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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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