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Dedication

To every reader who picked up Pride and Premeditation, this one is for you.
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Epigraph
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“Business, you know, may bring money, but friendship hardly ever does.”

—Emma by Jane Austen

“Every murderer is probably somebody’s old friend.”

—The Mysterious Affair at Styles by Agatha Christie
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One

In Which Miss Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy Get Caught Out in the Rain
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“IT’S TIME YOU ACKNOWLEDGE the truth.”

The words reached Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s ears as she was striding with determination down an unfamiliar London street, causing her to falter—but only for a moment. She squared her shoulders and kept pushing forward. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she called over her shoulder, but refused to turn around.

“Lizzie.”

She stopped, causing the few pedestrians around to skirt her. The neighborhood was working-class, and consisted of packed flats, shops, and storehouses. The damp spring air was crisp and carried the scent of the docks, not far off. It was, in short, not the type of neighborhood a respectable young lady might linger in. Lizzie turned and looked at her companion, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, who lagged behind with mud-coated boots and his usual serious expression.

“Lizzie.” He repeated her name with a small amount of exasperation. “It’s all right to admit that you’re lost.”

“I know that,” she said, making sure to keep a bright smile on her face. “But I’m not, so why would I?”

Darcy sighed. “What street are we on?”

“What does it matter?” she asked. “We’re headed in the right direction.”

“Yes, but do you know how to get home?”

She shot him a reproving look. “Of course I know how to get home, Darcy. Do you?”

“No,” he admitted. “That’s rather the point.”

“Well, then, you better stick close to me.”

Darcy grumbled under his breath but took her arm and allowed himself to be led on. Lizzie bit back a smile. One of the reasons she liked Darcy well enough to keep him around was that unlike most young gentlemen she was acquainted with, Darcy did not engage in the tiresome business of always acting like he was the only one who could possibly be right about something.

“We should have taken my carriage,” he added.

That did not mean, however, that he held back when asserting his opinion.

“On these narrow streets?” Lizzie asked, indicating the one they were currently traversing. It was crowded with pushcarts and buckets, children playing and women lingering on stoops. “It wouldn’t fit! Besides, it’s a wonderful day for a good stroll.”

Darcy snorted, a most ungentlemanly sound, and glanced pointedly up at the deep gray sky. Not that this was anything new—the skies were gray half the year. But—and Lizzie wasn’t about to admit this to Darcy—the skies to the east had gotten particularly dark, and there was a charged sense to the air that told her on this one point, Darcy was correct.

“You would go walking in a downpour,” he muttered, but there was a fondness in his voice, too.

“So would you, if you’d spent the last week indoors, bent over briefs! I swear, it was as though all the courts did this week was produce the most inscrutable paperwork imaginable for my own personal punishment.”

“They’re testing you,” Darcy said. “They don’t like the fact that your father recognizes you as a solicitor, and therefore expects the courts to do so as well.”

“I know,” Lizzie said, but she was unable to keep from sounding peeved. “And they can keep trying to trip me up, but I am one step ahead of them.”

Despite her bravado, Lizzie didn’t always feel quite so confident. She hadn’t admitted to Darcy that she’d needed her father’s help on two of the cases, and she’d misfiled one of her responses to a patent case that had nearly cost her client everything he owned. Only her father—and his influence—had kept the case from completely unraveling.

Even though she didn’t tell Darcy these things, he seemed to understand her inner turmoil, for he squeezed her arm gently and said, “Naturally. I have no doubt that you shall show them your mettle. I do, however, have doubts as to your sense of direction.”

They had come upon an intersection, and despite her confidence up until this moment in navigating their way, Lizzie had hesitated ever so slightly. Darcy, being attuned to her movement, had certainly noticed. “I’m not lost,” she repeated as she looked left, then right.

“Lizzie,” he said with a sigh. “If we need—”

“This way!”

She made the impulsive decision to turn left, dragging him along with her.

“Do not think I am unsupportive of your more unusual business practices,” Darcy said, allowing himself to be led. “But I have to wonder, if this Mr. Mullins truly wanted to engage your services, wouldn’t he come to Longbourn rather than have you wandering through unfamiliar dockside neighborhoods?”

“First of all, it’s not unfamiliar—I told you, I’ve been there before! Second, I am hardly alone when I have you.”

At that, Darcy finally cracked a small smile, and Lizzie felt a thrill of triumph rush through her. Getting Darcy to smile was akin to writing a perfectly elegant, unimpeachable sentence in a brief, one no sour solicitor at a competitor’s firm could find fault with. But as he was Darcy, he was not content to let her win this argument. “My point still stands—I don’t see how a permitting disagreement in the Western Exchange requires a visit to the gentleman’s storehouse.”

“Gentlemen,” she corrected. “Mr. Mullins—Jack—and his brother, Simon, co-own the business. And besides, we have a history—the Mullins brothers were my first case.”

“The one where the man died and his business partner tried to take the assets?” Darcy’s forehead creased as he drew up the memory, and Lizzie smiled. Despite his grumbling, Darcy always listened, and, what’s more, he remembered what she told him.

“Yes, and his sons came to Papa to get the business back,” she continued. “The brothers sued the man. There was some nonsense involving paperwork and missing files, but, well, we got that all cleared up in no time!”

She smiled brightly at Darcy, but he was shaking his head. “Missing files, hmm?”

“They were recovered!”

“You are good at recovering missing or lost things,” he noted. “Do you think you can recover your sense of direction?”

He indicated up ahead, where the street dead-ended into a brick wall. Lizzie stopped sharply. “Oh. That’s new.”

“Is it?” Darcy asked, dubious.

“Come on, we’ll go around.” She pulled Darcy down a nearby alley, sidestepping dank puddles. “And don’t look at me that way—you were happy for an excuse to leave the office and get out, too! Besides, it’s just a little alley, and I’m sure once we come out up here . . .”

Lizzie trailed off, because unfortunately for her and for Darcy’s opinion of her navigational skills, when they emerged onto the street, Lizzie was completely lost. This street was full of storehouses and work yards, with laborers—mostly men—focused on their tasks or coming and going. Lizzie and Darcy stuck out like a sore thumb in their finely made clothes, and Lizzie’s dainty boots didn’t stand a chance against the muddy trenches of the street. A nearby blacksmith looked up from his outdoor fire and stared at the pair of them with obvious disgust.

“Right,” said Darcy, and asked more gently, “do you know where we are?”

“No,” she finally admitted. It had been three years since she’d last seen Jack Mullins and visited the storehouse he and his brother had inherited from their father. London’s streets had changed in that time as new buildings and businesses had sprung up, and the skies were just cloudy enough that she was no longer certain which direction she was facing.

“There’s nothing more to it then,” Darcy said gravely. “We must ask for directions.”

“I have a feeling that if we were to approach anyone on this street, they’d tell us to walk directly into the Thames,” Lizzie muttered. As much as she despised the notion that she needed a male chaperone to conduct business, she was glad she’d wheedled Darcy away from his desk now. It wasn’t just in the courtroom where the presence of an unaccompanied lady drew ire and the wrong sort of interest.

“Look ahead,” Darcy urged.

At the end of the block, two spots of red stood out. Officers, some of the many that had flooded the streets of London lately—even more so than usual. It seemed that Britain was always engaged in one war or another, usually with the French, for as long as Lizzie had been alive. But the latest news from the Continent of Napoleon’s advance had everyone on edge, and Lizzie’s youngest sister, Lydia, in a constant state of hope that she would find love with a handsome war hero.

Lizzie allowed Darcy to take the lead as they navigated through the muddy streets in the direction of the officers, who would surely be honorable enough to steer them in the right direction. One was tall and stout and stood like a man who knew he was in charge. His companion was slight and Lizzie’s height, and seemed to keep one half step behind the taller officer as they strolled down the muddy streets, their backs to them.

Lizzie and Darcy picked up the pace to catch up to them and were still a good distance away when the pair halted and seemed to have an exchange with someone ahead of them. Lizzie couldn’t see who they were talking to, but she saw the taller officer raise his hand and bring it down to strike something. A woman cried out in fear, and the sound jolted down Lizzie’s spine, spurring her on.

“Lizzie! Wait!” Darcy called.

But Lizzie charged forward, and caught up with the officers just in time to see the taller one shove a small pushcart laden with various worn-out odds and ends. Its wheels had become mired in the muck of the streets, and a rail-thin woman strained to push it out of the officers’ way. She wore a shabby brown dress with a faded blue kerchief holding back her hair, and her frantic gaze skittered between the officers and her sad-looking wares as she struggled. The shorter officer cleared his throat to say something as the taller brute growled in frustration, but Lizzie interrupted.

“Excuse me!”

The taller officer stopped his rough manhandling of the cart and looked behind him at Lizzie and Darcy.

Lizzie caught a flash of annoyance on his face as he took them in. It was tempered only slightly when he registered the state of their dress and realized he was speaking with a gentleman and lady. “You’re an awfully long way from home, aren’t you?” he asked.

Lizzie felt her training kick in, even if she would have liked to roll her eyes. She had found that a kind and sympathetic attitude went much further than impatience or authority, no matter how ridiculous the other party was acting. “We are indeed, but we’ve business to tend to, and it seems like we might have taken a wrong turn. How fortunate we were to run into you gentlemen.” She made sure to emphasize the word, as if it might remind them to find their manners. “We were hoping you might give us directions, after you are finished assisting this lady.”

Lizzie’s not-so-subtle hints went unregistered. The poor woman looked between them all, uncomprehending. The tall officer raised his eyebrows. “What business?” he asked Darcy.

Lizzie sensed rather than saw Darcy assume the haughty, bored posture of the privileged and powerful son of one of London’s most powerful barristers. “I’m afraid that’s confidential. But please, don’t let us interrupt your civic duty to assist this lady with her cart.”

“Lady,” the officer echoed disdainfully. “Dirty French, more like. They’re worse than the rats.”

“She is not a rat!” Lizzie shot back. “She is a human being deserving of respect.”

The officer laughed as if he found Lizzie’s words humorous. “You wouldn’t be saying the same if they were sleeping on your doorstep.”

Darcy stepped forward and Lizzie recognized the coiled energy in his stance. “Even so, I think we can agree, as gentlemen, that the ladies need not be exposed to this sort of conduct.”

For a suspended moment, it was unclear how the tall officer would react. His expression was slack with shock, and Lizzie felt her stomach tighten unpleasantly. But then, so quickly that she almost missed it, the slight officer yanked the cart out of the mud, sending the woman’s wares clattering.

The noise broke the moment, and the poor woman jumped forward, pushing her cart. “Merci,” she murmured. “Merci.”

She hurried away quickly, and Lizzie felt both a pang of regret that she couldn’t offer more help to the woman and relief that she was away from the tall brute. The officer who’d freed her cart from the mud stepped aside and turned his face away from Lizzie, so she assumed he was likely as uncomfortable about the exchange as she. And yet, would he have intervened if not for Lizzie and Darcy showing up when they did?

Coward, she thought.

“Where are you headed?” the tall officer barked out, his eyes settling on Lizzie and Darcy as though they were little more than another obstacle in his path.

“The storehouse of Mullins Brothers, wool merchants,” Darcy said smoothly.

“And I don’t suppose you have a card, do you?” he asked. “Considering you’re ‘on official business’?”

Lizzie disliked the sarcasm in his tone, but she extracted her card from her reticule with a calm she didn’t feel inside. She presented it to the taller man, who took it from her with a small smirk. The slight officer didn’t even glance at it, she noticed, fastidiously looking down the street.

“‘Miss Elizabeth Bennet, Solicitor. Longbourn and Sons,’” the incredulous officer read. “Is this a joke?”

At the sound of her name, the other officer looked in Lizzie’s direction. She caught surprise on his face, but she refocused her attention at the man in front of her.

“No joke,” she assured him. “And as my partner said, we are on official business—”

“I’ve never heard of a lady solicitor,” the tall officer spat. “Seems like some sort of scam to me.”

Lizzie was, unfortunately, familiar with this type of reaction. It usually preceded some kind of absurd runaround wherein she was questioned ceaselessly about the exact nature of her role, how she became a solicitor, and whether or not Longbourn was aware she carried these cards. It was all quite tiring, and no amount of patience or logic would fend off these inquiries. She’d simply have to endure them, and hope that by name-dropping the magistrate she might be able to convince them that her business was legitimate.

But before she could mount her defense, Darcy cleared his throat. “What are you suggesting?”

“I don’t suppose you have a card as well?” the officer asked, sarcasm dripping from his words.

“I do,” Darcy said, although he made no move to offer one. “Mr. Darcy, of Pemberley and Associates.”

The soldiers straightened just the slightest. Longbourn & Sons might have been reputable, but they were small. The Pemberley name—nay, the Darcy name—carried far more weight.

“Well, then,” the taller soldier sputtered. “Down this street two more blocks, and then take a left. You should be able to see it up ahead.”

“Thank you,” Darcy said coolly, and tipped his hat. “Good day.”

Darcy took Lizzie’s arm and they sidestepped the officers. As she swept past the slight officer, she caught his gaze unexpectedly. His eyes were light brown, as unremarkable as his sandy, brownish-blond hair. She had the unsettling feeling that his eyes were far older than his face, but before she could take in further details about his appearance, she and Darcy had left them behind.

Lizzie sighed with impatience, but when they were out of earshot, she whispered, “Thank you.”

“For what?”

She smiled a little then, because Darcy knew exactly what she was thanking him for. It was probably true that Lizzie could have charmed them into giving her directions and letting her go on her way. It was also true that the tall one could have decided his afternoon’s duty was to make Lizzie’s life very difficult by hauling her all the way back to Longbourn and demanding to speak to her father. (That had happened once, and it had been humiliating.) And it was also true that she was in a hurry and Darcy using his name and social clout had hastened the process.

Lizzie didn’t like any of this. But she had grown to appreciate that Darcy’s presence, at least, made things easier. And unlike other gentlemen who might remind her of how useful they could be, Darcy never made her feel as though she needed him in order to do her job.

“For asking for directions, obviously,” Lizzie teased. “I am sure that was a blow to your ego.”

“My ego has suffered greater indignities,” he assured her. “Although next time, promise me we can take my carriage.”

“Maybe,” Lizzie conceded, a smile lighting her face.

It was moments like this, when he was acting grave as he teased her, and when he showed more patience for her misadventures than any person ever had, even her beloved sister Jane, that Lizzie felt a swell of emotion bubble up inside of her. She let herself feel it, but not name it. Putting it into words felt risky somehow.

Lizzie could hear Jane’s voice in her head. He must feel some affection for you, Lizzie. What else do you require?

But before Lizzie could allow her thoughts to be mired by this question, a shout from up the street caught her attention. “Fire!” a man’s rough voice called out. “Fire!”

Immediately the atmosphere of the street shifted as people began to look about frantically for signs of flame or smoke. Lizzie and Darcy did the same, and Darcy’s hand tightened on her arm as people began grabbing possessions and running in the opposite direction of the cry. Fire was no trifling matter—it took very little for flames to spread from building to building, especially in a neighborhood as cramped as this, with narrow streets and even narrower alleys.

As other panicked pedestrians took up the cry of “Fire!” a sense of unease overtook Lizzie. A man ran toward them, pulling two goats, and Darcy stopped him. “Where?” he asked.

“Up that way,” the man said, gesturing behind him. He couldn’t be bothered to give an exact location. “One of the storehouses,” he added and continued to shepherd his animals away from the danger.

Lizzie’s uneasy feeling solidified into dread and she took off in the direction the man had indicated—not straight behind him but down a side street. The street the officers had instructed them to turn down.

“Lizzie!” Darcy cried, but she didn’t slow, nor did she heed the advice she’d always been given by her father in the event of fire: Get as far away as you can from the flames and anything else that may catch fire. She rounded the corner and was horrified to find that her hunch had been correct.

The Mullins Brothers storehouse was smoking.

It had been three years since she’d last visited the unassuming two-story brick structure, and aside from the smoke billowing from the open door, it hadn’t changed. A small group of brave souls was clustered around the front of the building, loudly arguing.

Darcy caught up with her and took her arm. “We need to leave,” he said, low and urgent.

“It’s the Mullinses!” she protested over the din of men shouting and bells clanging. “We need to help!”

“No.” The steel edge of Darcy’s tone made her shiver. She didn’t hear it often, and never directed toward her. “It’s too dangerous.”

“But—”

“We don’t know how quickly the fire will move. I need to get you far away, now.”

Lizzie didn’t try to get any closer, but she wasn’t ready to leave just yet. She couldn’t see inside the building and so she had no idea how extensive the fire inside might be, although she could smell the smoke, heavy and acrid. It was not unlike when one of her sisters singed a wool gown with a clothes iron, but much, much worse. Most of the people who had a mind to flee had streamed past them, and those who had decided to stay—likely workers and owners of the surrounding buildings—were frantically hauling buckets of water from a nearby well. Next to the storehouse was a smithy, and the blacksmith and his assistant rolled an entire barrel toward the entrance of the burning building.

“Do you think Jack and Simon are inside?” she asked, trying to peer through the crowd of men.

“Let’s pray they’re not.”

From her vantage point, Lizzie watched as men tied wet handkerchiefs over their faces and took turns running to the building with buckets. They must not have been able to go far, for it seemed that they’d no sooner disappeared inside than they’d stumble back out again, coughing and swiping at their burning eyes.

Lizzie saw no sign of either Mullins brother.

“Need I remind you that it only takes a small fire to burn down the entire city?” Darcy asked. “Do not put me in the position of having to inform your mother of your untimely death!”

He was right, but it was a rather low blow, bringing her mother into it. “Fine,” she said. “But you won’t be telling her a thing about us coming here unchaperoned—”

Lizzie was just about ready to turn her back on the scene when two figures came bursting out of the front doors. They were coughing so hard that their bodies shook. One was an older man, hair and beard graying, and the other was a young, slim man with tears running down his face.

“That’s Jack!” Lizzie cried.

Jack Mullins kept trying to turn to face the wreckage of his family business. To see the destruction of everything his father had worked for, that he and his brother worked for, going up in literal flames . . . Lizzie’s heart broke for him.

But then he pulled his jacket up to cover the bottom of his face and ran toward the door. Three men peeled away from the firefighting efforts to hold him back and Lizzie realized with slick horror that he was screaming. “Simon! You have to get Simon!”

“Oh no,” Lizzie whispered.

Even Darcy stopped pulling at her. “God help him,” he whispered.

The older man conferred with one of the men holding back Jack, and he shook his head gravely. They nodded and tried to pull Jack away from the burning building, but he was still screaming for his brother.

No one was going back inside to save him.

Which, in all probability, meant he was already dead.

“Lizzie,” Darcy said again, and his voice sounded desperate. “Please, come. There’s little you can do for Mr. Mullins now.”

She knew he was right, but that still didn’t lessen the heavy weight of despair in her chest. Poor, poor Jack. And Simon . . . She shuddered to think at how horrifying it must be to be swallowed up by smoke and flame. She was so lost in her dark imaginings that it didn’t register until Darcy murmured, “Thank God,” that fat drops of rain had started falling. “This will help keep it from spreading, at least,” he offered.

Lizzie nodded, but it was a small grace.

The men kept running inside with their buckets, but a stupendous crash from inside the building seemed to rattle the entire street and sent them all back out into the street once more, coughing and shaking their heads. Lizzie wondered what the source of the crash had been—the second floor falling in? Some essential building support? Whatever it was, it didn’t deter the men. Lizzie and Darcy watched until they were thoroughly soaked and the men’s movements grew less frantic. Heavy smoke hung in the air despite the downpour, but the fire appeared contained, much to everyone’s relief.

“We should go,” Darcy said. “There’s nothing more to be gained here today.”

Lizzie nodded in agreement, knowing that Jack Mullins wouldn’t be thinking about his permitting issues now that his business was ruined and his brother dead. But she couldn’t just walk away, either.

“I just need to . . . Wait for me a moment?” she asked.

Darcy released her arm, and nodded his understanding. Lizzie sloshed through the mud and puddles to where Jack sat on an overturned crate, the rain making the soot run down his face in gray rivulets. He held his wet jacket around his shoulders, but his face was blank as he watched the men go in and out of the smoking building.

“Mr. Mullins?” Lizzie asked. “Jack?”

He looked up at her slowly, and no recognition lit his face. Lizzie felt half-drowned and she knew her bonnet would never recover. She pushed the brim back and said, “Jack, it’s me. Lizzie Bennet.”

“Oh.” Jack didn’t appear to register her words. He stared blankly at her.

“Jack, I am so sorry,” Lizzie said, realizing now that some urge to comfort him had propelled her to approach, but the same urge hadn’t given her the words to express her condolences. “If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to write to me. Or come call. If I can help in any way . . .”

She trailed off, uncertain how to continue. She felt helpless in the face of such a tragedy. She could argue a case in court, scour documentation, brainstorm a legal loophole, but in the face of such a terrible disaster, she could do nothing.

Jack didn’t acknowledge her words, and didn’t show any sign of saying anything in return, so she offered him a weak smile. “I’ll go now. But remember—I’m here if you need me.”

She had gone only three paces when she felt a cold, clammy hand grab her wrist. She turned in surprise and found Jack staring down at her, his forehead creased with urgency. He gripped her wrist so tightly it hurt.

“Jack?”

“You can help,” he whispered. “You have to find the woman who set the fire.”

“A woman?” Lizzie asked. She hadn’t yet pondered how the fire had started, let alone whether someone had set it.

“Yes,” Jack insisted. “You have to find the woman who killed my brother.”





Two

In Which Lizzie Receives an Early Morning Caller, and a Rather Unconventional Case
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A REASONABLE PERSON MIGHT have written off Jack Mullins’s plea as the grief-stricken reaction of a man still in shock, and while Lizzie did consider herself quite reasonable, she couldn’t help the sharp intake of breath that followed his request.

“Jack,” she said, but then took a moment to sort through her thoughts. Why did he think a woman had set the fire? Had he seen her do it?

But before she could decide which of these questions to ask first, one of the men approached. “Jack! We need you!”

Jack turned and nodded at the man. Then, to Lizzie, he said, “I’ll call on you soon.”

And with that, he was gone.

Lizzie trudged back toward Darcy, noticing the squelch in her boots. Her stockings were soaked, and the thought of walking the long way home was suddenly incredibly tiresome.

“What happened?” Darcy asked in concern tinged with suspicion.

“He told me that someone set the fire,” Lizzie said. “A woman.”

“A woman?” Darcy parroted. “Why?”

“He didn’t say.”

Darcy didn’t prod her, which Lizzie appreciated. She didn’t volunteer the information that Jack Mullins wanted her to find the person, but Darcy was no fool. He simply shook his head and said, “Let’s see if I can hail a hackney.” But the rain seemed to have driven everyone indoors, for he was unsuccessful, even the closer they got to Cheapside. And so they trudged in the rain, silent, until they finally arrived at the top of Gracechurch Street, and Lizzie paused to say goodbye. Darcy was normally quite the gentleman and would insist on seeing her to her door, if not inside, but ever since her mother had taken note of Darcy’s and Lizzie’s unconventional business partnership, she’d not let up about when Darcy was going to start formally courting her. Try as Lizzie might to persuade Mrs. Bennet that there was a difference between courtship and a working relationship, her mother failed to see it. And so they’d taken to parting up the street, out of view of the Bennets’ front window.

“You won’t do anything rash, will you?” Darcy asked.

“Me? Never.” But she couldn’t stop thinking about Jack’s words—you have to find the woman who killed my brother. They stirred up questions inside of Lizzie that wouldn’t be silenced easily.

Darcy’s smile was more of a grimace. “Well, if you should change your mind, then you know where to find me.”

She was too tired to even protest, but she did impulsively grab his hand and pull him close to her. She brushed her lips on his cheek in a chaste peck. “Thank you for today,” she said.

Darcy’s eyebrows rose in surprise, but a small smile appeared on his lips. “Next time, we’ll take my carriage.”

“So you admit there will be a next time.”

“With you? There’s always a next time.” And before Lizzie could say anything more to that, he tipped his hat and said, “Good evening, Miss Bennet.”

“Good evening, Mr. Darcy,” she said with a chuckle, and turned to make the short walk to her front door.

As she let herself in and fended off her mother’s cries of dismay at her bedraggled state, Lizzie thought about Jack’s peculiar request. She considered every angle as she bathed and attempted to scrub the scent of smoke from her hair. She ruminated on how one might connect arson with murder charges as she tossed and turned that night in bed. She thought about it so much that even the ever-patient Jane rolled over after the clock struck four and said, “Honestly, Lizzie!”

The following morning, she was weary and still brooding over the question of arson and Jack Mullins while mindlessly buttering some toast when a knock came at the front door. Lizzie, her younger sisters, and her father all looked up in surprise.

“Who could that be?” Lydia demanded.

“Maybe it’s Dar-cy!” Kitty sang, widening her eyes comically in Lizzie’s direction.

Lizzie threw down her napkin. “Not this again.”

“Ooh, is it Darcy?” Lydia asked. “Has he finally come to ask Papa—”

“It’s not Darcy,” Mary announced, leaning back in her chair to look out the window. “This fellow is shorter.”

“Is he handsome?” Lydia jumped up from her seat and was followed by Kitty to the window, where they both peeked shamelessly through the curtains. “Lizzie, have you thrown over Darcy because he refuses to propose?”

“I haven’t thrown him over!” Lizzie glared at her youngest sister as she stood. “And who says I want Darcy to propose?”

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“Girls, come away from that window,” Mr. Bennet said, also standing. “How about I put us all out of our misery and go answer the door?”

“I’ve got it, Papa,” Lizzie assured him, and rushed out into the hall. She beat even the housemaid to the door, and threw it open to reveal Jack Mullins.

He was dressed in fresh clothes that fit him poorly, and his skin had a gray pallor that suggested he’d not gotten much sleep since she last saw him. Despite her request that he call on her, she hardly expected that he’d call so quickly—and at her home, not at Longbourn.

“Mr. Mullins!” she exclaimed, then stepped aside. “Please, do come in.”

“You called me Jack yesterday,” he said quietly as he entered the home and removed his hat.

“Yes, well . . . yesterday was an unusually terrible day.” They’d called each other by their Christian names when they were following his father’s business partner around London, trying to discover his plot. It had felt natural to call him Jack in the chaos of yesterday; but in the cool, pale light of morning, standing in her own foyer with her sisters and father in the next room, Lizzie fell back on formalities.

“Lizzie, who is this?” her father asked, attempting to sound gruff and not quite managing as he entered the hall and firmly closed the dining room door on the eager and curious faces of Mary, Kitty, and Lydia.

“Papa, you remember Mr. Mullins?” she asked, cringing at how high her voice sounded.

“Of course, of course,” her father said, clapping the younger man on the shoulder. “To what do we owe this pleasure?”

“Less than pleasurable circumstances, I’m afraid,” he said. “May we speak?”

Mr. Bennet nodded and ushered him into the drawing room rather than his study, and Lizzie followed. When the door had been closed behind them and Lizzie rang for tea, Mr. Bennet looked between Jack and Lizzie and said, “Why do I have a feeling my daughter is already in the middle of these less than pleasurable circumstances?”

“Mr. Mullins wrote to me three days ago,” Lizzie said, deciding to start at the beginning. “He wanted a consult on some permitting issues—is that correct?”

Jack nodded.

“And I decided to visit the storehouse yesterday, but when I got there, it had caught fire. And . . . Mr. Simon Mullins perished in the fire.”

Jack sat stoically in a stuffed chair, head bent. Mr. Bennet closed his eyes briefly. “My God, I am sorry.”

“Thank you,” Jack said quietly, but offered no more.

As much as Lizzie wanted to leap directly to Jack’s peculiar request the night before, social tact—and her own instincts—told her to wait for Jack to bring it up. “Is the building a total loss?” she asked gently.

“Most of our wares were destroyed or damaged,” Jack said, seeming to come alive a little more at the change of subject. “The brick seems to be solid enough, although the second floor is unstable.”

“You and Simon were still living above the storehouse?” Mr. Bennet asked.

“Yes. We were still saving to buy a place of our own. Now all that money will have to go into rebuilding.”

“I’m sorry,” Lizzie murmured. “Have you anyplace to stay?”

“I’m letting a room here in Cheapside until repairs can be made,” he told her. “Hopefully not for long. Thank God for the rain yesterday, and the quick thinking of my foreman.”

“Thank God,” Mr. Bennet echoed. “I imagine permitting issues are the least of your worries now, so you’ll be here about insurance?”

“No,” Jack said. “Or rather, yes. I’ll need copies of the insurance documents, seeing as mine burned. But I also would like to hire Miss Bennet.”

“That is no problem,” Mr. Bennet said, glancing at Lizzie. “Lizzie has been my protégée for the last year. She’s more than capable of handling your case.”

“I want Miss Bennet to find the person who set the fire.”

Lizzie knew why Jack had come, but it still made her heart race to hear the words. Her father seemed to sink back into his chair, but he didn’t look particularly surprised. His hand came up to rub his temple, and he said, “I think you ought to explain, Mr. Mullins.”

“The fire was no accident—a young lady set it. She was in the storehouse minutes before the fire broke out. My brother, our foreman, and I were discussing shipments for the upcoming week when we spotted her. Parry and I went after her but she took off at a run—suspicious! Simon tried to cut her off near the entrance. The next thing we knew, we heard a crash and something breaking, and as we investigated we saw that a fire had broken out. Parry and I tried to put it out before it could spread, but when it became apparent that it was out of control, I searched for my brother—”

Here, Jack’s voice broke and he buried his head in his hands as if he were ashamed to show emotion. Lizzie looked about and found one of the handkerchiefs that Jane had just finished embroidering—it was filled in with roses. She plucked a stray thread from it and offered it to Jack, who accepted with a nod.

“He had collapsed behind a stack of shipping crates and wasn’t moving,” he said finally. “I tried to get to him. The flames . . . and Parry . . .”

Lizzie recalled how she had seen the man, presumably Parry, pull a struggling Jack out of the burning building. It was a small comfort, but she rested her hand on Jack’s arm. “You did all you could. It sounds as though Parry saved your life.”

Jack wiped at his eyes, but didn’t respond directly to Lizzie. “I want you to find that lady, Miss Bennet.”

Before Lizzie could respond, Mr. Bennet leaned forward. “My daughter is a solicitor, not an investigator.”

“Papa,” Lizzie said, but her father held up a hand.

“Perhaps you need a referral to an investigator. We have a few to recommend. And if it comes to it, and you identify this woman, we can be of assistance with bringing charges against her.”

“I read about the case you solved last year,” Jack said, addressing Lizzie. “You were able to clear Mr. Bingley’s name and implicate the true murderer.”

“That was an unusual case,” Mr. Bennet protested.

On this, Lizzie was inclined to agree with her father. For one, she was trying to clear someone’s name, not find a mysterious lady who might or might not be responsible for arson. But both cases had involved untimely deaths, after all. “It was a unique case, but that’s not to say that I am not capable of helping Mr. Mullins, Papa.”

“You’re certain that none of you accidentally knocked over a lantern or a candle? I am not trying to be difficult, but these are questions anyone will ask. It is unusual and confusing to find a strange woman in your storehouse, but who’s to say that she didn’t wander in by accident, and then flee when she saw you? Any one of you could have started the fire.”

“No!” Jack was adamant. “No one had any business just wandering in when our doors were closed. And we wouldn’t be so careless as to leave a lit candle where it could easily be knocked over. She was up to something, and she’s the cause of the fire, I am sure of it!”

“And if I find her,” Lizzie said, attempting to cut to the chase before her father could distract Jack, “and it was just an accident?”

“Then it was an accident,” he conceded. “But I’ll still have questions for her.”

Lizzie wasn’t sure she was comfortable with his dark tone, but she couldn’t find fault with his words. If one of her sisters were dead as a result of a tragic accident, Lizzie would do everything she could to ensure that answers were found and those responsible were brought to justice. Unfortunately, even if the woman’s intentions were innocent, if she had caused the fire, then she could be liable in a court of law for Simon Mullins’s death.

Lizzie didn’t relish the thought of attempting to bring a vindictive case before a court, but she wanted to do more than draft briefs for her father and present wills before magistrates. She wanted cases that interested her, and she wanted clients who wanted her expertise.

“I’ll do it,” she told Jack.

“Wait one moment,” her father protested. “You have a rather full caseload, if I recall correctly, and my faculties haven’t deserted me yet.”

“Papa, Mr. Mullins has lost everything—surely this case takes priority!”

“I will not argue that,” Mr. Bennet said, more to Jack than to Lizzie. “But I am not certain that Lizzie is best equipped for the investigative role.”

“You cannot claim that as a solicitor I don’t act as an investigator at times,” Lizzie argued. “Not only must we find this lady, but a legal expert must confirm that there is enough evidence of a crime to bring before the magistrate.”

Mr. Bennet’s gaze narrowed, and Lizzie knew he was crafting a counterargument, but before he had a chance, Jack stood up. “I want Lizzie! No one else!”

Before Lizzie could respond to that, the door to the drawing room burst open. “Is it finally happening?” a loud voice cried.

“Oh no,” Lizzie murmured.

It was Mrs. Bennet.

Mrs. Bennet appeared to have dressed in haste—her skirts were uncharacteristically rumpled, and she was quick to tuck strands of hair under her cap. Her cheeks were pink, and she was as giddy as a child as she looked from Lizzie to Mr. Bennet to Mr. Mullins with unconstrained excitement. “Well?” she demanded.

Lydia and Kitty stood behind her, the traitors, trying and failing to suppress giggles.

“Mother, this is a business meeting, not a social call!” Lizzie sprang forward in an attempt to shut the door in her mother’s face, but Mrs. Bennet anticipated her move and stepped past her.

“Marriage is business,” she said before turning to her husband. “Well?”

Mr. Bennet merely sighed. “You mistake the situation, my dear. Mr. Mullins wants to hire our Lizzie, not marry her.”

Lizzie could have happily melted into the carpet as Lydia and Kitty burst into a peal of giggles behind their stricken-looking mother. “Oh.”

“Yes,” Lizzie agreed. “So now, if you don’t mind . . .”

And then she pushed her mother out of the room, despite her protests. “My apologies,” she said, turning to face her new client once more. She was certain her own cheeks were flaming but decided to carry on as if this were an entirely natural interruption. “I don’t often receive business calls at home, and my mother is easily confused!”

“I am not, Elizabeth!” Mrs. Bennet shouted through the door.

“It’s quite all right,” Jack said, although it was clear by his stunned expression that he hadn’t expected his words to be mistaken for a marriage proposal. “I suppose I was speaking rather . . . passionately.”

“Are you sure you won’t reconsider?” Mr. Bennet asked once more, much to Lizzie’s annoyance.

“Lizzie is dogged, and she thinks outside of the box. I know it’s been three years since we last worked together, but without her I wouldn’t have the business I do. Or, rather, did.” He had to clear his throat a few times before continuing. “I want someone who is willing to investigate—and litigate.”

Mr. Bennet didn’t appear to take offense. It was no secret that he preferred studying and writing in his comfortable office to tracking down witnesses and taking statements.

In the end, he simply sighed and said, “And I trust you’re prepared to take on the financial burden of a potentially costly investigation?”

“I’ll do whatever it takes,” he promised. “Just find that lady.”

Lizzie asked a series of follow-up questions about Jack’s and Simon’s whereabouts the day before, their routine, and anyone who might have had access to the storehouse. Then she took a detailed description of the lady Jack claimed to have seen, but unfortunately for her, Jack didn’t give her much to go on—the lady was tall, in a gray dress, with brown hair. Lizzie tried not to feel a bit discouraged that he was describing hundreds of ladies in London. You always had to start somewhere.

Jack gave her the address of his temporary lodgings and took his leave soon after, and Lizzie watched him make his way down the street before closing the door behind him. She felt infused with purpose, and excited for the day ahead. Her fingers itched to make a list of tasks. She needed to change clothes. She needed to take a proper look at the scene of the crime. She’d have to report back to the office, tell Charlotte to reschedule her appointments for the next few days, and then go to Pemberley. . . .

“So you were at the scene of the fire last night,” Mr. Bennet said. It was not a question.

“Er . . . yes?”

“What a coincidence,” he remarked.

“It was! He wrote me with questions about permits, and I could have responded, but then it might have delayed the matter another day or two. I had the time, so . . .”

“Indeed,” Mr. Bennet said. “And I trust you didn’t walk all the way to the Mullinses’ storehouse alone?”

Lizzie winced. “Well, not exactly . . .”

Mr. Bennet fixed her with a pointed look. “Tell Mr. Darcy that if he’s going to accompany you on cases and get your mother’s hopes up, he ought to have the decency to at least walk you to the door afterward.”

And with that, Mr. Bennet returned to the dining room and his cold breakfast.
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