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Of all this, she might have been mistress. 

Elizabeth gazed in awe out of the carriage window at the sweeping majesty of Pemberley. The house—a noble structure if ever she had seen one—stood on a moderate prominence, flanked in the rear by a rising wood and surrounded on the fore with a natural scape, rather than the rigid formal gardens of many other estates. Rolling out from a hill to the east was a low stream, swelled in the midst of the clearing by the hand of man, yet so tastefully done that the surroundings would scarce have been complete without the bulrushes and lilies that graced its banks.

“If you like the prospect from here, Lizzy, the house itself is ten times grander,” her Aunt Gardiner promised.

“I confess I am eager to see it,” her uncle agreed, “though taking the full tour of Pemberley means we will not make Ambergate by nightfall.”

“Oh, let us not,” Elizabeth protested. “Truly, I have no interest in fine houses and such splendors. Let us continue with our original plan, shall we?”

Mrs. Gardiner looked crestfallen. “I thought you should like to see the home of a man whose acquaintance you claimed. We have the whole month to explore the Peaks.”

“But what is Mr. Darcy to me? Surely, it would be a pointless venture.”

“I thought he was a great friend of Mr. Bingley. Was I mistaken? And as the other gentleman is lately returned to Hertfordshire and has proved his remorse and loyalty to Jane in such a pretty fashion, I should think Mr. Darcy might occasionally enter your circle.”

“Mr. Bingley says that Mr. Darcy has sworn off all his acquaintances, though he would not say why. Truly, Aunt, it would be most impolitic for us to impose upon his solitude.”

“Guests do not tour the family’s private rooms, Lizzy,” her uncle scoffed. “And it is not likely he would be there, in any case.”

Elizabeth allowed her eyes to rest longingly on the home that belonged to the man whose heart she had broken—the home that might have been hers, had she only been more cautious in her allegiances and more temperate with her words.

“Please, let us drive on. You said we might stop at Chatsworth tomorrow, and is that house not almost twice as grand?”

“But not half so well suited to your tastes,” Mrs. Gardiner relented in a wounded tone.

“Then, as you are quite determined that I should like Pemberley above all others,” Elizabeth suggested, “perhaps we may defer that tour until we stop at Lambton on our return journey. Surely, your friends there will gladly give us a tour.”

“Very well.” Mr. Gardiner rapped on the roof of the carriage. “Drive on, John.”

Elizabeth refused to look over her shoulder as they turned about, but it was no use. Pemberley—its grounds, the house, and the visage of its master—were as clear in her eye as if she had never looked away.


      [image: ]“You wished to see me, sir?” 

Darcy turned from the window as Mrs. Reynolds entered his study. “I did not mean to disturb you. I heard someone else desired a tour of the house?”

“Yes, sir. A most agreeable family from London. They were quite disappointed, for they had heard such praises of the portrait gallery, but they were very sympathetic when they learned why the house was closed.”

Darcy nodded. He never went to the portrait gallery anymore. Instead of speaking what he would rather not, or watching the tragic way dear Mrs. Reynolds tried not to dab at her eyes when she mentioned the gallery, he looked out the window again. A carriage was leaving the main drive, and a second could be seen in the distance—but it was turning around without ever approaching the house. That was well—poor Mrs. Reynolds would be spared sending them away.

“Mrs. Reynolds, I want you to close up the house.”

She was silent until he looked back at her, and he found her blinking in awe. “More so than it already is, sir?”

“Not merely for tours. I would have all of it closed down. I am going to Scotland for a time. Shroud it all, cover the paintings, and turn anyone away who even wishes to see the gardens. They may walk the paths by the lake, I suppose—a trifling consolation for coming all this way, but there are other houses to tour. Houses that do not boast of grief more than grandeur.”

She was slightly pale, and for a moment, Darcy regretted the monstrous thing he had asked of her. She delighted in showing off his home; it was her pride and the last joy of her heart. Everyone at Pemberley took enormous pride in the beauty of their home, even down to the lad who helped the gardener weed the rose beds.

But without Georgiana... without any survivors of the Darcy line but himself... it was a hollow vanity to subject these halls to pleasure tours.

“I will see it done, sir,” she said, in as steady a voice as he had ever heard her employ. Her lashes, however, were damp.

“I have spoken with my steward. What matters are not directly his to oversee will be within your jurisdiction. I have faith you will both manage better than I while I am away.”

Mrs. Reynolds’ chin quivered, but she gave a resolute nod. “Sir.”

“It is only for the season,” he soothed. “No doubt I will come to my senses ere long and do my part. I’ve no intention of letting the reputation of the house suffer for my bitterness.”

“It is not the house for which I weep, sir, but yourself.”

He sighed and came near to the woman who had nearly replaced his mother in the measure of maternal affections. “No sense weeping for me, Mrs. Reynolds. I am afraid I am a lost cause.”

She spoke some loyal platitude, then went away soon after. Darcy leaned heavily on the casement, trying to keep his eyes from blurring. Today marked one year from the day his world had started to crumble, and three months from the day his universe had died altogether. What remained but exile and seclusion for him?

No, he did not feel selfish in wanting to secure Pemberley as a mausoleum. Nor did he feel unjustified in his course. He meant to go to Scotland... and probably never come back.
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Chatsworth was, indeed, a marvel to the senses, but for Elizabeth, it did nothing to inspire the soul. Perhaps that was why her aunt had so desired to show her Pemberley. Even admiring that house from a distance for a few seconds had set free some fluttering creature in her breast. She could have wandered there for hours, if given leave, and have only felt the more at home with each new scene. Chatsworth was everything awe-inspiring and splendid, but it did not whisper to her long after her eyes had closed in sleep. 

They stayed in Bakewell for two nights, and then her aunt proposed going on to Ferndale. She had old friends there and desired to remain above a week in the area. “For Lizzy could climb the rocks to her heart’s content by day, and by evening, we could be in very comfortable company,” she said.

Mr. Gardiner and Elizabeth were agreeable, so to Ferndale they went on the third day. Elizabeth had a letter from home, penned in Jane’s quaking hand, in which the latter announced Mr. Bingley’s continued attentions, and the hopes raging wildly through Longbourn. This time, everyone said, Mr. Bingley was sure to come to the point, for there was no Miss Bingley and no Mr. Darcy to disapprove.

Elizabeth had wondered on more than one occasion if Mr. Darcy was not rather the reason Mr. Bingley had hastened to Hertfordshire earlier in the summer, but she dared not speak of her suspicions. It was enough for her that Jane was happy. There was a segment of the letter, however, that made the chill race to Elizabeth’s bones.

Lizzy, there is something terribly distressing I must now relate to you. It comes from Lydia, in Brighton. She reports that our once and former friend, Mr. Wickham, has been killed. The rumor is that it was an illegal duel, but she cannot learn more about the circumstances or the offense that engendered the challenge.

For my part, I am sorry. I recall what you told me of his character, but I had dearly hoped he might have reformed. I fear this sad event is indicative that he did not—or, perhaps, that past deeds found him out. I should like to think him innocent, but I am afraid even I cannot find him guiltless with so much evidence to the contrary.

Elizabeth stopped reading to gaze at the fire. Mr. Wickham dead? There was remorse in this discovery, it was true, but overriding it a tremendous sense of guilt. Mr. Wickham had made an art of deceit, and at one time, she had been among his most eager patrons. How many had been harmed through her own actions? Was he killed by the offended father of some other young woman he had attempted to seduce? Though she could not make herself culpable, she regretted not speaking clearer warnings before it was too late. A bit of caution from her might have even protected Mr. Wickham from such an end.

She sighed and kept reading. Jane’s letter went on to describe the doings of their young cousins. Elizabeth chucked especially over the part about how little Tommy had persuaded Mr. Bingley to give him a pointer puppy—all to please Jane, no doubt, until the puppy chewed her best slippers.

Elizabeth folded the letter thoughtfully. She would pen her reply on the morrow, after some reflection, and once she knew the address of their next lodgings. She had much she longed to say to her sister.


      [image: ]Darcy could not stop thinking of her. Occasionally, he would look out the window just so, and a phantom would pass by, bearing her image. The dark eyes would laugh, her light figure would twirl about his vision, and some unheard remark would coax an almost-smile from him—he, who had stopped smiling forever in April. 

He thought he saw her again last night—at an inn in Bakewell, of all places. A young lady with the same figure had entered the inn while he was still across the street at the ostler. She never turned around, but there was no need for him to see her face to know it was not her. Elizabeth Bennet has no business in Derbyshire—in fact, would probably avoid it at all costs.

Just as well. He had nothing left to offer one so full of joy, even if their paths were to cross again. In fact, it was possible she lived in dread of such an event, especially after Bingley had taken his advice and returned to Hertfordshire. She might expect to see him, as well. That was one thing, at least, he could do for her—spare her such mortification, and stay entirely away.

He had not brought his carriage on this journey. He preferred rather to remain at liberty, for once in his life, to come and go as he pleased, with no one the wiser about his location. A bag behind his saddle served as his valet, and his horse his only company. He would not inflict his abysmal spirits on anyone.

And he was in no hurry. What he proposed... it was more than he could engage for at present. Therefore, he took the less-traveled roads, the quaint scenic inns. Perhaps a day or two taking in the sights along the way might not go amiss, as he bent his path on that northern road.

He had no notion of where he was going, really. He only meant to become a no one bound for nowhere. When he came to a crossroads late in the day, with signposts announcing two towns, both three miles distant, he let his horse make the choice. Ferndale it was. Darcy had never stayed in that town, but so long as it boasted a bed, it would be good enough.

“I am sorry, sir, but the top floor was taken only an hour ago,” the innkeeper apologized.

“No, no, you mistake me,” Darcy answered wearily. “I am traveling alone. I do not wish for an entire floor. I ask only a quiet room.”

The innkeeper held a brief conference with his wife, then cleared his throat. “Being as you are a gentleman of quality, I think I can still offer you one of our best rooms. The other party did not take the entire floor—only two rooms and the sitting room adjoining the suites. There is another, though the window faces full west. It is a good family next door, quiet and respectable. I am sorry, it is the best I have.”

“It will suffice,” Darcy grunted. “I will be dining in my room, please.”
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The dining in the common room was exceptionally good. Elizabeth particularly enjoyed the warm crusty bread served with her soup, and went to her room feeling contented and mellow. Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner retired to their bedchamber directly, her aunt claiming a faint headache. Elizabeth, however, decided to write back to Jane. 

They had reserved the sitting room that connected to her bedroom, and there was a secretary in the corner in which she found ink and paper for her purpose. Elizabeth stoked the fire and set happily to work. Jane must be informed of all the sights they had passed, the people they had met, and the wonders of the magnificent houses they had toured. She left out the house they did not tour.

By the time she was finished, her mind was too alive with its own ideas and uncomfortable notions for sleep. She had brought a book, which she had already read so many times she could recite it. Though she was no dedicated seamstress, her embroidery seemed the most promising outlet for her restlessness. She settled in a wooden rocker and pushed off with her toes, setting the old chair creaking in time to her stitches, and began to hum.


      [image: ]Darcy lay awake, staring at the ceiling. He had scarcely bothered to undress, and was still clad in his breeches and tail shirt. His dinner, what remained of it, still stood in the corner on a tray, for he had asked the maid to leave it. Not that it mattered how long the bread and cold tea stood there, nor how his stomach rumbled. None of it held any flavor. 

He had always accounted himself a man who had everything to live for. It was true—a full measure and a half of life’s usual blessings had been poured over him by nature of birth, and even more had fallen his way through the course of his years. Even with the weight of all the Darcy name and duties falling his way while he was yet a young man mourning his parents, he had not been insensible to the many gifts granted him.

Yet, the delights dearest to his heart had all been swept away in almost a moment, and what remained... vast and extravagant as it was... was nothing to what he had lost.

It was wrong to cast himself away like this. Whether he simply vanished from all memory like a vagrant son, or whether he found a peaceful end to his pain, nothing could absolve him of the guilt of disappointing those who still depended on him. But what was life to him now but an ever-present reminder of his many failings?

As he ruminated in the darkness, a faint sound seemed to answer his question. A creak, low and regular, echoed under the far door. Darcy sat up.

The door led to a sitting room, the innkeeper had said, reserved by that family he had spoken of. There were locks on each side of the door, so the rooms could be secured for different parties, or opened as needed. And just now, someone else was there, awake.

Darcy lay back, determined to ignore his neighbor, but the gentle thump and squeak of the chair pulsed in time to his heartbeat. And something else... a song. A horribly familiar one. He sat up again.

It was a woman’s voice, humming softly in tempo with her toes against the floorboards. It was a pleasant, homey sounding voice—a tone like a mother’s for her babe, or a maiden pining for her true love. Without knowing precisely why, he ached to hear it better.

He tiptoed to the door and listened. The voice broke for a moment, and Darcy was almost disappointed, thinking the woman had drifted to sleep or gone to bed. But then, the tune picked up where it had left off, and Darcy could only squeeze his eyes as the tears leaked out.

His mother used to hum that song to him. And Georgiana used to play it. And one time—only once—Elizabeth Bennet had sung it, in a rich and full-bodied voice that still haunted him. He bit his lip to restrain a gasp and rested his head on the door.

The latch rattled.

Darcy stiffened and heard a shuffling of feet on the far side. “Is someone there?” whispered the lady.

Fool. Blasted idiot, mooning like a calf over some stranger’s humming. Now she would think her neighbor to be a disreputable cad, troubling her at night! He cleared his throat and spoke in the lowest tones he could manage. No sense in alarming anyone else.

“Forgive me, madam. I did not mean to disturb you.”

He heard her feet crossing to the door. “It is I who should beg forgiveness. I did not know anyone was in that room. I will leave you in peace and not keep you awake.”

“Pray—” he almost begged—“do not assume your humming troubled me. Quite the opposite, in fact. I was already restless and it... has been a long while since I heard that song.”

She was quiet for a moment. “Are you also having trouble sleeping?”

He grunted silently. “I have not slept in months.”

“Months! Pray, sir, how are you still alive?”

Despite himself, he almost chuckled at the light jest in her tone. “I meant it figuratively.”

“Then you must find something to occupy yourself. I was up writing a letter to my sister.”

Darcy closed his eyes. “I have no sister to write to.”

There was a second of silence beyond the door, then—“Well, after I sealed my letter, I began work on my embroidery. I have extra needles and thread, and would happily push them under the door if you would like to amuse yourself. How is your French Knot or your pistil stitch?”

“I am afraid I would be pricking the needle into my fingers more often than the fabric,” he retorted with a half-smile.

“Oh, and we cannot have blood on the linens. What would the innkeeper think? He might even report you as either an invalid or a nuisance, and what then? Your travels would be dreadfully delayed.”

Was that an honest grin, trying to fight its way across his face? Surely, there was something in his voice when he replied. “I have no precise schedule to keep. So long as I pay my bill, which I have done in advance, I doubt the innkeeper will mind overmuch if I damage the linens by my wounds.”

“Oh, dear, that is even more troubling.”

“Troubling?” he asked. “How so?”

“Why, do you see, if no one is expecting you, and you have paid your bill in advance, there will be no one to search for you and come to your aid after you maim yourself with a sewing needle. I suppose you will suffer for days, with no one the wiser, unless you can muster enough strength to crawl to the door and beseech some passer-by for help.”

“Then,” he answered, with his lips twitching oddly, “I must decline your very kind offer of the embroidery work. My health and safety would not withstand my ineptitude with such a sharp object.”

“Perhaps you could perform some calisthenics to wear down your energy,” she suggested. “Do not many gentlemen engage in such an activity to strengthen themselves?”

“Those who have strength to train, yes. What makes you think I am such a specimen?”

“Indeed, how very indelicate of me!” she cried. “And now I shall comfortably imagine you as a man of five and sixty, with graying hair and wizened cheeks, who depends upon his cane to walk and lies awake all night because he has dozed over his paper most of the day.”

Darcy could not help it. He chuckled. For the first time in... well, since last April, a burst of amusement overtook him. “It would be unjust for me to permit such a portrait of myself, madam. No true gentleman could countenance a lady assuming he is… so harmless as that.”

“Oh, you entice me with a mystery! It is most unfair, sir, for now, my mind will be tormented with all manner of imaginings, and I shall not rest. There is nothing else for it,” she sighed. “You must sing to me.”

He blinked. What? “Sing to you?”

“Indeed, for as you claimed the pleasure of hearing me humming when I did not know myself to have an audience, I should like to indulge in hearing a gentleman crooning me to sleep. You are a gentleman, are you not?”

“I am.”

“Then sing to me, if you please. We may both profit by the endeavor.”

Sing to her? Insupportable! Why, never had he lifted his voice in song since he was a lad, and was not about to begin now, with a stranger in the dark. “I do not know any appropriate melodies,” he offered lamely.

“You heard the one I was humming. Surely you are capable of repeating it. Come, do not resort to your dignity as an excuse. Who am I to speak to of your musical talents?”

He shook his head in wonder. The woman, whoever she was, was cunningly persistent. And something familiar in her tones—something that pulled on his heart like few other things could—made it impossible for him to refuse.

“I will hum to you,” he relented, “on one condition. You must accompany me.”

“Then we are agreed.” He almost heard laughter in her voice, and he would have asked more about her that very instant, but immediately she settled into that poignant melody that split his ribs once more. Darcy gulped the hard lump in his throat and, tentatively, joined his deeper tones to her light ones.

Tears were streaming down his cheeks by the time the melody reached its end, but something had dislodged in his chest with that simple song. He released a long sigh and heard the woman’s hand touching softly on the door.

“Good night, sir. Sleep well.”

Darcy swallowed. “Good night, madam. And... thank you.”

And for the first time in three months, Darcy slept.
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Elizabeth looked around the common room at breakfast, wondering at the identity of her midnight neighbor. She hesitated to inform her aunt of the odd conversation through the door, but her curiosity was powerful enough to continually turn her head. 

That man there, with the green waistcoat. Perhaps he... no, he looked as though he spent more time smoking his pipe and drinking than lying awake at night.

Could it be that young man in the corner, with the bright red hair and the fair voice that laughed with the other travelers? Oh, no, impossible. The man next door had sounded more heartbroken than anyone Elizabeth had ever heard. Capable of amusement, to be sure, but underlying his light banter with her had been something fragile and unspoken. If he had only used his full voice, rather than hushed murmurs, she might know him when she met him face to face. Alas, it was not to be, and perhaps it was best.

They spent the day reacquainting themselves with Mrs. Gardiner’s friends. Despite the allure of the mountains and rocks, Elizabeth was obliged to take tea and indulge children and provide an arm for her aunt’s support when the ladies walked in the garden.

She was beginning to worry about her aunt. Mrs. Gardiner had begun this trip so hale and cheerful, but now she seemed frequently fatigued, occasionally out of breath, and often more sensitive than usual. Elizabeth had her own suspicions, but neither her aunt nor uncle had confirmed them for her, so she merely watched carefully over her aunt during the day, and let her uncle manage at night.

When they returned to the inn, it was quite late. Again, Aunt Gardiner retired at once, leaving Elizabeth to her amusements. She glanced at her book, frowned at her needlework, and decided that neither held her interest. Instead, she sat down with pen and paper again until she heard footsteps next door. Perhaps it was the same gentleman, or perhaps it was someone new. She went to the door and hummed a line from the night before.

After a moment of silent doubt, he answered with the next bar.


      [image: ]Darcy had arisen early that morning and was horseback by sunrise. He had packed his bag, still undecided about where the day would take him. Just then, the mountains seemed as likely a place as any in which to lose himself. And after that... who knew? However, in case he lacked the motive to go elsewhere, he paid for another night at the inn. It was far from the worst place he had been. 

Throughout the morning, he wandered the lower trails, drinking in the crisp air and letting his blood warm. At midday, he took a small repast of bread and cheese. He secured his horse to a tree and hiked some while on foot. There was one rocky pillar, jutting out over a valley below, and he perched himself on its uttermost edge, his legs swinging freely.

It would be so easy to just... fall.

The moment the thought occurred to him, something recoiled in his spirit. He could never—for one thing, he lacked the courage to push himself from the ledge. Yet, that devilish whim came again and again. The sound of his fingers scraping the rock, his boots taking their last purchase, and his final cry...

Darcy shuddered and pulled back. No, he could never. But that did not mean the hideous thought never whispered to him in the depths, never promised the lie of sweet relief from his sorrows.

Darcy rode back down the mountain that day, and as his horse swayed along the narrow trail, a song kept rippling through his thoughts. Whatever had possessed him—a gentleman of breeding and pride—to spend his night hours humming to a stranger on the other side of the door? Yet, he found his thoughts returning often to that quiet interlude.

Who was that angel next door? For angel she was, he had no doubt of it. Sent to call his spirit back to earth, and his mind back to a moment of rest. If only he had stayed long enough to learn her name, and how long she meant to remain.

Not that anything could come of such a connection. His heart was forever lost to another, but it was that same tug that bound him to Elizabeth, that very thread that seemed to quiver when the woman next door spoke to him.

Her tones were even similar in cadence and expression, and the flippant way she had teased him—egad, he could almost believe it was Elizabeth Bennet, in the flesh and staying at some remote inn in the Peaks, but for his sense of reason. After all, he had been seeing her everywhere in his dreams. Why should the madness stop there? Why not hear her in a stranger’s kindness, feel her lively wit in the echoes of his darkened room?

For whatever reason, he found himself back in that same room that night. And his heart did give a queer thump when he heard that voice next door—the gentle being sent by heaven to pull him back for one more night of peace. When she greeted him in wordless song, he stepped close to the door and answered her.

For one more night, at least, he had found a friend.








  
  

Chapter 5
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Elizabeth smiled when the stranger’s deeper voice replied to hers. “I hope you sleep well tonight, sir,” she offered. 

That was all she had meant to say. A simple wish for another’s wellbeing, and she would leave the room and go to her bed. His hesitation before responding, however, transfixed her there better than any words could have done.

“Sir?”

“I appreciate your concern,” came the gentle whisper under the door. “No, I doubt I shall sleep well tonight, but last night’s kindness did not go amiss. I wanted to thank you.”

Elizabeth silently dragged the rocking chair close to the door and lowered herself to the front edge. “Is something troubling you?”

The man was quiet, then, “It is not something I can speak of.”

“Something very dreadful, then,” she decided. “I suppose my philosophy would sound terribly flippant in this case.”

There was a hint of wry amusement in his murmur. “Your philosophy?”

“Why, yes. Do you not know that all ladies have a philosophy? We have little else to do while we paint tables and embroider cushions but to ponder such things, and so here is my great and profound wisdom. I think on the past only as it gives me pleasure.”

“And what if that pleasure is the very thing that recalls the most pain?” he countered.

“Well, I did warn you that you would not like it, but there it is. Perhaps it would be better if we spoke of more mundane matters. Are you traveling for business or pleasure?”

“Neither. And you?”

“I find travel always a pleasure, no matter the distance, when the roads are good.”

He was slow to answer. “Yes. Near and far are relative terms, in such a case.”

Elizabeth narrowed her eyes. What a... singular response. She cleared her throat. “Er… how long do you intend to remain?”

“I… did not even know I would be returning tonight.”

“Ah. So, your plans are not fixed, you are traveling for neither business nor pleasure, and you find even good memories to be painful. I shall infer from these things that you have suffered some tragic blow to your hopes.”

“You... would not be wrong, madam.”

“I beg your pardon, but you will have to forgive my impertinence. From the sound of your voice, I fear that was a very forward presumption. I would do better to speak of the weather, or the comfort of the rooms, or the excellent food here at the inn.”

There was a soft huff of... something. Astonishment, most likely. “Sir,” she asked cautiously, “have I offended again?”

“You mistake me,” he answered in a voice that sounded labored. “Your conversation... it is only that the way you speak reminds me very much of someone.”

“And... is this ‘someone’ a person dear to you?”

His words sounded strangled when he replied, “She is.”

Elizabeth heard a loud sigh on the other side of the door and felt a deep pang of pity for this man. It was wildly improper for her to be trading condolences with a strange man under an inn door in the middle of the night, but never had she heard such pain in anyone’s words. Well... except for one man, last April.

“I am very sorry if my speech recalls someone who is not present,” she offered. “I shall endeavor to sound less like this gentle lady and more like a nosy neighbor. Will that serve?”

Was that a groan from the other side of the door? “That… will not, madam. But do not mistake me—I have no objections to your manner of speaking.” He was quiet for a few seconds, then in a low voice, added, “On the contrary. I enjoy hearing you… exceedingly.”

Elizabeth‘s eyes widened. It mattered not if this man‘s tones tickled the neglected corners of her heart. He was a stranger, talking to her in the middle of the night with the sort of intimacy that dear friends seldom embarked upon. She did not even know his name! Oh, what would Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner say?

She ought to go. Bid her best wishes for a restful night, and tell her aunt and uncle about the presumptuous man next door over breakfast. Except... he had asked nothing of her, but from the sound of his voice, he needed everything. So long as she kept her side of the door locked and gave away little of herself, it... well, it ought to be all right.

“I beg your pardon,” the man asked abruptly, “but would you be... so kind as to tell me from whence you hail?”

Elizabeth swallowed. “Ah... London. I traveled from London.”


      [image: ]Darcy sighed. London. Then it could not be Elizabeth whispering to him under that door, but he would have staked his entire fortune on that suspicion. It was not merely her talk of good roads and plotting diverting conversation in the absence of something better to say. It was her voice, the slight catch in her tones he might imagine for laughter, and... well, this was particularly odd, but he could swear that he smelled her perfume. 

I truly have gone mad, he decided.

“I believe it is the established custom to reciprocate when one asks such a question,” came a decidedly pert query.

He cleared his throat. “Er... London. I come from London, as well. Perhaps we are neighbors.”

“I doubt it,” she answered lightly. “Will you tell me about your family, sir?”

“There is not much to tell.”

“When someone says that very phrase,” vowed she, “I am always assured of a long story.”

Darcy blinked into the darkness and fumbled for something to say. “I am alone, but it was not always so.”

“That much, I had already concluded. You are a very reluctant conversationalist, sir.”

“I have been told that before.”

“Well, if you dislike the exercise so much, I am perfectly happy to retire.”

Darcy’s head jerked. “No—please. If you are so inclined, that is. I have also been told that I ought to practice.”

She fell dead quiet, and for a moment, Darcy feared that she had slipped away. When she did speak again, there was an odd note of suspicion in her soft tones. “No excellence can be acquired without practice,” she agreed.

Darcy stiffened. “Madam, please, I must ask, and I hope you will forgive my presumption. What is your name?”

He could hear her swallow. He had gone too far, and already regretted asking so much. “Gardiner,” she replied shakily.

His spirits crashed. How could that not be Elizabeth? He sank his head in his hands. Was heaven trying to save him, or torment him?

“Miss Gardiner, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he answered numbly. “I am...” he almost choked on the lie, but it was the name he had given the innkeeper, to keep his presence unobtrusive. It was a name that spoke of new beginning, so perhaps it was not entirely unsuitable. “Adams. William Adams.”

“Adams,” she repeated. “Is it your custom to make new acquaintances in such an unconventional way?”

“Perhaps I ought to make it so. I believe I have spoken more to you in two evenings than anyone I ever met in a ballroom.”

“And now you sound very much like someone I once knew.”

“Was he also woefully inept in company?”

Miss Gardiner laughed. “That, he was, but I do not think I could accuse you of such. Though I hardly have the pleasure of your name, I have already spoken with you more than I had spoken to him in a month.”

Darcy snorted. “You might not find me so loquacious if the situation were different. I wasted six months trying to find the courage to speak what I wished to… a certain lady. By the time I could bear my own silence no longer, I made such a hash of it—”

He heard a sharp gasp on the other side of the door.

Darcy straightened. “I beg your pardon, Miss Gardiner. It was unpardonable for me to trouble you with these things.”

“Ah, no, Mr. Adams,” she murmured. “Think nothing of it. Truly. But, I believe I should retire now.”

He leaned a hand against the door. He had been hoping she would stay, but she was right to go. “If you are remaining through the morrow,” he almost pleaded, “I hope I will have the pleasure of speaking with you again.”

There was a hesitation in the next room. “We are staying some days. I wish you a good evening, Mr. Adams.”

Darcy mumbled the same and waited until he heard her light steps crossing to the far door before he went to his own bed.

This night, he slept not a wink until dawn, when he fell into a fitful slumber in which Elizabeth Bennet haunted every fleeting dream.








  
  

Chapter 6
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Mrs. Gardiner had felt terribly guilty on Elizabeth’s behalf the previous day. Having enticed her niece with promises of rocks and mountains, they had spent the entire day engaged with her own friends. Therefore, she asked her husband to arrange a full day of nothing but outdoor explorations to suit Elizabeth, starting out far earlier in the morning than their norm. 

Their carriage was on the road by seven, and a chill mist still rolled up from the valley. Elizabeth pulled her cape a little tighter around her shoulders, but the anticipation of the day made her shiver for a different reason. How long had she ached to explore the Peaks?

And it would be a lie to claim that her interest was all of her own inspiration. Once, when she was staying at Netherfield, she had heard Mr. Darcy praise the majesty of these mountains. The notion had been an annoyance at the time. How dare that man express admiration for the same thing that interested her? But since April, Mr. Darcy’s thoughts and words had become her constant companions. What she would give for one moment to make amends!

Mr. Adams next door had recalled so much of Mr. Darcy to her mind that Elizabeth’s heart ached. It was her penance, perhaps. Her just reward for all her conceit, for in her way, she was just as guilty as he had ever been.

How bitter it was, that she had wished to avoid the man, and every whisper recalled him! There was within her spirit a tender rip, a wound marked the day she had first read his letter and discovered her own error. Months later, there it remained—larger and more sensitive, and this time, Elizabeth was astute enough to know it for what it was.

She had grown to love the man who first loved her.

The last man in the world, the one who once declared her “tolerable.” The same one who had begged for her hand with the gleam of passion in his eyes that she could never, if she lived a full century, forget.

She loved him. And she could not help but wonder if he thought of her with the same regret and longing she held for him.

As for Mr. Adams... if she had any sense at all, she would avoid the sitting room this evening. She ought to go straight to her bed and pretend not to think of the broken voice next door. Had she not seen firsthand how easily her sentiments could be engaged to unwarranted pity?

But there was something... familiar about Mr. Adams. It was almost as if she could assuage her guilt in the way she had treated Mr. Darcy by showing a bit of patience for this poor fellow.

When they returned to the inn that night, Elizabeth had to hasten to her room. Her wanderings over the rocks had induced her to more adventure than her wardrobe could sustain, and she had put a large rip in her skirts. As they had traveled with no maid—Mrs. Gardiner and Elizabeth had been happy to help each other—she would either have to engage a girl from the inn, or mend it herself. She hurried to her room to change while her aunt and uncle took a table downstairs to order dinner.

She pulled off the gown and surveyed the damage in dismay. Not ruined, but she had a long job ahead of her. Perhaps she would be staying up in the better light of the sitting room that evening, after all.
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He took his breakfast in the common room, and it was with some curiosity that he regarded his fellow travelers. What did the effervescent Miss Gardiner look like? Was she half a match for the woman he saw in his imagination? But his imagination would be unfair to any woman, for the only face he could conjure was the one with dark curls and fine eyes, the handsomest face in all his acquaintance.

He lingered over his tea and scone, glancing about with what he hoped was casual interest. Only one woman appeared, and she a harried-looking matron who spent the meal harping on her husband. Darcy shook his head. That was not his Miss Gardiner.

He was embarrassed to confess how long he waited for the lady to come down. Surely, even arising as late as he had, he could not have missed her. By eleven, however, he gave up and went out for a walk.

She had said she would be there some days, and all he desired was one look at her face. Some assurance that he was merely mad, because that was easier than tormenting himself with other ideas. Perhaps he could settle his thoughts by attaching the proper image to the voice on the other side of the door.

He decided against riding the mountains that day. He would not risk missing the lady’s party again, so he dawdled in the bookseller’s, toured the local chapel, and found a small stream just outside town to admire. On his way back to the inn, early in the evening, he stopped at the ostler’s to look in on his horse.

“The left fore shoe is starting, sir,” the man informed him. “He’s like to throw it if you ride him. I saw it this morning and wondered if you want him re-shod.”

Darcy inspected the shoe himself and nodded. “Yes, see it done, please.” He drew out some coins for the man and went back to the inn.

The common room was full by the time he arrived. Darcy looked over the heads of the other patrons and saw no raven-haired goddess upon whom to settle his gaze.
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