she could not quite let herself feel.

She held fast to Cat’s shoulders to keep her back when Cat might have closed the space between them again. “You forgive me?” she asked hoarsely.

“Yes.” Cat’s eyes were dark, and Georgiana could see the candle’s flame reflected there like a star. “There was nothing to forgive. I was too hard on you. My expectations were—”

“No,” Georgiana said, and she gripped Cat’s shoulders tighter, her fingers digging in. Too hard, she thought, but couldn’t quite make herself let go. “I want you to have expectations of me. Expectations mean that this matters to you. That I matter. That you want what I do.”

Cat’s voice was very gentle. Her fingers soothed the nape of Georgiana’s neck. “And what do you want?”

“To keep on loving you, Catriona Lacey, for as long as you’ll have me.” She ran her thumb across Cat’s full lower lip. “To spend the night with you again. And”—somehow it was almost harder to say the next part—“to wake with you. To wake with you and not to go.”

“I never want you to go.”

It almost hurt, how much she’d craved those words. How much she wanted to believe it could be so. “If I disappoint you,” she said hoarsely, “you will tell me. You will let me make things right. Because it will happen, again and again, and I … I haven’t done this before. I’ve never felt this way, and I—”

Cat came up on her toes and neatly silenced Georgiana’s anxious babble with her mouth. “I forgive you,” she mumbled in between kisses. Her fingers did something wicked to Georgiana’s throat, to the place beneath her ear. “Already. In advance.” Her mouth grew hungrier, heated and fervent against Georgiana’s jaw. “A thousand times, if necessary.”

“That number seems”—Georgiana gasped a little as Cat sucked harder—“exceptionally high. Perhaps you might expect better of—”

Cat’s mouth was on hers again, laughing, ineffably sweet.

Pleasure came in waves, then, waves that stole through her body, weighted her limbs, and swept her anxieties away. The world was dark and soft, and she was surrounded by the velvet press of Cat’s body and the rough-tender brush of Cat’s palm against her skin.

She touched Cat back, almost wonderingly. Her fingers found buttons, found heavy winter wool, and she pressed hard enough to discern the precise shape of Cat’s body beneath.

Cat made a tiny sound, almost a whine, as Georgiana’s grasping hands dragged her even closer. “I want you,” she muttered into Georgiana’s neck. “I want you naked. Come home with me?”

“Too far,” Georgiana said. “Too long a walk. Stay here.”

Cat drew back a trifle. “Here? At Belvoir’s?”

She was so damned beautiful that Georgiana felt lightheaded. Her mouth looked like the inside of a plum, flushed and glistening. Georgiana felt heat pool between her thighs, and she shifted against the bookshelves. “Selina said we could stay the night.”

“Selina said we could—” Cat’s brows shot upward. “You asked Selina if we could sleep together at Belvoir’s?”

“Not in quite so many words.”

Cat was laughing again, and it was as erotic as her parted lips had been. More. “You scoundrel. You absolute minx.”

“I would not say—”

Cat kissed her again, harder. “I’ve never been so thoroughly and deliberately seduced in my life.”

“That was not precisely my intention.”

“Wasn’t it?” Cat’s mouth curled irrepressibly into a grin, flirtatious and impudent and precisely the way that Georgiana pictured her every time she closed her eyes. “A declaration. An apology. A private room filled with licentious novels.”

Heat rose inexorably to Georgiana’s face and chest, and if she had not already wanted to unfasten the top few buttons of her frock, she certainly did now. “I shall note down the critical elements to your seduction then.”

Cat’s hands roamed from her waist to the underside of her breasts, and Georgiana sucked in a breath. “I appreciate a woman who keeps detailed records.” She set her mouth to Georgiana’s neck, but slower this time. Softer. “Georgie.” She breathed it like a sigh, and Georgiana shivered. “I adore you.”

“Do you?”

Oh God, she hadn’t meant to say that. She had hoped to paper over the great depth of hunger inside her—for affection, for reassurance. For love. Her cheeks went hotter.

But Cat did not seem to mind. “I adore you,” she said again, and then her tongue traced the curve of Georgiana’s ear, and Georgiana felt her lower belly tighten. “I am mad for you.” Her breath tickled Georgiana’s ear, and her right hand came up to cup Georgiana’s breast. Her thumb passed lightly across Georgiana’s nipple. “I should like very much to worship at your altar.”

“Let me—blow out the candle,” Georgiana said hoarsely, and Cat laughed again, like an invitation to joy.

Georgiana moved across the room and doused the small flame. Selina had offered up a whole closet full of necessities for her friends—a spare set of clothing, a folding military-style cot to sleep upon, a toothbrush—but Cat did not give Georgiana time to seek out any of it. Instead, when the room was dark, Cat urged her to the armchair in front of the hearth. It was banked, but still warm, a slow, radiant heat that curled along Georgiana’s cheeks, the tips of her fingers.

“Sit down,” Cat murmured. “Let me do this for you.”

Georgiana sat. Cat knelt between her thighs, and Georgiana felt almost fevered, hot-cold tingles running up and down her skin.

“You needn’t,” she managed. “I can—”

“Let me,” Cat said again, and then, slowly, she slid her hand from Georgiana’s ankle up and up and up. Her thumb worked its way around to the sensitive place behind Georgiana’s knee, and Georgiana’s thighs went loose, her legs falling wider and then squeezing around Cat’s shoulders as desire reverberated through her body. Cat between her thighs—ah God, the sight was wicked and heavenly, and she heard a whimper at the back of her own throat.

Deftly, Cat peeled off Georgiana’s boots and stockings, and then she shoved Georgiana’s skirts above her knees. “There is,” she murmured, “one thing you can do for me.”

“Anything,” Georgiana managed. Cat’s thumb had returned to the sensitive inside of her knee, and she was stroking lightly—so lightly, almost a whisper. Georgiana’s hips jerked. It was not sensible, how Cat’s featherlight touch should send quick hot throbs of desire to her sex. And yet—

She twisted, just a little, trying to urge Cat’s hand farther up.

“Talk,” Cat said.

“What?”

Cat looked up, then, and Georgiana felt half out of her head, drunk on the sight of Cat’s face. Her lips tipped up on one side and the shadows seemed deeper where they curved around her body. The heat of her mouth was palpable, here, in the dark.

“Talk. Say anything you like, so long as you keep talking.” She pressed her mouth to the bare skin of Georgiana’s upper thigh, and Georgiana’s hips rocked, helpless and wanting.

“You want me to—babble?” Her voice came out thready.

“Yes.” Cat licked the crease of her pelvis, and Georgiana made a sound that had only a passing acquaintance with speech. “It arouses me.” Cat lifted her dark lashes and looked Georgiana in the eye, even as her fingers trailed up to tease and torment. “That lovely voice of yours. And the way I make you fall apart.”

“I—” Georgiana gasped. “I—”

Oh God, Cat’s movements were quick and clever, and it was so hard to think clearly. Her body thrummed with need. But the notion that she could please Cat—that she could make Cat flushed and wanting through her words alone—was a potent lure. A desire that bordered on necessity.

She tried again. “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

Cat’s mouth had almost reached the place where Georgiana wanted her most, but at that, she hesitated. Her gaze flicked up to Georgiana. “That was not quite what I expected.”

“You’re lovely,” Georgiana said. “Perfect.” Her hips twitched beneath the sudden rush of Cat’s breath, and she could not quite force back the moan that slipped through her lips. “I think constantly about the way your mouth moves when you smile. And when you do—what you are doing now.”

Cat’s careful focus returned. Her tongue passed slowly and deliberately over Georgiana’s clitoris and then back again.

But when Georgiana stopped talking, Cat stopped too. Her eyes flicked up to Georgiana’s face.

So Georgiana went on, panting a little. “You are so clever. I love your books. You made me laugh even when I did not know it was you. You’re—kind and—and—” Her mind felt fractured. Words slipped away, borne off on a tide of deepening pleasure.

But Cat paused again. When she looked up this time, Georgiana could see that her color was high. Her breath came quickly, her breasts straining the top of her frock. “I like that,” she said unsteadily. “All of it.”

A new thrill raced through Georgiana’s body. Yes. She was not alone in this. Their desire was shared, was wrought higher and higher by their mutual pleasure.

“I want you naked again,” she managed, and Cat’s mouth pressed back down, hotter than the warmth from the fire. Georgiana groaned a little, and tried to recall how to speak. “I want to feel you. I want your legs around my waist. I—oh—God, Catriona—I want you to come like that.”

Her climax was bearing down upon her. She felt drawn up tight, her nipples bright sensitive points where they brushed her frock. The tiny flicks of Cat’s tongue multiplied inside her, each one drawing her muscles tighter, her body closer and closer to the edge.

But Cat was aroused as well. Georgiana could tell it, even in the dark. Cat’s hips shifted as she squeezed her legs together, and her fingers on Georgiana’s thigh worked restlessly, flexing and releasing.

“Put your hand beneath your skirts,” Georgiana whispered. “Let me see you.”

And, instantly, Cat did.

Georgiana did not know how it was possible to feel so close to her culmination for so long. Her body tightened further. Her thighs trembled. And Cat—

Sweet God. Cat. Her fingers worked beneath her own skirts, and the rhythm of her mouth faltered, and the sweet little vibration of her groan pulled Georgiana’s orgasm closer still. Her temples glistened with perspiration, and a tiny ringlet curled up beneath her ear.

“That’s so good,” Georgiana said. “You’re so beautiful.” Things had started to fade at the edges, a thick darkness at the corners of the room. Her pulse throbbed between her legs to the rhythm of Cat’s mouth. She tried to make herself keep talking, tried not to let pleasure bear her away, and somehow the words on her lips were desperate and nonsensical and true. “I will love you until the day I die. I want you in my lap, with your frock off. I want to drown in your tits. Oh—fuck—”

She wanted to come—desperately, unspeakably—but she wanted Cat to come more. She reached down and caught Cat’s elbow, then dragged Cat up to her, shoving their skirts aside so that Cat could straddle her in the chair.

Cat was flushed and glazed—her eyes were glassy, and her lips were wet from Georgiana’s sex.

“Fuck,” Georgiana said again, thickly. “Put your fingers in my mouth.”

Cat did. Her fingers tasted of arousal, salt and sweet, and Georgiana sucked hard.

“Georgie,” Cat gasped, “Georgie, please.”

Her knees dug into Georgiana’s hips, and Georgiana closed her hands over Cat’s glorious buttocks, and finally—finally—they slid together, a fumbling rush of slick, grinding pleasure, with Cat’s free hand thrust between them.

Cat whimpered. Her hips rolled. “I can’t—Georgie—oh God—”

Georgiana’s mind was a blur of sensation—Cat’s fingers in her mouth, Cat’s legs spread around her, Cat’s voice sobbing out her release—

And then she came too, hard and relentless. She rode the heel of Cat’s hand as pleasure dragged her down past sight, down past hearing, down past everything except Cat.

Cat was around her and inside her and there was nothing in the world she needed, nothing she wanted except this—hot and breathless and palpable and honest.

Some long moments later, Cat’s mouth moved against her ear. “Georgie mine,” she whispered, “I love you too.”

They were sweat-damp, still mostly dressed, tangled together in an armchair. The windows were clouded with steam.

This is happiness, Georgiana thought dazedly.

And not just happiness. Hope.

This was not a mistake. It was not temporary. Cat was steadfast and true, and she would not be here if she did not wish to be, her heart pressed to Georgiana’s own.
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Chapter 28



Augusta, who had spent a lifetime yearning, was rendered speechless not by the gift itself, but by the simple fact that it had been given to her.

—from ORPHAN OF MIDNIGHT by Geneva Desrosiers




“Georgie, my love,” Cat whispered. “I want to ask you something.”

Georgiana blinked open her eyes. She’d been awake—more or less—for a quarter of an hour, but she had not stirred even a hair’s breadth. The cot in Selina’s office wasn’t meant for two, and so Cat had slept mostly atop her, their bodies entangled, the top of her head against Georgiana’s lips, and—

Well. Georgiana hadn’t wanted to move, that was all. She suspected she could have died happily just like this, with one arm wrapped around Cat’s waist and her other hand in Cat’s hair.

“Yes?” Her voice was rough with sleep and, because proximity demanded it, she skated her palm along Cat’s bare backside.

“Last night. Did you really say you wanted to drown in my tits?”

Georgiana heard a strangled sound emerge from her throat. Her hand paused on its journey down the cleft of Cat’s buttocks.

“Or did I hallucinate that?” Cat’s voice was all mischief, devil creature that she was. “I must admit that I was somewhat overcome.”

“If I did, I shan’t admit it.”

Cat laughed and sat up. Her hair tumbled over one shoulder, dark curls grazing the dusky tip of her breast. “I cannot imagine a less likely phrase to come out of your mouth.” She laughed again, and Georgiana had to forcibly redirect her eyes from Cat’s bountiful décolletage. “Where did you even learn such a word?”

Georgiana sat as well and put her arm back about Cat’s waist. “You do recall where we are currently located? The heart of London’s largest collection of libidinous novels?”

“True.” Cat grinned. “How long do we have before Selina arrives and puts us out? You might show me some of your favorites.” She walked a path up Georgiana’s thigh with her first two fingers.

“I’m not—certain there’s time,” Georgiana said. She’d gone a trifle breathless already.

“No? You’ve that many to recommend?”

“I—that isn’t—” She caught Cat’s wicked hand in her own and then clapped their entangled fingers to her burning cheek, a motion vigorous enough to nearly upset the cot.

Somehow Cat turned her captured fingers into a caress. “I remember your books at Woodcote. Your neat little pencil script.” Her voice had sobered somewhat, shot through with tenderness. With—

Love. Georgiana tried not to let fear swamp her, tried to let the word make itself at home in her mind.

Her brain slowly caught up to Cat’s words. “My script? You knew my hand?”

“Mm. I used to enjoy finding the books that you’d annotated. We had similar taste. There was one—” She paused, her mouth caught somewhere between amusement and affection. “There was one book I found slipped in between the sentimental novels. A little rough-bound thing with marbled purple boards. A translation of—”

“Vénus dans la Cloître,” Georgiana got out. “I recall it.”

“Good heavens, you mustn’t speak in French like that in public, or I shall ravish you on the spot. Yes, the little book about the two nuns. I wondered if you’d read it. You didn’t make notes in that one.”

“I read it.” Were her cheeks to go any hotter, she would fear for the safety of the flammable objects in her vicinity. “Several times.”

Cat grinned. “So did I. The first few scenes of Fanny Hill, too.”

Yes. Georgiana recalled those books quite clearly. The notion of Cat poring over the pages—the scenes of female love and pleasure—was an image that she was not sure she was collected enough to contemplate.

“It was good, wasn’t it?” Cat said. Her vibrant face was soft in the shadowed dawn. “To have those books. To see other women like us.”

It had been. Georgiana had read Fanny Hill first, pulled from a high-up shelf in the library, nestled between two larger tomes. The pleasure shared by Fanny and Phoebe had been joyful and natural and, to a lonely seventeen-year-old with sapphic desires, an inexpressible relief.

She was normal. She did not need to be ashamed.

Cat’s mouth tilted, just a bit wry. “It was not only the erotic parts—not that I skimmed those bits, mind you. It was the conversations they had about love and power, the…” She paused, and her mouth tipped further. “Sometimes I wish—”

“What?” Georgiana prompted when Cat did not go on. “What do you wish?” If it was something within her power, then by God, she would not hesitate to bring it about.

“I wish I could write that way. I wish I did not have to fear that I’d be ostracized, that I would never publish another book if I wrote openly about female desire. I try—I do try to put things in the novels, tiny hints about love and freedom, and I tell myself that people who feel as we do will recognize them. But sometimes I feel so angry. Do you know what I mean?” Her dark eyes settled on Georgiana’s face. “That I cannot set down the plain truth of whom I love or be seen for who I am. That I can walk out this door with your arm in mine and to the rest of the world, you would seem nothing more than a friend to me. Not my lover. Not—my beloved.”

Georgiana both knew and did not know what Cat meant. She had never wished for marriage, for a relationship sealed and approved by the Church of England. And in truth, the very notion of being beloved by someone—by Cat—had seemed preposterous. She had not even tried to imagine it. And yet—

“I know who you are,” she murmured. “I see every part of you. And your family. And … mine. They know what we are to one another. We can be honest with them.”

It was not insignificant, that truth. And yet, in the face of Cat’s wishes, her courage and her candor, it still did not seem to be enough.

“If you wanted to write such a book,” Georgiana went on, “I would support you. I would never leave your side.”

Cat’s dark eyes looked damp. She pressed a kiss to Georgiana’s bare shoulder. “I shan’t. There’s Jemmy to consider, and Pauline, not to mention the necessity of food and shelter.” She searched Georgiana’s face, and whatever she found there nestled into her smile, slow and sweet. “But it means a great deal to me that you should say it.”



They were laughing—drunk, almost, on love given and returned—when they arrived at Cat’s apartment.

“I still think you are entirely wrongheaded on the subject of the Shelleys,” Georgiana said. Tiny bubbles of euphoria still seemed to be sparkling in her veins.

“You cannot mean it!” Cat pushed open the door. “In the case of Mary, I’ll admit that you may be correct, but never—” Her voice broke off abruptly as Pauline rushed forward to meet them, her eyes dark in a face gone bone-pale. “Polly? What’s wrong?”

“Thank God you’re back,” Pauline said. “It’s Jem. Do you know where he is?”

Georgiana felt her stomach pitch. Her eyes flew to Cat, and as she watched, Cat’s face went terribly stiff and unfamiliar.

“Jem?” Cat repeated, sounding half-dazed. “What do you mean? Has he not come home from Mr. Yorke’s?”

“I went round an hour ago. Jem wasn’t there. He”—Pauline’s face was agonized—“he did not come home last night.”

“He—what?” Cat looked like she’d been hit with a post. “He said that he’d be working late. Yesterday morning, when we were breaking our fast. Don’t you remember?”

“Yes,” Pauline said grimly. “I waited up for as long as I could, but he never returned. And when I awoke this morning, his bed had not been slept in. I have no idea where he’s gone.”

“He—” Cat shook her head. “Perhaps he stayed late at the office. Slept over. Could you ask—”

“There was no one at Mr. Yorke’s, Kitty. The doors were locked. I pushed a note under the door and came home.” Pauline’s fingers twitched, a helpless empty gesture. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

Cat swore and arrowed toward the stairs. She took them two at a time, and Georgiana and Pauline followed in her wake as she made her way to her brother’s closed door.

“Sorry about this, Jemmy,” Cat muttered, and pushed her way into his room.

The chamber was tiny—scarcely more than a bed and a small square table. The books—law and history and Latin—were set in neat piles along the wall, an extra pair of spectacles draped casually across the inkstand. It was neat and spare, startlingly so for an adolescent boy.

Georgiana thought of Ambrose’s and Percy’s haphazard chambers at Woodcote Hall, and felt a stab of fear and longing.

Wordlessly, Cat riffled through Jem’s belongings, his clothing and papers and even the spines of his books. With each passing moment, her posture grew stiffer, her face more and more drawn. “He’s never done this before,” she said finally. Her voice was unsteady, and her eyes were fixed upon the bedclothes she was mussing and then remaking. “He’s never left without telling us. I don’t even know where he would go.”

Georgiana watched Cat and could not seem to move. Her heart was beating too hard; she felt helpless, her hands clumsy. Cat’s brother was gone, and she did not know how to help. She did not know where to begin.

“I think…” Pauline, framed by the doorway, trailed off, then began again. “I suspect that he went to Wiltshire.”

Cat’s head came up. “Wiltshire? Why?”

Pauline’s hand was locked on the door’s wooden frame. “I overheard him, when he spoke to you about his father. And then later, he asked me about the mail coach route to get there. And I”—she looked agonized—“I told him. I never would have guessed…”

Cat had one hand pressed to the base of her throat. “God. Wiltshire. It’s not much to go on, Polly, but it’s worth a try. Thank you.”

Georgiana scarcely heard. She felt turned to stone, numb and immobile.

Wiltshire. Jem had gone to Wiltshire.

He was fifteen. He was alone. He had no family in Wiltshire, no resources to call upon if he were in need. And the last time she and Cat had been in Wiltshire, they’d been trapped in a house with an armed villain who’d attempted to imprison them.

Was it possible that whoever had tried to harm them might come for Jem as well?

Cat angled toward her. In the small chamber, she scarcely had to reach out to put her hand on Georgiana’s arm. “Do you think we ought to…” She hesitated, her chin tilted up as she looked into Georgiana’s face. “Georgie?”

Georgiana heard her own blood beating in her ears. It hurt—everything hurt, even the light pressure of Cat’s fingers through her sleeve. “This is my fault,” she said hoarsely.

“What?”

“I did this. I encouraged him. When he spoke of the duke, I…” She couldn’t seem to pull in enough air. Why couldn’t she breathe? “I told him it was possible. You tried to make him see reason, but I thought I knew better.”

She was responsible for Jem’s disappearance. If he had come to harm, she was the cause.

She thought of his laughter-pinkened cheeks. The way he’d tipped his pasty to hers in greeting. Their family, tucked together beside the fire, safe and happy.

How could she, even for a moment, have believed that she might belong?

She was bad for them. Poison. She had always known that. She had only let herself forget, somehow, towed down by the gravity of her futile hopes.

“Georgie.” Cat’s voice was low and urgent. “Look at me. Look at me.”

Georgiana looked. Her eyes were dry and burning, and her gaze snagged on the anguished white lines around Cat’s mouth.

“Don’t do this.” A muscle flexed in Cat’s cheek. “Don’t you dare do this to me. This is not your fault.”

Georgiana’s chest hurt. “It is. I should have stayed away. I should never have let myself get close to you. I—”

“Stop it,” Cat said and dashed furiously at her cheeks. “Stop it, damn you. I need your help. Do you hear me, Georgiana? I need you. Do not let me down.”

The room seemed unsteady, the afternoon light from the tiny window wavering at the edges of Georgiana’s vision.

I need you. Do not let me down.

Could that be right? Was it possible that she—

She squeezed her eyes closed against the pain of the light.

When had she gone wrong? Was it when she’d spoken to Jem—when she’d tried clumsily to intervene? Or was it now? Was this the ruin that she feared, and she poised to fling herself into it?

She opened her eyes. Cat was still there, her gaze steady and her hand resting on Georgiana’s arm. She had not moved.

It was so hard for Georgiana to drag herself free from the sticky mire of her thoughts. From the maze her mind wanted to travel, the same course again and again. I am poison to those I love. I cannot let myself wish for more.

See what happens when you’re all alone.

But she was not alone. Cat was here. And Georgiana had promised.

She had to clamp her fingers over Cat’s before she could speak, and still it was a struggle to push the words from her mouth. “I will not let you down. If you want me at your side, I will stay with you. I swear it.”

Cat sucked in a breath. She turned over her hand and tangled their fingers, her eyes never leaving Georgiana’s face.

There was a commotion on the stairs, and Georgiana startled, spinning toward the doorway.

Pauline had vanished—Georgiana did not know precisely when—and now she was hurtling back up the stairs, a tall, rawboned, intensely familiar figure at her side.

Martin Yorke.

“Kitty,” Pauline said, “Mr. Yorke found my note. I think you’d better hear what he has to say.”

“Cat. Lady Georgiana.” He nodded at them hastily in turn. “I see you’ve reacquainted yourselves.”

The simmering suspicions Georgiana had harbored since Selina’s revelations flared intensely to life. Her voice, when she spoke, came out sharp enough to cut. “Yorke. What the devil is going on? What are you doing here?”

But Yorke only waved his hand. “Not now. I’ll explain later. We need to talk about James.” He flipped open his brief bag and riffled through its overstuffed compartment.

Only when Cat’s fingers tightened on Georgiana’s arm did Georgiana realize they had not drawn away from each other. “Do you know where he is?” Cat demanded breathlessly of Yorke. “Tell me he’s on some errand for you.”

“Not for me. But I suspect I know where he’s gone. Only I do not know why.”

Georgiana felt her temper harden, cold as frostbite in her chest. “Why should we believe anything you tell us?”

“Because I have proof.” Yorke shoved his way into the chamber and spread a heavily annotated sheet of foolscap across Jem’s small desk. “Finally I have proof. James Lacey is the natural son of the sixth Duke of Fawkes.”

Georgiana felt suddenly and abruptly lightheaded.

“He’s … what?” Cat blinked. Blinked again. “I beg your pardon?”

“This is what I’ve been working on the last few weeks. When the new Fawkes—the seventh—inherited, he hired me to put his affairs in order. One of those affairs was an unentailed property that his father had bestowed upon his natural child.”

Cat moistened her lips. “I don’t understand. Fawkes’s natural son is Jem? How do you know? Why didn’t the duke claim Jem while he lived, if he meant for Jem to inherit some portion of his estate?”

“I’m getting to that. Fawkes’s will named as the inheritor of this piece of property the firstborn child of Patience Iverill.”

Cat’s brows drew together. “Iverill … That’s not … Jem’s mother’s surname was Muncroft.”

“I am aware of that. Iverill, however, was the name of the inn where Patience Lacey, née Muncroft, worked when the sixth duke met her and sired his son upon her. The Iverill Inn burned down in 1807, Patience married your father, and the inn’s owners—Mr. and Mrs. Iverill—moved to Cornwall. Whether the old duke forgot Patience’s surname or never properly knew it is left to us to wonder.” His expression had gone slightly smug. “But I interviewed eleven different people who recalled Patience’s brief liaison with the duke. The timing fits with Jem’s birth.”

“You mean”—Georgiana’s voice came out rough, and she had to clear her throat—“you mean that this property…”

“Yes. This portion of the Fawkes estate and whatever it contains belong to James, by right of birth and inheritance. Only”—Yorke’s mouth tightened, as if holding back an oath—“I do not know how he knew.”

Cat’s eyes looked dark, and her voice shook. “I don’t understand.”

“I had not yet told him. I wanted to wait until I was certain—until everything was assured beyond the power of circumstance to disrupt.” For the first time, Yorke looked hesitant, his face twisted with worry. “I wanted to be sure that it could not be taken away from him. Until two days ago, I had not yet discussed my findings with the new duke. There’s no reason Jem should know anything about the will—about Fawkes at all. But when I arrived at the office this morning, it was dark and locked, and all the notes I kept in my office about the case were gone.”

“And so was Jem,” Cat said hoarsely.

“And so was Jem.”

“We have to go.” Cat’s fingers clung hard to Georgiana’s. “We have to go to Wiltshire. He might have tried to go himself—to talk to the new duke. His”—her throat worked—“his half brother.”

“I will remain here,” Yorke said. “I don’t know where the devil my other clerk’s gone off to, but I need his help. Beckett’s worked closely with me these last weeks. He may be able to reconstruct some of my notes, in case I need them for the courts.”

“Thank you,” Cat said. “Thank you, Martin.” Her voice was soft and urgent, and then she turned to Georgiana. “Will you come with me? To Wiltshire?”

Georgiana tried to summon words, even as fear closed her throat.

The Fawkes’s country house was half a mile from Woodcote Hall. From her brothers. If Georgiana went to his door, the new Duke of Fawkes might recognize her—might connect her to Percy and Ambrose.

But she thrust those thoughts aside. She made herself shut out everything except Cat’s face, grim and stubborn and wrenchingly beautiful. Georgiana’s reluctance to meet again with Ambrose and Percy—her desperate desire to protect them and her secret, shameful fear of their rejection—none of it mattered now. Cat needed her, and Georgiana was not going to let her down.

And perhaps, if Fawkes knew who Georgiana was—

Perhaps, somehow, she could help set things right.

“I’m going with you,” she said. “As fast as we can.”
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Chapter 29



Love renders me capable of any enterprise.

—from VÉNUS DANS LE CLOÎTRE




As she waited outside the door to Fawkes’s estate, Cat clutched at Georgiana’s hand. She knew she was holding on too hard, but she could not make herself stop.

Georgiana had wrapped her arms around Cat in the post-chaise, her chin on Cat’s tilted head, and during their mad overnight journey, Cat had tried to soak up some of her strength. She knew that Georgiana was worried about Jem—and hesitant, too, to travel so close to Woodcote Hall—but Georgiana had kept her spine straight and her jaw set. She had offered nothing but steady fortitude.

Worry kept crashing over Cat in swamping waves. Jem lost on the way to the estate. Jem in an overturned carriage. Jem pickpocketed on the mail coach, out of money and alone on the side of the road.

Jem, rejected by the Duke of Fawkes, abandoned by his own family.

By his blood relations. Never by Cat.

But there had been comfort, too, slipping in between her fears. It was easier, all of it, with Georgiana at her side. Even in the early morning frost, Georgiana’s hand was warm in her own.

The Fawkes estate was not quite as palatial as Woodcote Hall, but it was still a grand sandstone mansion, tucked at the end of a long gravel drive. Georgiana had paid the post-chaise to wait for them. Thus far, no one had answered their knock.

Cat had just lifted her free hand to rap a second time when the door came open.

A housekeeper, her white hair tucked scrupulously beneath her cap, stood framed in the immense doorway. She took them in slowly, and Cat was suddenly and horribly conscious of their rumpled dresses, the travel-worn state of their coiffures.

She was the daughter of a butler. A scandalous novelist who kept her profession secret so that she did not taint her brother’s career. What was she doing, here at a duke’s front door?

“Yes?” The woman’s mouth was pinched into a frown, even when she spoke.

“Good morning,” Cat said. Her voice rasped; her words wanted to tumble over themselves. “We’re here to see the Duke of Fawkes.”

The woman’s frown deepened. “Is His Grace expecting you?”

“Ah”—by Saint Margaret’s teeth, she had not prepared for this question, why hadn’t she prepared?—“no. But if you would not mind letting us call upon him, I’m certain he will want—”

“His Grace is not at home.”

Damn it, damn it. Cat’s anxiety threated to unmoor her.

How could she make this woman believe that the duke would welcome their call? It was obvious—patently obvious—that Cat did not belong here.

She’d spent five years trying to hide her terror from Jem. Five years trying to keep him safe. Pushing him into a vast, polished new world so that he would never have to know this exact sick mixture of fear and shame.

So he would never feel that he was not enough.

She forced down the panic that wanted to choke her. “Please. The truth is, I am here looking for my brother. His name is James Lacey. He’s fifteen years old. He has red hair and he—wears spectacles.”

Her voice broke on the words. All the horrible visions she’d tried to shut out seemed to rise in her mind at once.

“There is no boy of fifteen here.” The housekeeper moved to shut the door, and Cat put her hand out to stop it.

“Wait. Please wait, we—”

She didn’t know what to say. She did not know how to convey the depth of her devotion to her brother, her love and pride and want.

She wanted so much more for Jem than what they’d had.

But the sick fear that had lurked at the back of her mind since the moment she’d heard of the Duke of Fawkes could not be held back any longer.

Was this—all of this—her fault? Had she pushed Jem too hard? Had her desires for his career and his security led him to seek out some mysterious fortune, some unexpected stroke of providence?

Or—worse than that. She had tried to hide their poverty—their stomach-grinding want—from him. But she knew she had not always succeeded. She knew he had recognized her desperate clinging for what it was.

Had he gone to Fawkes for her?

“Please,” she said again. “Please let us in. We just need to speak to Fawkes for a few minutes. It won’t take long.”

The housekeeper’s voice was taut. “I’ll thank you, madam, to remove your hand from the door.”

Cat froze, her hand balanced against the wood and her mind thick and paralyzed.

But Georgiana moved instead. She dropped Cat’s hand and drew herself up. She seemed to grow taller, her spine lengthening; Cat could have balanced a plate on the straight line of her shoulder. “I am Lady Georgiana Cleeve,” she said, “of Woodcote Hall. I imagine you are familiar with my brother, the Earl of Alverthorpe.”

Her voice was all cut-glass precision. It was easy, looking at that upright carriage, the sharp elegance of her cheekbones, to forget that Georgiana too was tousled and weary from their hours in the post-chaise. She was all aristocrat, the earl’s sister from the top of her ice-blond head to the tips of her slippered toes.

For Cat. Every word that she said was for Cat.

Cat was not alone in this. She could recall that now, in the face of Georgiana’s stern, stolid presence, and gratitude rushed through her.

But to her shock, the housekeeper’s expression went even more darkly disapproving as she took in Georgiana’s introduction. “Lady Georgiana,” she repeated. “Yes. I’ve heard of you.”

There was a heartbeat of silence as the words settled between them. As Georgiana’s lips went white.

“Oh,” she said. “In that case, you will not mind if I leave a card for His Grace—”

“I’ve heard of you,” the housekeeper said again. “I remember the day your father disinherited you. If you are not welcome at Woodcote Hall, my lady”—there was something spiteful in the phrase—“you certainly are not welcome here.”

Georgiana’s lips parted, then clamped closed. Her throat worked as she swallowed. “I see,” she said hoarsely.

And then the housekeeper shut the door.

Cat turned numbly to Georgiana. Georgiana’s face reflected back the emotions that churned inside her—fear and guilt and shame and regret.

Jemmy, Cat thought. I don’t know what else to try.

But before Cat could give voice to the black current of defeat rising inside her, Georgiana reached out and dragged her into an embrace.

Helplessly, Cat went. She pressed her face into Georgiana’s shoulder and let herself lean, just for a moment, into Georgiana’s strength. Let herself feel the ceaseless, stalwart rhythm of Georgiana’s heart.

“What do we do?” she managed finally. Her voice was clogged with tears. She’d left the shoulder of Georgiana’s dress speckled with damp. “We can’t gain an audience with Fawkes. We cannot even determine if Jem’s been here at all. Should we … search the roads, perhaps? Wait outside the servants’ entrance for someone we can question?” Stubbornness, she realized, was not so far off from courage. She felt it strengthen her voice. “We could ask after Jem at the closest coaching inn or—hell, Georgie. We could break a window outside Fawkes’s parlor and sneak inside, if we need to. If we have no other recourse.”

Georgiana’s arms tightened around her, a quick hard clutch, and then released. “I know what to do.”

Cat drew back enough to peer into Georgiana’s face. Her eyes were still hazed with tears, and she tried to blink them away. “What?”

Georgiana’s jaw tightened. For the space of a breath, Cat watched Georgiana’s pulse throb frantically at the base of her throat.

But when she spoke, her voice did not falter. “I’m taking you to Woodcote. We’re going to ask Ambrose for help.”
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Chapter 30



Please update my direction in your records to the apartment in Bloomsbury. I no longer receive correspondence at Woodcote Hall.

—from Georgiana Cleeve to Jean Laventille in 1815, tear-blotched, destroyed, and rewritten




The drive between the Fawkes estate and Woodcote was short, and Georgiana spent the whole of it with her heart in her throat.

She was going back to Woodcote. She was going …

Not home. Not anymore. But to the place that had been home, seven years ago. Her mind kept wanting to fix upon tiny vivid flashes of memory—Percy’s hand pressed against his mouth, Jem’s baby fingers clutched around a bristled toy dog. She kept recollecting her father, his face drawn with rage.

See what happens when you’re all alone.

But she squeezed her eyes shut against the small blazing points of pain and tried to recall herself to the days she’d spent in the window in Woodcote’s library. To Percy’s fingers wrapped around hers as he taught her in secret how to hold a billiard cue.

If Ambrose had followed in the old earl’s footsteps—

But no. She could not think of that. Ambrose was not their father. She had to believe that Ambrose would not turn them away.

The post-chaise had barely stopped moving when she and Cat jumped free. To her surprise, the house looked unfamiliar, somehow, as they approached the door.

The windows were different, she realized slowly—some new sashing, larger panes.

There would be more light in the house.

She raised her hand to knock, but before she could, the door came open, held by a liveried man she did not recognize. “Yes?”

Oh God, she was all terror now. Fear that what had transpired at the Fawkes estate would happen again; that through her own lifetime of choices, she had ruined her best hope of helping Cat.

That she would disappoint Cat yet again.

Despite her valiant effort, her voice was thin. “I am Georgiana Cleeve. I am—the earl’s sister. I would like to request an audience with him.”

And then, barely audible over the thudding of her pulse, came another voice, so familiar that it hurt. “Georgie?”

She looked up. A man—his sleeves rolled up, his twill trousers loose and slouchy—had emerged from the sitting room. Too big, she thought hysterically. He never did learn how to dress.

“Percy,” she whispered.

“Georgie!” He was even taller than she remembered, his jaw sharper.

And when he strode across the room and dragged her into his arms, his elbows jabbed at her sides exactly the way they always had.

“Percy,” she said again, thickly, into his shirt.

He thrust her away from him. “Georgie, what are you—” He broke off to shout, “Amber! You’ll never guess who’s here!”

Amber. God. Somehow, she’d forgotten that hated nickname.

Somehow, she almost laughed.

How long had she feared this? This reunion, this coming home. She had been so desperate to protect them. To shield herself from the possibility of pain.

But here was Percy, his arms wrapped around her, his cheek pressed against her head, and she was not alone, no matter what their father had said. She did not have to be alone any longer.

More bodies spilled into the room: Ambrose—neatly dressed and bald, for heaven’s sake, when had it happened—and a petite, heavily pregnant woman who must be Noor, the new Countess of Alverthorpe. And—

“Bacon?” Georgiana said dazedly.

It was Bacon, his small form wriggling with delight as he launched himself in her direction. She lowered herself to the floor and caught his familiar weight in her arms.

She looked up. Edith, the dowager Lady Alverthorpe, had come round the corner as well, as neat and precise as Ambrose, her carnation-pink morning dress buttoned to her throat.

Georgiana blinked. “Mother?”

It had been, so far as she knew, seven years since her mother had seen Ambrose and Percy. Seven years of separation that she had always felt responsible for—seven years apart because her mother had chosen to go with Georgiana when the old earl had cut her off.

But now Edith was here, at Woodcote Hall.

All of them were.

“Georgie,” her mother said, and her voice wobbled before she got it under control. “I had not dreamt—” When her voice cracked again, she clenched her teeth and raised Georgiana and Bacon up off the marble floor.

“I don’t understand,” Georgiana said. Bacon licked her ear sympathetically. “What are you doing here?”

“It was after we spoke at home. After I apologized to you, I realized that there were things I needed to say to your brothers. Things I wanted to tell them face-to-face. I realized that I”—she bit her lip, a tiny, unfamiliar hesitation—“had feared returning to Woodcote. And I was tired of being afraid.”

“Mother,” Georgiana murmured, and then Percy was there too, his arm around Edith as though she were made of glass.

But she was not fragile, was she? If she had been broken, she had knit herself back together, as hardy and tenacious as bone.

“I did not know how much time you would require for your—er—conversation with Miss Lacey,” Edith went on, “so I brought Bacon with me and left you a note. I take it you have not yet returned home?”

Georgiana stifled a sudden and slightly hysterical bubble of laughter. “No—I sent you a note, with a messenger—”

But Percy interrupted. He was staring, quite agog, at Cat. “Miss Lacey? By God, little Kitty Lacey?” He turned back to Ambrose, who was standing on the periphery with his arms around his wife. “Amber! Look who it is!”

“I implore you,” Ambrose said dryly, “not to use that name in company.” He broke away from his wife, though his hands trailed affectionately down one plump brown arm before he let her go. “Georgiana. I had thought nothing could increase my happiness today.” His eyes were dark blue and very serious as they coasted across her face. “But it seems that I was wrong. I’m very glad that you have come.” Tentatively, he took her hand in his.

And, just as cautiously, she squeezed his fingers back.

Ambrose turned then to Cat, who’d plucked Bacon from Georgiana’s arms and was murmuring some flummery into his upright ear. “Miss Lacey. Welcome back to Woodcote Hall.” His face went strained. “I am sorry that you did not leave it on better terms. How is your father?”

There was a heartbeat of silence. Georgiana bit down hard on her lower lip, and her eyes searched the contours of Cat’s face.

But Cat only smiled a little, slow and bittersweet. “We lost my father in 1817. But he remembered you and your brother fondly all his life.”

The lines that bracketed Ambrose’s mouth deepened. “I am so sorry to hear that. For many reasons.”

“Ambrose,” Georgiana said, recalling his gaze back to her. “We’ve come on a matter of some urgency. Cat’s—Miss Lacey’s—” She broke off, flustered for a moment, a hint of fear creeping back in. What would Ambrose think, if he knew?

But then she thought of Ambrose’s hand trailing down his wife’s arm, all love and reluctance to break away.

One more plunge—one more opportunity for courage. She reached out and placed her hand in the dip of Cat’s waist, drawing her close. “Cat’s brother, James, is missing. And we have reason to believe that he’s here in Wiltshire.”

“Missing?” Ambrose’s expression sharpened. “My God, Georgie. Come into the sitting room and tell us everything. And—dash it—I haven’t even introduced you to Noor.”

He turned back toward his wife, as unerring as a compass. He did not seem to have noticed Georgiana’s familiar embrace of the woman at her side.

Georgiana felt a sudden twist of amusement, somewhere buried deep beneath her fear and urgency. How brave she’d thought herself, just then!

She would have to try another time to tell Ambrose about her feelings for Cat. Be more forthright. She could do it.

But as they passed into the sitting room, Percy caught her eye, glanced deliberately down at her hand on Cat’s waist, and winked.

Acceptance. Home.

She could not have imagined that such a thing could exist here at Woodcote. She had not even realized until now how desperately she’d craved it.

In the sitting room, they quickly exchanged introductions. Noor made to ring for tea, only to realize that Edith had already done so.

“Oh,” Edith said, and there was that hesitation again. Georgiana had almost forgotten the tentative rhythm her speech had held, when they’d lived here at Woodcote. “I’m so sorry. Force of habit, I suppose.”

Noor grinned up at her, her winsome prettiness magnified by a pair of dimples in her cheeks. “Don’t you dare apologize again.” She laid a hand across the prodigious swell of her belly. “Or our daughter will think I have not made you welcome.”

“Can’t have that,” Percy said, and filched a biscuit from the tea tray. “Can she hear in there, do you think?”

“Please, Percy, do not speak whilst you are mid-mastication,” Ambrose said, and it was all so familiar that Georgiana had to fight back the hot press of tears.

They arrayed themselves on the various chairs and sofas—all new, Georgiana noticed, a bright white-and-blue chintz—and as briefly as she could, Georgiana related the events of the last two days.

“By Jove,” Percy said when she’d finished, “Fawkes turned you out on your ear? I can’t imagine it.”

“You know him?” Cat asked. Her voice was urgent, and Georgiana groped for her hand where it rested on Bacon’s flank.

“Oh, certainly. Fawkes and I were at school together. I can’t believe he’d close the door in your face, George.”

“He didn’t,” Georgiana said. “It was his housekeeper, I think.”

Percy’s face went knowing. “That explains it then. Amber chucked a toad through one of the windows once when we were lads. Landed on her cap.”

Ambrose pinched the bridge of his nose. “As much as it pains me to admit it, I agree with Percy. Fawkes must have been out. He would never have expelled you from the premises if he’d known you were there. He’s a good fellow. Trying to set right the mess his father left behind.”

“Do you think you could take us there?” Georgiana asked. “Back to the estate, I mean—to meet with Fawkes directly. To find out if he’s seen Jem.”

“Don’t bring any toads,” Percy added.

Ambrose ignored him. “I could, of course. I can have the carriage brought round in half a minute. But…” He hesitated. “I wonder … I don’t know for certain. But I wonder if Fawkes was not at home because he’s over at Renwick House.”

The silence that fell was so tense and charged that Bacon put his head up to whimper lightly at the assembled company.

“Renwick House?” Cat repeated. “I don’t understand. Why would the Duke of Fawkes be at Renwick House?”

“Oh—yes.” Ambrose looked chagrined. “I’d forgotten it isn’t common knowledge yet. Fawkes owns Renwick now. He inherited it along with everything else when his father died.”

Shock seized Georgiana, stiffening her spine and stealing her breath. And, even more than shock, the scorching flare of her suspicion.

“Renwick House,” she breathed. Her fingers tightened on Cat’s. “Yorke. Yorke has orchestrated all of this.”

Ambrose’s brows drew together in puzzlement. “Your solicitor? What do you—”

But Georgiana had already turned to clutch at Cat’s knee. “Yorke knew of Jem’s inheritance, his relation to Fawkes—and now this connection to Renwick House too.”

Cat’s face was a study in agonized indecision. “I can’t wrap my mind around it. Why would he keep this from us? What could he possibly hope to gain from such a secret?”

“He sent us both to Renwick, Cat, where we might have been murdered—”

“I beg your pardon?” said Ambrose.

“—and even when he told us about Fawkes, he never mentioned Renwick.” Georgiana gritted her teeth in the face of Cat’s obvious reluctance toward suspicion. “He’s been hiding things all along. You must see that.”

“There must be some explanation,” Cat said stubbornly. “I trust him, Georgie.”

“What’s that about murder?” Ambrose interjected, rather more loudly.

Georgiana spun back to face her brother. “Call the carriage.”

“Where are—”

“Renwick House,” she said. “We have to go back to Renwick. I’m certain that’s where Jem has gone.”

Ambrose’s hand had made its way to his cravat, and he straightened it unnecessarily before he spoke. “Oh hell. All right, Georgie. There had better not be any murder. I have a child to meet before I die.”

Georgiana stared at him blankly for a moment before his words finally registered in her mind.

Oh. He meant to—oh.

Her heart squeezed as she looked at him: so long missed, familiar and new at once. “Ambrose. You do not have to go with us.”

“The hell I don’t. I just got you back.” He coughed, and the sound almost covered the roughness in his voice. “I’m not prepared to let you go quite yet.”
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Chapter 31



I have received four inquiries as to your whereabouts today, including one from Laventille, who asks if you and Lady Darling have slain each other. I told him, “Not that kind of death.”

—from Selina to Georgiana, directed hopefully to Woodcote Hall




The light was low already by the time they made it to Renwick House. The oaks and blackthorns were just as Cat remembered them—huge and dark, their leafless branches grasping at the edges of the Alverthorpe carriage.

She’d been so hopeful the last time she’d come up this drive.

Now terror churned cold in her belly. Had Yorke sent Jem here, just as he’d sent Cat and Georgiana?

What sort of danger might Jem be in, here in the enormous ruined house? And could she get to him fast enough to keep him safe?

When they reached the front door, they found it chained and padlocked.

“Bollocks,” Percy said, then lifted his voice. “Fawkes! Fawkes, you rotter, are you in there?”

They made a motley rescue crew. The countesses Alverthorpe had elected to remain at Woodcote, though Cat suspected that the younger countess might have come along if the trip had not involved ten miles of bouncing carriage and the possibility of firearms at the end. But Percy and Ambrose had insisted upon accompanying them, as had a very pathetic and clinging Bacon.

There was no answer to Percy’s shout.

“I know you had your hopes fixed upon this place,” Ambrose said gently to Georgiana, “but it seems to be deserted. We can go back to Fawkes’s, if you like. I’ll take you there.”

Percy was on his toes, peering in one of the windows. “It certainly doesn’t look promising.”

“It always looks that way,” Georgiana said, and she pressed a hand to Cat’s lower back, firm and comforting.

But Cat could not quite bring herself to lean into Georgiana’s touch. Jem, she thought miserably, where the devil did you go?

“Let’s try another door,” she managed. “Please.”

“Of course,” Ambrose said, and his voice was as gentle as he’d been with Georgiana back at Woodcote.

It was that sort of kindness that pushed one over the precipice toward tears, if one were so inclined. Cat stared hard at Renwick’s central spires until her eyes stopped burning and then followed Ambrose around to the south wing.

But the south door was padlocked as well.

“Perhaps Fawkes has locked it up,” Percy said. “Prevent intruders, et cetera.”

“Perhaps,” Georgiana said slowly, “but why—”

And then, breaking the wintry silence, a shout echoed from inside the building. Followed by the sound of shattering glass.

Cat’s insides turned to ice. She knew—she recognized—

“Jem,” she whispered. “That was Jemmy.”

Percy swore and yanked at the chains on the door. Ambrose moved to the window, jostling the crumbling embrasure, but it did not break free.

“The other wings,” Georgiana said, already in motion. “One of the other doors—something must be open—”

Bacon set to barking, chasing madly around Georgiana’s feet, and she nearly tripped over him.

“No.” It was her own voice, Cat realized, but she almost did not recognize it, so strange and distant did it seem to her ears. “No. We should try the rose garden.”

Georgiana froze, half turning back. “Oh—yes—I ought to have thought of that. No—Percy, it’s this way. Hurry!”

They ran. Bacon was the fastest, and he led them unerringly to the gardener’s door in the courtyard wall. Cat was next, and she put her hand on the rusted door with a clutch of fear. Please—let it open.

It did. She flung the door wide and they pushed into the garden together, Percy and Ambrose and Cat and Georgiana, with Bacon in the lead. The scent of roses was heavy in the air, thick and sweet.

“Fawkes!” Percy was calling, “Fawkes, are you here?”

Cat was shouting too, loud enough that she’d gone hoarse. “Jem! Jemmy!”

They’d almost made their way to the gap in the wall where the timbers had come down when a disheveled figure emerged from the shadows of the east wing.

The dying sun caught on his brilliant red hair, and Cat’s heart crashed against her ribs, hope clutching at her throat.

But it wasn’t Jem. This man was taller, stockier—nearing thirty. He wore a rich satin waistcoat, embroidered all over with tiny birds, and a cravat hung open at his throat.

He looked, not inconsiderably, like Jem.

He took them all in with an expression of stupefaction. “Cleeve? Alverthorpe? What the devil—”

“Fawkes,” Percy said urgently, “thank God you’re here. We’re looking for a boy—”

“My brother,” Cat said.

Fawkes’s brother. It was impossible to deny it now.

“We heard a scream. We think that was the boy—James.” Ambrose ran a hand over his face. “Did you hear it too?”

“Bloody hell,” said Fawkes. “Yes. I heard it. There was an intruder in the house—I gave chase. You say it’s your brother?”

This last was directed at Cat, and she nodded. “He’s here? He’s inside?”

“Someone’s inside. I was chaining the outer doors when I heard gunfire.”

“Gunfire?” Her throat was tight, her fingers numb with her fear.

Jem? Or someone after Jem? Could it possibly be Martin Yorke?

She did not want to believe it.

“Whoever it was barricaded himself inside the music room,” Fawkes went on. “I could not follow.”

“Take us there,” Ambrose ordered, and Fawkes did. The gap in the wall where the timbers had fallen seemed to have stabilized. It had not been disturbed since their visit with the magistrate, and they left footprints in the plaster dust as they ran.

The music room was just inside the east wing. Neither she nor Georgiana had spent much time there, given its proximity to the unstable portion of wall that led out to the rose garden. But the door at least seemed solid—Fawkes strode up to it and pounded deliberately on the polished ebony surface.

“Who’s there?” he shouted. “Reveal yourself!”

There was no answer, and Ambrose stepped forward and placed a governing hand on Fawkes’s shoulder. “Easy,” he murmured. “He’s just a boy.”

Cat added her own voice to the general chorus. “Jem? Is that you in there? Are you all right?”

There was another beat of silence and then, quietly, she heard: “Kitty?”

She sagged with relief, and Georgiana was there, an arm about her waist to hold her up. She moved close enough to press her hand flat against the door. “Jem! Yes.” Her voice was almost a sob. “Yes, it’s me.”

“Kitty!” Jem’s voice had grown louder, as though he’d stepped closer to the other side of the door. “How the devil did you know where—”

She was talking over him, her whole body pressed against the door. “Oh God, Jemmy, I’ve been out of my head! Are you well? Let me in.”

The handle rattled, and Jem’s voice was even louder. “Did you catch him? Is it over?”

Cat felt her stomach pitch, and she glanced back at the others. “Catch who?”

Jem pulled open the door, and Cat’s heart leapt with relief. His hair was flecked with straw, and his face was sweaty.

Every part of him was flustered and disheveled and safe.

“Elias Beckett,” Jem said. He looked around the assembled party in obvious consternation. “The fellow who was trying to pillage the house. The one who was shooting at me.”

“Shooting at you,” Ambrose repeated in alarm, at the precise moment that Fawkes demanded, “Pillage?”

“Elias Beckett,” Cat breathed, and Georgiana’s fingers tightened on her waist.

“Yorke’s other clerk.” Georgiana’s eyes were huge, bluer in the shadows. “Oh my God. That explains—”

And then, from a very great distance, they heard Bacon, barking frantically.

Cat looked down. Where Bacon had been moments before, dancing about their feet, there was nothing but empty space.

“Bollocks,” said Percy, “Georgie’s dog—”

The barking rose in a crescendo, and Cat felt her belly pitch. Her gaze flicked toward Georgiana, whose face had gone dead white.

The little animal had no sense of danger. If Elias Beckett was there and armed and wild-eyed, Bacon would not know to stay away.

“This way,” Cat said and broke into a run, the others close behind.

But as they sprinted toward the oratory, the barking cut off abruptly.

And then there was nothing but silence.
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Chapter 32



We found Jemmy. He’s safe as houses. As for the rest of it—I scarcely know where to begin.

—from Cat to Pauline, dispatched from Renwick House




“What,” said the Duke of Fawkes deliberately, “in the fucking hell is going on?”

They’d skidded into the oratory a heartbeat before, and Cat had pulled up short, baffled by the sight before her. The small latticed doors that lined the immense room all stood open, the femur-shaped bars dangling loose.

All except one.

A single small door was closed and barred, and before it stood Bacon, growling low in his throat.

As their little party stood frozen on the threshold, a handful of bats emerged from one of the passages and fluttered wildly in the direction of the marble Saint Sebastian.

“Is someone out there?” called a thin voice from behind the door.

“That’s him,” said Jem. “That’s Beckett.”

Cat recognized the clerk’s voice too—a trifle plaintive and right now thready with fear. Her mind reeled.

Fawkes strode a little closer to the door. “I am the seventh Duke of Fawkes and the custodian of this estate. Who the devil are you?”

“Elias Beckett,” came the weak muffled voice. “Is it gone?”

Fawkes looked baffled and furious, his beautiful waistcoat smudged with dirt. “Is what gone?”

“Th-the monster. The thing that trapped me in here. I…” Beckett’s voice trailed off into incomprehensible mumbling.

“Don’t let him out,” Jem said sharply. “He has a pistol.”

“I don’t,” Beckett moaned. “I did, but I used it already. Can’t reload … Stupid, useless…”

“He’s lying,” Jem said. “Don’t trust a word out of his mouth.”

“Jem.” Cat reached out and brushed at the bits of straw dotting Jem’s bright copper hair. “What in the world is going on? What are you doing here? Did you and Beckett come together?”

“No,” Jem said fiercely. “Absolutely not. I followed the bastard here from London when I realized he meant to rob the house.”

There was an outburst of general clamor—and some more barely intelligible protests from behind the door—until Fawkes raised his voice and bellowed, with the force of seven generations of ducal authority, “Enough!”

Silence descended. Percy, who’d been shouting at the latticework, looked a trifle sheepish.

“You,” Fawkes said, nodding at Jem. “James, is it?”

Wordlessly, Jem nodded.

“Start at the beginning and leave nothing out. And the rest of you”—he directed a glare at the assembled company—“do not interrupt.”

Jem shrank a bit into himself at the duke’s sudden, focused attention. His hands made their way into his pockets.

“Steady on, lad,” murmured Percy. “And don’t look at me like that, Fawkes. I’m not interrupting.”

Cat’s eyes flicked to Georgiana, whose lips had pressed tightly together at Percy’s soft-voiced defense.

Cat knew that look. It was the one Georgiana wore when she was trying desperately to pretend she was not moved. Cat wondered, for the space of a heartbeat, whether Georgiana had ever been the recipient of that gentle, brotherly protection. She wondered how often Georgiana had needed it.

“All right,” Jem said on a breath. “I scarcely know where to begin. I don’t even know who you two are.” This was directed at Ambrose and Percy.

“What’s your business here?” Fawkes asked. “Begin there.”

“I’m James Lacey. I work as a clerk for Martin Yorke. Your solicitor.” He looked at Fawkes, who nodded in confirmation.

“A few weeks ago,” Jem went on, “I overheard some conversations between Mr. Yorke and others about the late duke. Conversations that had me … curious. So two days ago, while Mr. Yorke was out, I went into his office and looked through some of his notes about the late duke’s will.” He shoved at his glasses, slightly shamefaced, and very deliberately did not make eye contact with anyone. “Beckett came upon me inside the office. He saw what I was looking at—the papers and notes—and told me, most regretfully, that he’d been working with Mr. Yorke on the project of identifying the late duke’s inheritors. Unfortunately, he said, this particular bequest had come to naught. It was worthless—there was no reason to find the legatee.”

Jem straightened his spectacles, though they did not need it. “I believed him. But then, just after I left the office in the evening, I realized I had forgotten a law book I needed. I circled back down the street to fetch it, and I saw Beckett emerge from Mr. Yorke’s office with stacks of papers—the same papers we’d only just been looking through—stuffed into his jacket. He walked outside without observing me and then he hired a hack. And so I … followed him.”

“What?” Cat demanded. She waved a dismissive hand at Fawkes, who was frowning at her interruption. “You followed him? Why didn’t you stop and find someone—a runner—or me, for heaven’s sake?”

“I didn’t know he was going to go this far!” protested Jem. “Believe me, if I had, I would not have chosen a donkey cart as my means of pursuit.”

Cat scowled. She knew precisely where her brother had got a donkey cart, and she very much regretted his friendship with the most mischievous errand boy in London.

Jem winced at her expression. “I am going to give it back!”

Fawkes cleared his throat rather loudly.

Jem’s gaze shifted back to the duke, and he sobered. “I followed Beckett all the way here in the donkey cart, and when I managed to get inside the house, I surprised him in the middle of ransacking the library.”

“I wasn’t!” This was Beckett, faintly, from inside the passage. “I was on an errand from Yorke!”

“Then why the devil did you shoot at me when I confronted you?” demanded Jem of the door.

Percy, nearest the door, addressed it as well. “You must admit, the firearm does make your story less convincing.”

Jem nodded in satisfaction, and then his brows drew together. “Who are you?”

“This is madness,” Fawkes muttered. And then he strode forward and unfastened the bone bar holding the latticed door closed.

“Wait,” moaned Beckett. “Please, wait…”

Out of an abundance of caution, Cat dragged Georgiana and Jem behind the marble statue of Saint Sebastian while they waited for Beckett to emerge.

He didn’t. Eventually, Fawkes made a sound of deep aggravation, bent at the waist, and dragged Beckett out by his ankle.

Cat recognized Elias Beckett’s thin frame, his familiar mousy hair. He appeared to be covered in bat excrement.

His gaze darted nervously around the oratory. “Is it gone?”

“Is what gone?” demanded Fawkes.

“The monster! The great white demon that locked me in!”

Cat glanced down at Bacon, who was sitting at their feet, his tail wagging lazily back and forth and his tongue protruding slightly on the left side.

Surely not.

Fawkes shook Beckett lightly by the shoulders. “There is no monster. And it was an express from Yorke about my father’s will that sent me down to Renwick House this morning, so do not attempt to prevaricate. Why the devil were you trespassing in my house?”

Beckett visibly deflated. “You had a message from Yorke?”

“Informing me that some of his notes about the property had been stolen.” Fawkes glowered down at Beckett. “Yes.”

Beckett turned toward Jem. Cat briefly considered throwing herself in front of her brother’s body, just in case Beckett had concealed a second pistol on his person.

As they were still behind the statue, such heroics did not prove necessary.

“It’s not fair,” Beckett said plaintively to Jem. “You were already Yorke’s favorite! He was going to sponsor you for the Rolls first—I heard him say it. You don’t deserve this too!”

“Deserve what?” Jem’s voice was low. “What are you talking about?”

Beckett threw up his hands. “This house! You’re already a bloody duke’s son. And now you get a treasure on top of it?”

“A duke’s son,” repeated Jem jerkily.

“A treasure?” said Fawkes. “What treasure?”

Percy looked aghast. “This house?” He glanced warily around him, taking in the bones and doors and bats. “I’m so sorry. Bit of a disappointment if you were expecting a real inheritance.”

“It’s not a disappointment,” Beckett burst out. “This place may be a pit of hell, but the duke’s will stipulates that there’s a treasure inside!”

“What the devil are you talking about?” Fawkes gave Beckett another jostle, as if to shake some sense out of his mouth.

“Renwick House and the effects maintained within its walls, sufficient to the maintenance of the property in perpetuity,” Beckett quoted sourly. “According to your father, there was enough money in this house for its continual upkeep until the end of time.”

“In the walls?” Fawkes shook his head. “That’s madness.”

“Not madness,” Beckett insisted. “It’s there. Your father knew it was there. I’ve been searching for it for weeks but—” He broke off and looked guiltily at Cat and Georgiana.

Revelation struck Cat like a brick. “It was you. You sent Rogers after us.”

“Not after you! I told him to do whatever he needed to do to keep you two out of the way. To visit on the housekeeper’s day off and avoid crossing paths with any of you.” Beckett looked almost offended, his brownish hair in matted clumps against his pale forehead. “I sent him after the treasure. Twice.”

Cat shook her head as she tried to make sense of Beckett’s words. “So Rogers barred the doors … to keep us out?” Perhaps Rogers had been under the impression that they’d left the house with Graves that day. Perhaps he’d been after privacy for his clandestine search and had not meant to imprison them at all.

Beckett frowned. “I don’t know anything about barred doors. But the second time I sent him here, he took my coin and never returned. Damned scheming varlet—I had to come up here myself to see if he’d found the treasure and made off with it.”

“He didn’t,” Georgiana said.

“He didn’t? How do you know?” Beckett’s eyes narrowed, a trifle scheming. “Did you find it yourself? Is that what you’re doing back here?”

“There is no bloody treasure!” Fawkes roared, and everyone jumped. “As for you”—he jostled Beckett again—“I could have you transported for this.”

“I didn’t steal anything!” Beckett’s gaze darted nervously around the room as if for help and met not one sympathetic face. “I couldn’t find the treasure, and there wasn’t time anyway…”

“If I discover you on the premises again,” Fawkes said, and now his deep voice had gone silky and threatening, “I will not need to have you transported. I will keep you here, locked behind the doors of Renwick House, and I will let the Renwick ghost have its way with you.”

Beckett visibly blanched. He shrank back from Fawkes’s grip, and then—

Cat blinked. Had he bumped the door with his shoulder?

She did not think he had. But still, slowly and with a thin, grinding creak, the door behind his body yawned open like a great black mouth.

“Oh God,” Beckett moaned. “Oh please no—”

A strange sensation crept up the back of Cat’s neck, like a warm brush of air. Like a breath.

She shivered. Percy, across the room, had gone rather pale.

Ambrose stepped forward and wrapped his fingers around Beckett’s elbow. “I trust that Fawkes’s warning will keep you away from Renwick House,” he said. “But just in case, I am taking you before the magistrate.” When Beckett made a hoarse sound of protest, Ambrose shook his head. “For trespassing. Not for thievery. You shan’t hang today, Beckett. But I will make very certain that your face is known in these parts. If you seek to return, I will be notified immediately.”

“He’s an earl,” Percy put in. “Scarier than a ghost, sometimes.”

“Thank you, Percy.” Ambrose jerked his head toward the exit. “You first, Beckett. I don’t turn my back on weasels.”

With a single pathetic backward glance, Beckett preceded Ambrose out the door.

When they were gone, Cat, Georgiana, and Jem emerged from behind the statue of Saint Sebastian. Jem moved toward Fawkes, and then the duke too was in motion, striding closer to meet Jem halfway.

The resemblance between them was even stronger now that they were face-to-face. The ginger hair, of course—but the long lines of their noses too, and the shape of their fingernails, and the breadth of their palms.

With Beckett gone, all of Fawkes’s focus was fixed upon Jem, and the space between them almost crackled with tension.

“James,” Fawkes said. The command had dropped out of his voice, leaving behind a faint note of hesitation. Almost, Cat would have said, of fear. “You are … Patience’s son, then?”

Jem put his chin up. “I am James Lacey.”

Fawkes nodded. His gaze roamed over Jem’s face and, for the space of a breath, he looked almost stricken.

And then he put out his hand. “My name is Oliver. I am your brother.”

Very slowly, Jem reached out and gripped Fawkes’s palm.

Fawkes swallowed. “My … Our father looked for you for a long time. It was his greatest regret, I think. That he could not find you.”

“I don’t understand.” Jem’s face was very pale, and Cat’s heart twisted in her chest. She had known about this for two days now. But Jem had had only his suspicions—only his impossible hopes. “He—the duke … He knew about me?”

“He knew that your mother was with child when they parted. You have to understand, I did not know any of this myself—not until I was an adult and my father told me everything. My father and mother were married when he sired you. He—” Fawkes broke off and shook his head. “I don’t pretend to know what was between them. They were complicated people, my parents, and I loved them both. But when my father learned of Patience’s condition, he offered her money. It was the most, in his mind, that he could offer her. But she refused it. Told him that she did not want his charity.”

“I understand that,” Jem said. His chin was still high, his gaze just about level with Fawkes’s.

Fawkes gave him a searching look. “I suppose you do. After my mother died—six years ago now—our father looked for you again. But you and your mother had vanished utterly. There was no trace of Patience or the child he’d fathered. You were gone from Wiltshire as though you’d never been.”

“Six years ago,” Cat murmured. “We were in London by then.”

“Yes.” Fawkes’s gaze landed on her. His eyes were blue, not green like Jem’s—but just as careful and deliberate. “I understand that you left Woodcote Hall quietly.”

They had. Walter Lacey had made certain they had. To protect her and Jem—and to protect the man he’d loved.

Cat nodded. Her eyes burned.

Fawkes cleared his throat and went on. “It was Martin Yorke, finally, who turned you up. He confirmed your identity during his last visit.”

Jem was stiff and still across from Fawkes. His gaze flicked toward Cat, and the expression on his beloved face was all uncertainty.

Can this be real? he seemed to be asking. And: What happens to us now? To you and me? To our family?

Cat took a step toward him, and then another and another, until she was close enough to reach out and grip his hands. “Nothing has to change,” she whispered fiercely, “unless you wish it. You are still my brother. You are still James Lacey.”

His fingers felt cold in her hands, and he gripped back, his eyes on hers.

“I love you,” she murmured, soft enough for his ears alone. “And Father loved you. You were ours in every way that mattered. But for your family to expand—to grow—that’s a gift, Jemmy. You needn’t fear it.”

“This house,” Fawkes said, “is yours, James. My father left it to you, just as Beckett said. But I”—he looked pained—“I’ve visited here half a dozen times since my father’s death. There’s no money in the house, not anywhere that I could see. I think he meant it as a gift, but I fear it is in such a state of disrepair that it will be nothing more than a burden to you. A millstone about your neck.”

For the first time since they’d arrived at the house, the revelation of it all struck Cat with the force of a blow.

Renwick House—strange and crumbling and so special to her—was Jem’s. It could belong to Jem now.

“No,” Jem said, very softly.

Fawkes was still talking, a thread of anxiety creeping into his voice. “You can sell it, if you like. The property, at least, should be worth a great deal.”

Cat felt a queer pang at the duke’s words. It was just a house, after all. And yet she could not help but think that it deserved better, somehow, than to be a means to an end, a deed transferred.

Even broken things deserved to be cared for.

But it was not her house. It was not her decision. She caught her breath and waited for Jem’s next words.

“No,” he said again, and relief was a thrill up Cat’s spine. He looked around the oratory—the strange doors, the altar, the arrow-pierced Saint Sebastian statue, bats still fluttering about its midsection. “No. I think I should like to keep it.”

Cat breathed out, a shaky sigh.

Fawkes’s throat worked very briefly before he spoke. “It’s only twenty miles or so to our country estate. You could—stay there.” His gaze went to Cat. “Both of you. You would always be welcome there. I would like very much to come to know you.”

Somehow, there were tears sliding down Cat’s face, catching on the corners of her mouth.

Jem put his arm around her. He was so much taller than she was, and she scarcely knew when it had happened. His chin cleared the top of her head as he turned back to Fawkes. “Tonight, I’d like to stay here. I’d like to spend some time at Renwick with my sister, before—” He paused. There was worry in his face, but hope, too, cautious and growing. “Before we come to your estate. But we will come, Oliver. I swear it.”

Fawkes placed a broad hand on Jem’s shoulder and squeezed once, hard, before he let go.

Percy, who’d been silently stroking Bacon’s ears during the conversation, looked faintly alarmed. “Are you quite certain you want to stay here? You did hear Fawkes going on about the ghost and the demon?” He tilted his head. “Or perhaps the ghost is the demon? The details were a bit muddled.”

Jem laughed, just a little, and some of the tension seemed to break.

“We’ll be all right,” Cat said. “This is not my first introduction to the ghost. I suspect…” She hesitated, but then plunged on. If they thought her mad, so be it. “I have long suspected that she is on our side. Georgie—”

She’d turned back to Georgiana, meaning to invite her to stay the night with them. But the words trailed off as she caught sight of Georgiana—pale and bone-weary, her shoulders pinned back as though bracing for a blow.

“Are you all right?” Cat said. She lifted one hand toward Georgiana and then paused, hesitating. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” Georgiana said, and Cat did not know which question she meant to answer. “I’m…” Her gaze danced away from Cat’s, back, then away again to fix on Percy. “We should go. Mother and Noor will be wondering what’s happened.”

The hell with hesitation. “You can stay,” Cat said. “You may stay here with us.”

“Not—not now,” Georgiana said, and her voice sounded odd, not quite cool and composed, but not quite fractured either. “You will want your privacy tonight. I will—” Her hand crept up to her breastbone and fastened in a fist, as if holding herself together by force of will. “I will come back in the morning. I will speak to you then.”

She did not wait for an answer. She turned away, and Percy followed, and Cat watched the place where Georgiana had been for long moments after she vanished.
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Chapter 33



The estate in Wiltshire I bequeath to my daughter Luna Clarinda, to do with what she wishes. It has always been Luna’s house.

—from the last will and testament of Nathaniel Renwick, dated 1758




Georgiana did not return until late afternoon.

Her hands were shaking as she pushed open the gardener’s door. She felt—

Numb, mostly. As though she were moving through water, her ears muffled and lungs unable to find air.

She had not been able to feel things properly since the previous day—since Fawkes’s words in the oratory. There was no trace of Patience or the child he’d fathered. You were gone from Wiltshire as though you’d never been.

Her father had done that. Alistair Cleeve was the reason Jem had never had the chance to meet his own father. Alistair Cleeve was the reason the Laceys had lived in poverty—was the reason for so much of their pain.

It felt as though the old earl had reached out from the grave to close his fist about Georgiana’s heart. He would never stop—he would never fade completely from her memories. Always, as long as they were together, this would be between her and Cat—what Georgiana’s father had done.

Cat was waiting in the rose garden. She stood still and upright, her old familiar wool cloak wrapped around her shoulders, and her face turned up to the wintry sun. There were roses everywhere—ivory and deep pink and crimson so dark it almost looked black. Despite the season—despite the chill in the air—still they bloomed.

“I’m sorry I was not here in the morning,” Georgiana said. Years of practice—almost a decade—and she still did not quite have control of her voice.

Cat’s eyes flew open. “Georgiana.” She moved to cross the black-and-white terrace, her fingers brushing the heavy weight of vines along the wall. But she stopped just before she reached Georgiana. Her palm stayed against the brick.

Which was good. It was good for her to stay back, to pause, to wait.

That was what Georgiana had wanted. No matter how much it felt, just now, like ruination.

“I had meant to come earlier,” Georgiana said. She had wanted to come at dawn, but she’d made herself hold off. Made herself give Cat some more time. “But Martin Yorke came to Woodcote this morning.”

“Yorke? What did he want?”

“He was looking for us. For—any of us.” Us, murmured her heart. Please. “Iris finished the translations yesterday of the papers we took from Rogers. She came by my apartment first, but when she found me gone, she went on to Yorke’s office and showed the papers to him. And he rode in a post-chaise all night to deliver them.”

“What do they say?”

Wordlessly, Georgiana withdrew the sheaf of papers that Yorke had given her and handed them to Cat.

Cat’s eyes moved across the words slowly at first, and then quicker and quicker. Her dark lashes fluttered against her cheeks. “I don’t understand. These are … love letters.” She paused. Looked up. “From Luna Renwick.”

“I know.”

Georgiana had read the words half a dozen times by now—the translations written out in Iris’s neat, deliberate hand.

She’d been almost frantic, her eyes flying over the words as she’d sat across from Yorke at Woodcote. And then she’d read them again, slowly and deliberately, first there in the sitting room, and then repeatedly in the Alverthorpe carriage as it carried her back to Cat.

They had known that Nathaniel Renwick had built the house for his wife, Ellen. But Luna—Renwick’s beloved eldest daughter—had built the rose garden for the love of her own life.

Sarah Sophia Penhollow.

There were seven letters, dated over three years—all from Luna to her beloved Sally. They were tender, passionate, sometimes exasperated, sometimes teasing. They had planned for Sally to move into Renwick House with the rest of the family when it was completed.

If you insist upon calling yourself a kept woman, Luna had written, then at least recollect that you are being kept by me. I am Nathaniel Renwick’s daughter, after all. We Renwicks are very good at treasuring what is ours.

But the letters had stopped abruptly in 1751, the year before construction finished at the house. The last letter had been brief—three sentences, without salutation or closing.

I placed your plaque in the garden today, along with the jewels I’d meant to give you. It is a poor gift, my heart, but it is what I have: Your roses will bloom and bloom and bloom again. My hands in the sun-warmed soil will long for you all the days of my life.

“Sally died,” Cat murmured. “That’s why the letters stopped.”

“Luna wrote in code,” Georgiana said. Her voice rasped at the edges. “So that no one could intercept her love letters. But she dreamed of living here, with Sally, in the light.”

Cat’s thumb brushed across the stack of papers. She had tears on her cheeks. “I wonder if Sally ever replied. If Luna kept her letters somewhere.”

“I don’t know. Yorke said Luna lived another thirty years here at Renwick. She never married.”

That was the way of histories, particularly intimate ones. Always they were partial, fragmented, the narrative filled in at the edges.

For those people who had to hide the truth of their hearts from the world, the erasures were even larger. Even more like a wound.

“Perhaps someday you or Jem will find Sally’s letters on the estate,” Georgiana went on. “Or perhaps not. I wish…” She trailed off, drew a breath. Started again. “I like to believe that Sarah Sophia wrote back.”

“I believe it too.”

Cat’s lashes were still downcast, and Georgiana had to hurry on, before she tried to read something like hope in the handful of words. “Yorke wanted me to draw your attention to the last letter. The reference to jewels. Luna says she placed the jewels in the garden. Yorke says to remind you that the garden too is Jem’s, along with all its contents. If the jewels exist—if they’ve been preserved here—they are Jem’s to do with as he wishes.”

Cat’s fingers moved along the crisp black ink, tracing circles and spirals across the words. “Jem says he doesn’t care about the money. He says he doesn’t need a fortune to go along with his house.” Her mouth tipped up on one side. “But I keep telling him that if he means to keep his nose from freezing this winter, he’ll need to fix the walls at least, and a fortuitous treasure wouldn’t go amiss.”

“He … means to fix the house, then?” Georgiana knew that Cat was laughing, just a little—that sweet laugh, like an invitation to join her.

But Georgiana could no more accept that invitation than she could take wing and fly.

“Yes.” Cat’s expression sobered, though happiness still lingered in the rose-red curve of her lips. “He means to bring it back to life. He’s made a contract with Fawkes—Jem wrote it up himself—with the terms of a loan, though Fawkes keeps trying to make it a gift. The duke has sent for several dozen workmen with job descriptions I’d never even heard of until yesterday, and—” She broke off. “Well. We will make it beautiful again. Strange and unsettling and peculiar as it always was, of course. But beautiful too. And safe.”

We, she kept saying. We will do it.

“Catriona,” Georgiana said hoarsely, and then stopped, quite unable to go on. She memorized Cat’s face. The tiny dip below her lip. The ringlets that curled up beside her ear. The curves and angles of her—so familiar, so long beloved.

“Georgie.” Cat’s palm came up and then down again, back to the letters. “Is there—”

“No. Wait. Let me say my piece first. I’m sorry, Catriona. I’m so sorry.”

Cat reared back in surprise. “You’re sorry? Why?”

“I’m sorry for all of it. For everything my father stole from you. He robbed you of your home and your security. He took away the man your father loved. If my father had not exiled the three of you from Wiltshire, Jem would have had the chance to know his father. Both his fathers. Everything could have been so much easier for him—for all of you. Fawkes would have paved the way. But my father razed all those hopes and did not even care what he had smashed. And none of us did anything to stop him.”

She stepped forward and gripped Cat’s fingers, felt the rough brush of paper beneath the softness of Cat’s skin, and oh, she had promised herself she would not do this. She’d promised herself she would not beg.

She’d lied.

“Please,” she said hoarsely. “Please forgive me. You promised that you would.”

“Georgiana—”

“No, please just—just wait.” She let go of Cat’s hand to swipe at her eyes. “I love you. I love your cleverness and your generosity and your joy. For half my life, when I have looked upon the stars in the sky, all I have seen is the shape of your smile.”

Cat was staring at her, lips parted, eyes as dark as nighttime.

“Whatever you choose,” Georgiana whispered, “I will respect your decision. I will never come here again, if you and Jem do not wish it. But—if you did wish it—I would lay the world at your feet.”

“I don’t want the world,” Cat whispered. “I only want you.”

Georgiana felt her teeth click closed. Part of her wanted to stumble back. Part of her—all of her—wanted—

“Say it again,” she said, and it was half a command and half a plea. “Catriona—”

“I want you.” Cat gripped Georgiana’s shoulders as if to shake her. “There is nothing to forgive.”

“I did not—”

“No. Stop it. Did you not hear your own words? In all that list of things your father stole from me, did you not consider what he took from you? Your sense of safety. Your belief in your own worth. God, Georgiana, when I think of him, I become so angry I could flatten this garden, but none of that anger is directed at you. You are not your father. His crimes are not yours.”

Georgiana took a quick sharp breath through her nose, and the scent of roses seemed to ground her, tethering her to the earth when her mind wanted to reel away. “Are you—certain?”

“Georgie mine.” Cat’s voice went low and soft and persuasive. Her hand came around to cup the nape of Georgiana’s neck. “All those things he took from me—surely you cannot think I would be foolish enough to let him take this too?”

They were closer—Cat’s fingers held her fast—Georgiana had only to dip her head for her mouth to find Cat’s. She kissed Cat, hard and desperate, her palms shaped to Cat’s waist, until Cat finally pulled away.

“You mad, foolish creature.” Cat’s voice was a gasp. Her mouth was ruby brilliant. “I thought you were leaving. I thought you came to tell me that you meant to go.”

“Never,” Georgiana vowed. “Never.”

And this time, when their mouths met, their kiss was a homecoming.

When they broke apart some minutes later, Cat pushed back the hair that had fallen across Georgiana’s face. “I love you. And I don’t mind saying it again and again until my words fix themselves in your heart. I love you, Georgiana Cleeve.”

“It is not my heart that is the problem.” Georgiana felt Cat’s fingers brush her ear as she tucked back the lock of hair, and somehow it made her want to cry. “My heart is yours. It is my head, I fear, that gets wrapped round in knots sometimes.”

“Then I will be here to untangle you. However many times it takes. I will not leave your side, and if you fall—” Cat’s lips curled up. “No. I was going to say that if you fall, I will take you in my arms and carry you, but I’ve changed my mind. You shan’t fall. I will hold you too close to let you.”

Georgiana touched Cat’s cheeks with trembling fingers. Traced the curves of her lips, the upper and then the lower. “I believe you.”

“Good.”

And then somehow they were kissing again, and somehow Cat’s back was to the stone wall, and then Georgiana’s, a dizzy revolution of bodies. Roses hung in the air, and Georgiana felt herself go limp and liquid beneath the honeyed pressure of Cat’s mouth and hands.

Cat was the first to pull back. She held Luna’s papers in one hand, and she brandished them, her cheeks flushed red. “These are getting crushed.”

Her voice was throaty. Georgiana loved it. “They’re not the originals. Let them.”

Cat laughed, rich and sweet, and Georgiana felt as if she were floating. “You will come to your senses later and regret it. Come inside with me. I want—oh Georgie mine. I want you to stay here with me. Do you think you might?”

Georgiana opened her mouth to answer, but Cat barreled on. “I have not been able to get your words out of my mind, not since the moment you said them. ‘I want to wake beside you,’ you said. ‘To wake, and not to go.’” Her dark eyes were all hope. “I want you to stay.”

“I want that too.” What a luxury it was to touch Cat like this—to feel the curve at the top of her buttocks, the elegant points of her spine. “There’s Bacon to consider—and my mother—”

“And Pauline,” Cat laughed, “and Jem—God, it’s his house now, come to think. And we shall have to go to London far too often to meet with Laventille—”

“Not to mention Yorke—”

“But we will work it out,” Cat said. “We will make a life together.”

“Yes,” Georgiana said, and the joy inside her was a garden, was ten thousand roses, blossoming despite the cold. “We’ve already begun.”
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Epilogue



To your first query, I did not mention Renwick because I had supposed James unaware of the precise nature of the bequest. Only Beckett was meant to know the will’s contents. And we all know how that turned out.

And to your second query—why I sent the two of you to Renwick at the same time—let me offer a question of my own. It worked, did it not?

—from Martin Yorke, solicitor and matchmaker, to Cat Lacey and Georgiana Cleeve




Two weeks later

Cat barreled around the corner and into the oratory just as the screaming ceased.

“What,” she gasped, “on earth is going on?”

Georgiana was holding a squirming Bacon to her chest. Pauline had her hands on her hips, her chin thrust up, and her curls standing out in all directions.

“That was a pig,” Pauline said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“The screaming that you heard. That was the sound of a pig. Did you know that pigs scream? Because I did not, until approximately one hundred and twenty seconds ago.”

“Why is there a pig?” Cat looked around the oratory, which was in a remarkable state of disarray. She had learned far more in the preceding fortnight than she had ever imagined knowing about plaster and its various formulations. “Where is the pig?”

Pauline pointed to one of the latticed doors. Cat groaned.

They had mapped all the passageways these last days. According to the building records that she had turned up in the library, they had originally been meant to serve as the basis of a mechanical transport system for household goods, to be relayed with belts and pulleys.

Unfortunately, no such mechanical system had ever been installed, and the passageways mostly served to entrap household pets and unwary plasterers.

And now, evidently, pigs.

“I think it must have wandered up from Devizes,” Georgiana said. She looked as fresh and elegant as a holly branch in her close-fitting emerald velvet frock. It was startlingly difficult to reconcile this vision of her—composed and neat as a pin—with the flushed and perspiring woman who had personally wrestled the ebony door they’d ordered into place in the newly refurbished hallway that led to the rose garden.

But not impossible. Cat knew all the versions of her now—each one real, each one beloved.

“Perhaps I can lure it out with a turnip,” Cat said. “Do pigs like turnips? Because Graves says we have purchased fifty-three pounds of turnips from a passing market cart this week.”

“I suppose it’s a good thing we have a pig now,” Georgiana said. “I think we shall require one, if we are meant to consume fifty-three pounds of turnips.”

Pauline whimpered and put her hands over her face. “I cannot do this. I cannot remain a moment longer.”

Cat blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“I’m sorry, Kitty,” Pauline mumbled. “I have done what I could. I cleared at least half of the resident birds from your library. I located your housekeeper and returned her to you.”

Pauline had uncovered Graves and Mort ensconced together in the gamekeeper’s cottage on the property. Mort, it turned out, was six-and-a-half feet tall and possessed of a physique that could best be described as Apollonian.

He had enthusiastically accepted a new position as head gardener.

“I executed a grid-based search of every square inch of this house,” Pauline went on, “for a possibly fictional set of jewels that we did not even find. But a pig in the house is taking things too far.”

“You are not fond of swine?” Georgiana inquired.

“I am fond of people. I adore the city of London. I like shopping! I miss shopping.” She looked plaintively at Cat. “You won’t be distressed if I go back home already, will you? You may come and stay in the apartment anytime you wish.”

“May I bring my pig?”

Pauline moaned, and Cat could not contain the crack of laughter that slipped free.

“Of course I won’t be distressed. Go home. Bring lots of those ginger biscuits I fancy the next time you return. And maybe the books I left in my bedchamber.” Cat was close enough to Georgiana to touch her, and so she did, running her palm slowly up Georgiana’s slim, strong back, relishing the feel of velvet and then of Georgiana’s skin. “Everything else I need is here.”

Five weeks later

Jem glowered at the Duke of Fawkes.

On the other side of the music room, Fawkes was attempting to smile innocently.

It did not look natural upon his stern, blade-sharp face.

“Oliver,” Jem said warningly, “this is not in the least believable.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” said the duke. Unfortunately, his tone indicated something more like: I know precisely what you are talking about, and I was hoping you would not notice.

Georgiana wondered if Fawkes would be amenable to some sort of lesson in acting the part.

“This money,” Jem said, and brandished a heap of banknotes accusingly at the duke. He’d lost his jacket somehow, and his sleeves were rolled up to his elbows. “You expect me to believe that one of the masons discovered these notes inside the wall? That they were part of the original construction?”

“Yes?” Fawkes said doubtfully.

“Then why do they look as though they were signed by the cashier last week?”

“Preservation?” offered Fawkes. His hair was slightly rumpled, as though he’d run his fingers through it. “Lack of exposure to air whilst inside the walls?”

“They are also dated last week, Oliver.”

“Bollocks,” Fawkes said, and then winced.

“I don’t want your money,” Jem said, with the careful articulation of someone who had issued the same proclamation on more than one prior occasion.

“You ought to have some of it. You should—”

“No,” Jem said, and then he reached up and straightened his spectacles, though they did not need straightening. “No. Actually—” He paused and glanced over to the threshold, where Cat and Georgiana stood together. “I’m glad that all three of you are here. I wanted to speak to you about something.”

At Georgiana’s side, Cat stiffened, just a little. Georgiana knew that she had worried for Jem, of late. He was enjoying the prospect of the renovation, to be sure—but he had not approached it with the same air of vigor that she and Cat had, either.

“I’ve written to Pauline,” he said, “and to Yorke. They’ve both agreed. I should like to go back to London. Take up my clerkship again.”

Fawkes glowered. “Why would you do that? I have told you repeatedly that you do not need to seek employment. The family’s coffers—”

“The family’s coffers cannot give me purpose, Oliver, only money.”

“Money is very useful! Do not underestimate the power of an independent fortune.”

Jem laughed. “I’m not. I assure you, I am not. The truth is…” He paused to look at them all, his gray-green eyes serious and earnest. “I like working for Mr. Yorke. I have a handful of years remaining before I can be admitted to the Rolls of the Courts. After that”—he looked half-pleased and half-embarrassed—“I would like to move here permanently and open a law practice in Devizes.”

There was a brief moment of silence as everyone took in this series of revelations. Jem—the owner of Renwick House—to move away now, just when it was beginning to be properly habitable?

And yet, it was easy for Georgiana to fix her mind around the shape of Jem’s desires. Independence. A purpose all his own, not given to him by father or brother.

“I think it’s a wonderful idea,” she said softly. “So long as you do not forget that we are here if you change your mind. You are allowed to choose what’s best for you. And you are allowed to change.”

“I shall only approve of this if you permit me to loan you the funds to open your practice,” Fawkes said.

“Done,” said Jem promptly.

“Dash it,” muttered Fawkes. “That was too easy. I should have offered to pay for it outright.”

Cat had not yet said anything, and when Georgiana looked over, she saw that Cat’s dark eyes were damp and shining. “Jemmy,” she murmured.

He was grinning at her—at both of them. “Do you think—that is, would you mind staying here while I’m gone? Overseeing the reconstruction on my behalf? I can’t precisely pay the two of you, but perhaps you’ll find the jewels?”

It was astonishing how they did this, these Laceys—offered the closest held dream of your heart and smiled at you when they did so. As though giving came naturally to them. As though love was theirs in such an abundance that it was easy to pour out more.

“I would like to stay here very much,” Georgiana murmured.

“You would have to pry me out of here with a crowbar, Jemmy,” Cat said, “if you wanted me to go.”

“Not in a thousand years,” he said, and then somehow Cat and Jem were hugging, holding on hard, bittersweet and beloved, and Georgiana’s heart was so full, watching them, that she almost did not notice when Fawkes slipped the banknotes inside Jem’s discarded coat.

Eight weeks later

Ambrose Cleeve, the Earl of Alverthorpe, looked as though he’d been struck in the head, except by something very pleasant.

In all the years that she’d known him, Cat had never seen Ambrose grin before now. It was disconcerting.

“Did you see her hair?” His voice was slightly overloud. Cat wondered if he’d slept at all since the baby had been born the night before. “Look at it all! Precisely the same color as Noor’s, and so much of it. The physician said it would all fall out, but the midwife disagreed, and I’m inclined to think she’s right. Don’t you think she’s right?”

“Ambrose, my dear,” his mother said, “sit down before you fall down.”

“Oh God,” Ambrose said, and sat down abruptly on the settee. The baby in his arms performed a very tiny yawn, and everyone in the room froze to take in her majesty.

A month ago, Lady Edith Cleeve had moved down from London permanently, splitting her time between the Alverthorpe residence and Renwick House in order to make herself available for the end of Noor’s confinement. As it turned out, the baby had been extremely dilatory in her arrival, a delay which had given Edith the opportunity to move cautiously toward a full reconciliation with her sons.

Edith, Ambrose, Georgiana—they were all reserved, all painfully careful with one another.

But Percy had eased everything with his cheerful, bounding presence—and Noor with her honesty and dry humor—and now, too, the tiniest Cleeve would bring them closer still.

Ambrose stood up again, putting Cat in mind of a jack-in-the-box. “I should bring Noor some water. It’s been an hour. Would you like to hold the baby, Georgie?”

“Oh,” Georgiana said. “I—all right.”

Ambrose settled the swaddled baby in Georgiana’s arms and hurtled off in the direction of his wife.

“Perhaps he will fall unconscious on the way to the bedchamber,” Edith murmured. “One can only hope.”

Cat wasn’t quite listening. She grinned down at Georgiana’s miniature niece, whose cheeks were extraordinarily round. The baby’s fingers, curled over the top edge of the swaddling blanket, were inexpressibly tiny, and Cat could not help but marvel at each perfect fingernail.

“Isn’t she darling?” she murmured to Georgiana. “Congratulations, Auntie George.”

There was a peculiar little hiccup from Georgiana’s quarter, and Cat tore her eyes away from the baby to look at Georgiana.

She was sobbing silently, tears streaming down her cheeks and dripping into the high collar of her morning dress.

“Georgie,” Cat said in alarm. “Are you all right?” She tucked an arm rather helplessly around Georgiana’s side, and only later did she reflect on how easy it had become to perform such a gesture in front of Georgiana’s family. “What’s happened?”

“Nothing—nothing.”

“I would find that more persuasive if you were not in danger of flooding the sitting room.”

Georgiana laughed, then sobbed again. “I can’t—wipe my eyes. I don’t want to drop the baby. Can you fetch me a handkerchief or—”

Cat used the tips of her fingers instead, brushing the tears from Georgiana’s elegant cheekbones. “Tell me what’s the matter.”

“Nothing’s the matter. Oh God, I loathe weeping. It’s only that—” She turned and fixed Cat with a damp blue gaze. “It’s only that I had never imagined any of this. A niece. My family together. You.” Her voice cracked. “It took me by surprise, all of a sudden. How happy I am.”

“So am I,” Cat murmured. “Oh, Georgie mine. So am I.”

Eight months later

Cat had been back home from London for some time before she found Georgiana in the garden, armed with secateurs and doing something industrious to the new rose vines.

Or—no. As Cat came closer, she realized that Georgiana was poking lightly at the mortar between the sandstone bricks with the sharp tip of her scissors.

“Looking for jewels?” she murmured as she came up behind Georgiana.

Georgiana jumped. “Oh. No, I was only—” Her face had gone pink all over. “All right, yes. I refuse to start tearing down walls—not when we’ve finally finished putting them all back up. I was attempting to satisfy my curiosity without resorting to demolition.”

Cat laughed and wrapped her arms around Georgiana’s waist. In deference to the summer heat, Georgiana was dressed in thin crepe muslin, and Cat could feel the ridge of Georgiana’s pelvis, the tiny dip of Georgiana’s navel straight through the fabric.

She heard herself make a slightly inarticulate noise as she pressed her mouth to the back of Georgiana’s neck. “I missed you.”

“Mm.” Georgiana tipped her head, giving Cat space to taste the delicate expanse of heat-flushed skin, to breathe in her complex scent. “I missed you too.”

“It took me a quarter of an hour to find you.” She kissed Georgiana’s neck again and then breathed her next words into Georgiana’s ear. “Do you know what that means?”

Georgiana shivered. Her ribs moved beneath Cat’s hand as she took a quick, unsteady breath. “What does it mean?”

“It means”—God, she tasted so good, felt so lovely, and Cat had missed her so much—“I could have been doing this fifteen minutes ago.”

Georgiana’s arm made a graceful arc above her head as she reached up to put her fingers in Cat’s hair. “Or,” she murmured, “it means our house is too large.”

Against Georgiana’s skin, Cat breathed out a laugh. “I’m trying to be romantic. Do not wreck my plans with pragmatism.”

Georgiana laughed too, and turned, and put her arms about Cat’s body. “You’re trying to seduce me in our garden. I’m not certain that’s the same thing as romance.”

“Isn’t it? Dash it, I was so certain I had it right.”

Georgiana laughed again, and pulled out of Cat’s embrace, but only to drag Cat to the bench they’d had installed just beneath Sarah Sophia’s plaque. It was a delicate marvel of copper and wrought iron, the back worked in a pattern of roses and moons.

It fit them both perfectly.

“How are the books?” Georgiana asked.

Their newest books were set to release one month apart: two lush, eerie, gorgeously illustrated novels about a pair of lady detectives in the moorlands. They’d planned and designed them together, along with Jean Laventille. Selina had ordered two hundred copies just for Belvoir’s.

“Absolutely gorgeous. I’ve brought a handful of samples of cloth back for you to fondle.”

Georgiana’s eyes were warm and soft on Cat’s face. “And Jem and Pauline? Are they still planning to come up in a fortnight?”

“Yes, for a month at least. Jem says Yorke has been working his fingers to the bone before he goes on holiday.” Cat thought of Jem’s disgruntled face and could not stop herself from smiling. “Secretly I think he is thrilled to be so relied upon.”

“To be sure.” Georgiana tipped her head so that her cheek touched Cat’s hair. “Fawkes dropped by yesterday with another dozen or so records that he wants Jem to look at. Three of his tenants are wrangling, as I understand it, over the proper legal ownership of crossbred dairy cows.”

Cat felt her smile widen. “Jem will love it.”

“He will.”

Cat turned a little more on the bench, and her mouth found Georgiana’s neck again, then the tender place beneath her ear. “And I love you.”

“Mm. I love you too.”

Georgiana’s voice sounded far too steady, a problem which Cat resolved to rectify immediately. She sucked at the fine skin of Georgiana’s throat, and Georgiana breathed out, not quite a moan.

Cat felt desire build in her own belly at the sound, whisper-soft and throaty. She stroked Georgiana’s knee through her delicate frock and then sent her hand higher, to the crease of Georgiana’s hip. God, her skin felt hot through the muslin, and she shifted her hips under Cat’s hand. The scent of roses was everywhere, eddying through Cat’s body on a tide of want.

“Do you want to go inside?” she murmured into Georgiana’s ear.

Or tried to murmur. Her own voice wobbled as Georgiana’s fingers grazed the underside of her breast.

“Let’s stay here,” Georgiana whispered. “In the light.” She let her head tip back, her face tilted toward the sun. “I like being seduced in the garden.”

“Is that so?” Cat murmured, and then slid down, off the bench and in between Georgiana’s knees. “We shall see how you like—”

She broke off halfway through lifting Georgiana’s skirts, her hand frozen on Georgiana’s scandalously bare calf.

Georgiana peered down. “What is it? Have I shocked you with my lack of undergarments again?”

“Georgie.” Cat’s voice sounded very peculiar. “Will you come down here for a moment?”

“Ah—all right?” Georgiana wrestled her leg free and slid off the bench as well, coming to kneel beside Cat. “Did you borrow some new book from Belvoir’s while you were gone? Are we acting something out or—”

And then her mouth dropped open as she too glimpsed what Cat had seen.

Cat swallowed very hard. “Is that—”

“Oh my God,” Georgiana whispered. “It is.”

Embedded into the black-and-white tiles at the base of the wall—in the space they’d cleared for their bench—lay a constellation of sparkling shapes.

“The jewels,” Cat whispered. “Luna’s jewels.”

Set into the ebony trefoils were large sapphires, so dark as to be nearly black. And nested in the tiny white tiles that surrounded them were dozens and dozens of diamonds.

Cat reached out and ran her fingers across the tiles. The jewels had been invisible from above—at any other time of day, any other angle of the sun, the facets of the gems would not have caught the light.

But she could see them now. She could feel their tiny geometries, rough and tangible beneath her fingertips.

They were real. Luna’s jewels were real.

Georgiana leapt to her feet. “We need—dear God, I don’t even know what we need! A mineralogist. An archeologist. Iris might know how to…” She looked down at Cat, and her face was flushed, her eyes crystal-bright in the afternoon sun. “I need to write to Iris. I need to write to Jem!”

“Go,” said Cat, laughing. “Go. Find a pen. I’ll be right behind you.”

Georgiana bent down and kissed her hard upon the mouth, then dashed off into the east wing.

Cat ran her fingers over the jewels one more time, very slowly, and then rose to her feet. She cupped one of the roses in her hand and brought it to her face, and her gaze fell upon the plaque, polished to brilliance.

“If you’re still here,” she murmured, “thank you for everything. We will do right by you. By both of you. I promise.”

She let go of the blossom. It hung, sturdy and solid, on the vine, and its roots reached down to the soil beneath her feet.

The wind rustled the leaves. The sun was warm on the tiles. The roses were tended, and the house—strange and unsettling as it might be—held love in all its rooms.
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Author’s Note


An earl’s daughter turned Gothic novelist! A Regency lesbian who wrote in code! A giant spooky falling-down manor built to look like a medieval abbey!

I’m delighted to tell you that all of these remarkable plot events are drawn from historical reality.

Georgiana shares her background and career with Lady Caroline Lamb, the daughter of the third Earl of Bessborough. Born in 1785, Lady Caroline published her first Gothic novel, Glenarvon, in 1816. Though Glenarvon was an enormous commercial success, its scandalous nature and its scathing satire of public figures contributed to the collapse of Lady Caroline’s social reputation. In addition to Glenarvon, Lady Caroline published poetry and several other novels during her lifetime.

Renwick House is loosely based on real-life Regency country house Fonthill Abbey. Built between 1796 and 1813, Fonthill Abbey’s neo-Gothic construction was funded by the immensely wealthy and reclusive William Thomas Beckford and designed by architect James Wyatt. The building was known as Beckford’s Folly—its enormous size could not be sustained by its architectural foundations, and it repeatedly and frequently collapsed. Beckford often led construction and landscape design projects himself; during his brief time in residence, he filled the manor with a vast array of literary and artistic treasures. The abbey was demolished in approximately 1845, twenty years after Beckford’s departure.

I am particularly indebted to queer historian Rictor Norton, whose research and description of his visit to Fonthill Abbey inspired some of my many flights of fancy in this novel.

Queer people—like Georgiana and Cat, and like William Thomas Beckford—lived and loved in Regency England. Extensive historical record supports the joyful existence of queer people across spectrums of class, gender, and sexuality.

At several points in the novel, Georgiana and Cat reflect upon queer histories and queer representations in literature. During a conversation with her mother, Georgiana recalls “a satirical cartoon of Louisa Strachan and Sarah Greville kissing in the park.” This cartoon, titled “Love-a-la-mode, or Two Dear Friends,” was printed and sold in 1820 and shows Louisa, Lady Strachan, and Sarah, Lady Warwick, entwined in an embrace upon a park bench while their husbands look sulkily on from the bushes, unable to prevent their affair.

Numerous other examples of sapphic romances exist in the Regency period. Anne Lister famously wrote about her lesbian affairs in a highly erotic encoded diary—my inspiration for Luna Renwick’s cryptic letters. In 1834, Lister married her beloved Ann Walker in a church ceremony in Yorkshire, which was followed by a European honeymoon.

The cozy Gothic happily-ever-after that I imagine for Georgiana and Cat comes directly from the lifelong partnership of Eleanor Butler and Sarah Ponsonby. Known as the Ladies of Llangollen, Eleanor and Sarah moved to Wales in 1778 to escape the pressure to marry. They lived together for fifty years in a Gothic-styled cottage with elaborate gardens and an extensive library, where they were visited by numerous artistic and political celebrities. Like Georgiana, Eleanor Butler was the daughter of an earl.

It is difficult to know how common sapphic relationships were in the Regency, in part because physical affection between women was utterly routine. Unlike sex between men, sex between women was never criminalized. Women could—and often did—live alone together without comment. It would have been considered entirely unremarkable for a woman to kiss, embrace, and even sleep in bed with a close female friend. Some historians have suggested that Bath—known as a place for single women to retire together—was an enthusiastically supportive place for lesbians to meet, mingle, and live in company with one another.

None of this should suggest that homophobia did not exist. Queer people were subject to social and legal oppression; many queer men of means fled to the Continent, where laws and attitudes were more relaxed. But throughout history, even in difficult circumstances, queer people have lived rich and loving lives. The poem Don Leon—written in the 1820s, though not published until 1866—mounts a passionate defense of same-sex relationships. The anonymous poem argues that queer desire is natural, that queer love is meaningful, and that queer people should be treated with respect and dignity by society and by the law.

Two hundred years later, we are still arguing for the same.

I am enormously grateful to many scholars, writers, and historians whose research informs my own work. I would particularly like to point interested readers to the vast archives of queer British history collected by Dr. Rictor Norton and Dr. Heather Rose Jones.
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Thank you to my family, to Matt (always! especially!), and to the little Vastis, even though every time I started to work, the baby demanded, “Are you spelling letters again??” I’m so proud of you, and I love you so much.
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Praise for Alexandra Vasti

LADIES IN HATING

“A pure delight. This historical romance has it all—secret crushes, Gothic manors, enmity, queer yearning, revolutionaries changing the game, steam, and did I mention the queer yearning? I’m obsessed with this book.”

—Ashley Herring Blake, USA Today bestselling author of Delilah Green Doesn’t Care

“Full of charm, wit, sass, sapphic swoons, and deep affection, Vasti’s Ladies in Hating absolutely sparkles. The historical detail, paired with Vasti’s marvelous dialogue and twisty plot, produces a delightfully fun romp that’s full to bursting with queer joy, thoughtful portrayals of diverse families, and beautiful romance. Truly a delight from fantastic start to fabulous finish.”

—Emma R. Alban, USA Today bestselling author of Don’t Want You Like a Best Friend

“What a joy! Cat and Georgiana’s tale makes for an absolute treat of a book: full of banter, yearning, combustible chemistry, and a healthy amount of Gothic spookiness and murder. A near-perfect addition to the sapphic histrom genre.”

—Freya Marske, USA Today bestselling author of Swordcrossed

“Ladies in Hating is the gay Gothic rom-com of my dreams, suffused with Vasti's usual, sincere affection: for her characters, and for her readers.”

—Alix E. Harrow, New York Times bestselling 	author of Starling House

EARL CRUSH

“Bridgerton at its sexiest … Crush? Ha. I’m in love with the earl!”

—Eloisa James, New York Times bestselling author of Viscount in Love

“Wildly delightful! With Earl Crush, Alexandra Vasti has crafted a marvelously funny and sexy read featuring a brawny Scottish earl, zebras, and a feminist heroine ahead of her time. This belongs on every romance reader’s keeper shelf!”

—Joanna Shupe, USA Today bestselling author of The Duke Gets Even

“Sexy, kind, and full of adventure … Alexandra Vasti is an immense talent, and I look forward to reading everything she writes until the end of time!”

—Naina Kumar, USA Today bestselling author of Say You’ll Be Mine

“With her deft hand for writing witty banter, endearing characters, and smoking-hot chemistry, Alexandra Vasti’s Earl Crush will enchant readers and establish her as a breakout star of historical romance!”

—Liana De la Rosa, USA Today bestselling author 	of Isabel and The Rogue

“This historical spy caper has plenty of sexy fun and terrific banter, all in a fast-moving plot.”

—Booklist (starred review)

NE’ER DUKE WELL

“All hail a new (and most welcome) voice in the historical romance space … Vasti writes with a warm, whimsical voice, underscoring her hysterical interludes and cutting asides with a deep well of emotions.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“A gem of a Regency, with dazzling banter and more than the usual amount of charm.”

—Olivia Waite, The New York Times Book Review

“The kind of romance you want to wrap around yourself like a blanket.”

—NPR

“As hot as it is heartfelt, this will have historical romance fans hooked.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Ne’er Duke Well is a delightful, quicksilver romp with unforgettable characters that readers will be rooting for from start to finish.”

—Deanna Raybourn, New York Times bestselling author of the Veronica Speedwell series

“An irresistible delight from a remarkable new talent … Vasti has quickly earned her place on my list of favorite writers.”

—India Holton, USA Today bestselling author of The Ornithologist’s Field Guide to Love

THE HALIFAX HELLIONS SERIES

“These stories are hot, smart, funny, and charming as hell—much like the Hellions themselves. I’ve read them each twice.”

—Alix E. Harrow, New York Times bestselling author of Starling House

“Delightful, truly scrumptious—like if Lisa Kleypas and Tessa Dare had a sexy baby. Alexandra Vasti is my favorite writer, full stop.”

—Mazey Eddings, USA Today bestselling author of Late Bloomer

“I’m forever in awe of Alexandra Vasti’s talent.”

—Sarah Adler, USA Today bestselling author of Happy Medium


OceanofPDF.com





About the Author


[image: ]
Alexandra Vasti is a British literature professor by day and USA Today bestselling romance writer by night. After finishing her PhD at Columbia University, she moved to New Orleans with her family. Her books have been featured in The New York Times, NPR, Entertainment Weekly, and elsewhere. You can sign up for email updates here.
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