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Chapter 1

A CAVERNOUS NIGHT
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Lantern in her hand, Leatherman multitool stowed safely in her reticule, Georgiana Darcy gazed at the stubborn rock face before her, where she had just left her mark in the hope that, one hundred and ninety-six years hence, Quinn would see it and know that although the two were divided in body, her spirit remained tethered to his.

It had been impossible to write all she wished to say; every mark had cost her dear, her fingers blistering in the creation of each letter, as her blade scraped against unyielding stone.


FOR Q.Q.,

DEVICE FAILED.

TRYING TO FIND WAY FORWARD.

MY HEART IS YOURS FOR EVER.

G.D.



It seemed as if her whole chest ached with longing for the man she could not reach, no matter what arts she employed. The magic of time travel that had once touched her life had deserted her and would not come back under any inducement. She had prayed with all her might and offered desperate bargains to Heaven, but her most cherished Motorola pager remained silent.

Her sensibility had proved too strong for her fortitude. Every day when she woke, her yearning for Quinn rushed in on her, and darkened and saddened the day that lay before her. Nobody knew what ailed her, excepting Anne, and her sympathy soon amounted to little more than uplifting aphorisms and inducements to count blessings.

In this struggle between the present and the future, Georgiana’s health was quickly broken; her pale face, attenuated form and failing strength threatened rapid decline and caused alarm to all around her. Sincerely she felt in her heart that she would die if she did not find a way to travel again, and with this conviction she had obtained from Darcy the approval of a scheme devised by Lady Catherine de Bourgh to leave Derbyshire for a tour of England that would culminate in a stay with the illustrious Parker family of Saltram House in Devonshire.

Even beyond the delights of Quinn, in travelling she would have a purpose, a reason to exist, rather than merely enduring days and nights and waiting for something to give shape to her hours. After her adventures in the year of 1995, she had come to believe that a higher power had sent her into the future to solve a mystery and promote good over evil. But then to go home and experience nothing but mundanity had tested her spirits sorely. The quiet of her usual employments filled her with unease, until she became deficient in both sense and feeling. As the months passed, she found she sank ever deeper into apathy. She despaired of herself for caring for nothing, fearing nothing, liking nothing, hating nothing, being nothing and doing nothing.

Only the prospect of leaving a message for Quinn had relit within her a flicker of hope. The gulf of time between them had seemed vast and insurmountable, but words gouged into a wall could broach it. It was her only means of communicating with him, of letting him see how ardently she wished to return to his time.

At Pemberley, Georgiana had been fixated upon the possibility of the pager beeping once again. It had been her habit to visit the ancient oakwood, where the magic had first occurred, on every day that she was able to escape the attentions of her irksome companion Mrs Annesley, who plagued her days with talk of marriage to Baron John de Halighwell.

She was not afraid of facing whatever danger might lurk in the year 1995; indeed, there was something highly exhilarating in being driven to straits and thrown upon her own resources in an unfamiliar world. Each morning it had been her heart’s desire that the pager would return her there, and always at the end of each day, she lay in her bed cruelly disappointed. If the evidence of her senses was to be believed, the pager no longer retained any powers of temporal transportation.

Heedless, she continued to take the risk of being discovered with the pager in her possession on her rambles about the countryside, in the desperate hope that one day she might hear again its singular shriek, press the red button, and run towards the far-off wilderness of love and adventure.

Eight weary months, and all the attendant days, hours and minutes had passed since last she saw Quinn. His laughing eyes and broad smile haunted her every quiet moment, and only perpetual distraction during the day and the thorough application of orange wine in the evening offered any semblance of peace.

The rational part of her mind deemed it ludicrous to dream that she would ever meet Quinn again and yet she must believe it, for to believe otherwise would be to fall into hopelessness from whence there could be no escape, other than perhaps icy water on a dark night.

In the cold hours before she drifted in and out of uneasy slumber, she found she sank into a perverse mood of the mind, in which she was rather soothed than irritated by despair. Is this what the poets meant when they spoke of love? Was this gnawing pain worth the joy she had experienced for only a few short days? If she had known what lay ahead of her, would she have protected her heart from the soft manners and personal charms of a captivating Irishman? Sense dictated that she must, and yet, in doing so, there was so much she would have lost.

Her boldness in defeating a murderer and her love for Quinn had changed her so radically that she hardly recognized the limited creature she had been before, and she dreaded the thought of reverting to her former self.

How deeply she yearned to unburden herself to Elizabeth, but she refrained for she knew that Elizabeth would be compelled to tell Darcy, and her brother had too rational a mind not to have Georgiana committed at once to the specialist care of a lunatic doctor. It would be even worse than the incident with George Wickham. If she told him she’d fallen in love with an Irishman, who lived not only in a different social sphere, but in a different point in time, Darcy would naturally deem her insane. It was not as if she could even demonstrate to him how the pager worked, for Darcy would see only an inanimate object of unusually smooth contours but no special powers. He could not know that on occasion, with no warning beyond the icy touch of her jewellery, the device emitted a shrill noise and that, during the course of its shrieking, a thumb swiftly applied to its red button could transport one through both space and time.

In any case, Elizabeth had changed so considerably in the past year – metamorphosing from the happiest woman in the world into a wan, listless presence – that Georgiana did not wish to add any new burden to those her poor sister already bore.

In her cousin Anne de Bourgh she had confided everything of her adventure, for Anne had seen Georgiana materialize in front of her eyes and had no choice but to believe her outlandish tale. But Anne was not often enough at Pemberley to be a regular confidante, and none of Georgiana’s experience could be revealed in letters, in case they should pass into foreign hands; nor could she trust to the sanctity of a diary with her paid companion Mrs Annesley on the prowl, since that lady seemed to think it her divine duty to snoop on Georgiana at every available opportunity.

In those small intimate moments when she and Anne might speak frankly, Anne generally wished to speak not of time travel, in which she had no share, but of her own secret love for her commoner sweetheart. An agitator for the workers, Anne’s wholly unsuitable suitor had, behind the henhouse, given her both a taste for politics and stolen kisses.

Anne now considered herself a sympathizer to the Weavers of Glasgow – thanks to the proselytizing of her beloved, who had been in the fray when those poor workmen had gone on strike for a wage increase and had been so foolish as to fight with the soldiers, an act that resulted in the shocking deaths of six of them, but which Anne deemed a noble sacrifice likely to bring about great societal improvement that she could not quite articulate.

Anne’s romance brought vigour to her step and roses to her cheeks, and she steadfastly believed it was only a matter of time before she would wed her dear Bertie. When Georgiana had tried gently to reason with her cousin and encouraged her to at least entertain the reaction of her mother Lady Catherine de Bourgh, Anne had looked Georgiana in the eye and said, ‘Our two different stations in life matter not the slightest.’

Georgiana was pondering these things, when an incident, and a wholly unexpected one, broke the thread of her musings.

She extinguished her light and shrank back against the icy cave wall. She had heard a noise quite distinctly, and no scurrying rodent or wandering sheep had made it. The noise was a human sound, there could be no question: she had heard the clearing of a baritone throat and the expulsion of spit.

Given her precarious position – alone within a cave on the banks of the River Plym at three o’clock in the morning – she sensed that it would not be expedient to engage in conversation with the spitter, for what proper gentleman could be abroad at such an unholy hour?

Her pulse raced as she comprehended the danger that such a person posed to her safety. He had followed an unaccompanied lady into a cave, and she dreaded to consider the particular nature of the harm he meant her.

If she had deliberately tried, she could not have placed herself in a more vulnerable position, alone as she was and entirely unprotected, not even the yappiest scrap of a terrier to guard her.

Heavy footsteps became more audible as the man came nearer but no light came with him, for it seemed he found his way completely in the dark. Having only just extinguished her own lantern, the cave seemed of the blackest pitch to Georgiana, but this man’s vision had surely adjusted to the lack of illumination, and she feared that he could see what she could not. Any movement might attract his most unwelcome attention, and she resolved to remain a statue until she could absolutely ascertain his departure.

At the very moment this thought entered her brain, she felt the urge to sneeze. The advice of her cousin came to her, for Anne had once demonstrated to Georgiana how a vertical finger pressed firmly against the bone between the nostrils might prevent a violent ejaculation of air. Georgiana stood now with her finger pressed thus, and her mind occupied with prayers that she would, by the grace of God, remain undetected by the villain who hunted her.

Breathless with agitation, she heard for a second time the clearing of a throat, much nearer to her now, perhaps not more than ten feet away.

What did the man mean by this unseemly approach? Was it mere coincidence that he happened to be abroad at the same time of night as Georgiana and had come to the same cave? Did such odd circumstances generally come together in confluence? She thought not, but attempted to soothe herself that it must be so, for how could anyone know that she would choose this night to come and carve her message to Quinn upon the cave wall where they would be together almost two hundred years in the future? She had told nobody of her plan, not even Anne – it was the secret of her own heart alone.

‘I speak to the villain who has followed me!’ Georgiana declared. ‘Listen well: in my hand I hold a knife, and I am willing – nay, eager – to use it.’

She gripped her weapon and wished it contained a mightier blade, for she had seen children of four with more impressive weapons than the one she now wielded as her only means of self-defence.

‘I know you are armed,’ a hoarse voice replied. ‘Just as I know who gave you the weapon, Miss Darcy.’




Chapter 2

A MYSTERIOUS MAN
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She started violently at these words; but upon consideration, his salutation calmed her somewhat, for if he knew her identity, he must also know that the Darcy name provided security. She was not unprotected in this world of hardship and toil: her brother’s wealth and influence made her, if not invulnerable, at least somewhat armoured.

‘Who are you?’ she cried. ‘And why have you followed me?’

‘You have no cause to be frightened. I am no threat to you. You may step forward from your hiding place.’

‘I shall stay exactly where I am, if you please,’ said Georgiana. ‘Reveal your motive for this shocking imposition.’

Georgiana’s tone was haughty, and she hoped her imperiousness would deter him from trying any mischief with her. She was not some poor honey to meekly follow instructions and lie down upon command. She would deliver the commands, and so persuasively that this fellow would be compelled to follow them.

He repaid her hauteur with exasperation.

‘I am here to deliver a request to you, Miss Darcy.’

The stranger was there then by deliberate design: somehow, he knew where she would be, and he had followed her with the express intention of engaging her in conversation and begging some mysterious favour.

‘Then pray, deliver your request without further preamble,’ she said, attempting to subdue the tremble in her voice.

‘I think you will understand me,’ he said gravely, ‘when I tell you that I know you have upon your person a most singular and wondrous device.’

Georgiana felt the colour blanch from her cheeks. Could he be speaking of the pager, which had so wondrously transported her through time on several momentous occasions?

But how could he know of it? Nobody did, other than Anne and Quinn, and they only knew of it because she had vanished and appeared in front of them both.

‘What do you mean, sir, when you refer to a “device”?’

‘Miss Darcy, you know well of what I speak, and you waste time pretending you do not. You must keep the item hidden where it cannot be discovered.’

‘I have not the faintest idea what you mean, sir,’ Georgiana said mutinously.

He had still not said the word pager and while there was a chance that he spoke of some other thing, she would not be the one to name it.

‘I refer to the pager that you carry in your reticule.’

He knew. Somehow, he knew everything that she had striven to keep hidden.

‘I believe yours is from the maker Motorola,’ he said. ‘And of the design “Alpha Elegant”.’

‘Who are you?’ Georgiana cried, dumbfounded, although naturally interested to hear the specifics of her pager. That it held the designation elegant was pleasing.

‘I am a man who has once before seen you in this cave.’

‘I do not see how, when we arrived at Saltram only the day before yesterday, and the weather has been too inclement to step outside. When do you claim to have seen me here, sir?’

‘I cannot contend it was recent, for the year was 1995.’

Georgiana felt her eyes widen in shock and admiration. He had named not only the pager, but the precise year to which it had transported her.

‘What can you mean, sir?’

‘I watched from the woods when you interposed yourself between two brothers and fought off the maniac. I regret that I could not intervene, but I had other pressing business.’

He was then a fellow time traveller, there could be no other accounting for it. On so many sleepless nights she had pondered the question of whether there were others who could leapfrog through time. The pager had been hidden in an old oak tree by somebody, and it was her strong suspicion that they must have known of its powers; why else would they have gone to the trouble of concealing it in such a way? However, in the absence of absolute proof of fellow time travellers, she had begun to think herself alone. If unknown people had at one point used her pager, it was possible they had perished in the course of their endeavours, just as she herself had almost perished on several occasions.

Yet here was another traveller, a second person who had leapt across the abysses of time, and who knew how many others there might be?

‘Then I am to understand that you possess your own Motorola pager?’ Georgiana said, her heart racing with possibilities. She heard the tremor of excitement in her voice. If others could travel, then perhaps one day so might Quinn. If only he could secure a device that worked at the touch of his hand, he might find a way to come to her, and she would not have to spend the rest of her life desperately trying to get back to him.

‘I have my own device,’ he replied. ‘It is not a pager. It is an article of a different nature.’

‘What article? How does it appear and where did you find it?’

‘I am not at liberty to reveal the answers to your questions; in general, the less you know of me, the better. However, I have seen the pager currently in your possession, for its former owner was known to me.’

‘Its former owner? Who was it? I must know,’ Georgiana cried. ‘Was it somebody within my family? You must tell me, sir.’

Any authority that had been in her voice before had been replaced by a pleading tone that would not sway a newborn kitten.

‘Alas, I cannot answer your questions, Miss Darcy; nor would you thank me if I did.’

With a childish impetuosity Georgiana immediately regretted, she stamped her foot in frustration. There was no satisfying echo to rebound against the cave walls, only the dull scuff of leather on sand.

‘Why engage me in this fruitless conversation if you are prepared to reveal nothing?’

‘I shall reveal this much and gladly: there are people looking for your pager, even here and now.’

‘Who and where are these people?’

‘I do not yet know their true identities, nor their current whereabouts, for they travel extensively and use different noms de plume at every inn.’

‘I am unfamiliar with this term,’ Georgiana said. ‘I suppose it has originated in France?’

‘In England, my dear. It is mere pseudo-French and I daresay came after your time. All I can tell you of the scoundrels that hunt your device is that one of them is a fishwife and one is a fine-looking gentleman of perhaps twenty-five or thirty. Do not be deceived by this man’s handsome mien; he has no more nobility in his soul than the fishwife. He would do anything to secure your pager; he would not scruple at violence – not even at murder – to obtain it. You must know this and be on your guard.’

‘If your request of such extreme importance was to tell me to keep my pager well hidden from handsome cads and robber fishwives, it was entirely unnecessary, for I already keep it well hidden. Assiduously. It is of no surprise to me that anyone aware of such an object would risk all to steal it. I should expect nothing else.’

‘I am heartened to hear that you are on your guard, although your presence here in this cave, at dead of night, entirely alone, does rather speak otherwise.’

Georgiana felt her cheeks flush. She heard the criticism implicit in his speech, but she did not see fit to tell him that she had been there to carve a message on a wall in the hope that it would last until the end of the twentieth century, since such an admission would reveal more of her heart than she deemed prudent. In any case, even knowing her mission, he would likely think her foolish and reckless to embark upon such an undertaking.

‘My work in this cave could not be avoided,’ she said briskly.

‘Was it necessary to do it at three o’clock in the morning?’

‘It could be accomplished at no other time,’ she replied. ‘Can you tell me nothing of substance regarding time travel?’

‘There is one thing that I may reveal, if you do not know it already. Are you aware that there is another artefact that functions in tandem with yours?’

‘In tandem? Do you mean a second pager that works alongside my own?’

‘If my information is correct, it is not a pager, nor any other communication device.’

‘Then what is it?’

‘Of its precise nature I cannot be sure, but I have reason to believe the artefact has been secreted somewhere within this cave. When I saw you enter, I wondered if you had received word of this device from another source and had come to search for it yourself.’

‘Your supposition was incorrect; I had no such thought in my head.’

‘Then the hand of divine providence is at work, for the hour draws near,’ he said. ‘Do you understand what I tell you?’

‘Sir, you speak to me in the dark, as a stranger, and expect I will take your word on these matters?’

She heard a click and light bloomed from something in his hand, which appeared to be a long metal ingot; its beam illuminated the cave so piercingly that Georgiana was obliged to shield her gaze. When her eyes had adjusted to the glare, she could broadly see the outline of a man. His figure was enveloped in a riding cloak, fur-collared and steel-clasped, but the item in his hand looked to be something from Quinn’s era, not her own. She could not see his face, for he angled the light towards herself, so that darkness fell upon his own features.

‘What is your name? You must tell me at least this much,’ Georgiana insisted. ‘Or I shall engage in no further conversation with you.’

‘Here, I am known as William Fanshawe.’

‘Show me your face, Mr Fanshawe.’

He directed the beam of light towards his countenance, and she saw raven-black hair and a visage as motionless as carved marble. He had a forbidding face, with stern features and a heavy brow, but he was not unhandsome. Even so, there was something about him that seemed otherworldly. His eye put Georgiana in mind of a lightless well and when she considered his voice, which might have rumbled out of the earth itself, a notion dawned upon her that this man was not of the mortal realm, but from some strange underworld of the Greeks or Romans.

‘Have you seen enough of me?’ he asked, his lips twitching in evident amusement. ‘Do I pass muster?’

‘You look well enough,’ Georgiana replied.

There was something about him that seemed almost familiar, as if she had gazed upon his eldritch face before. Then it came to her. He was not dissimilar in looks to a distant great-grandfather whose portrait hung in the gallery of Pemberley. The portrait was old and time-darkened, but how she wished it hung in front of her now so that she might compare them. Might the two men actually be one?

The hypothesis seemed too extraordinary to be true, but if she had learned anything, it was that time was more mutable than she had formerly believed.

‘It is not your destiny to stay here much longer,’ he said, intruding upon her rapid thoughts. ‘You must go when the call comes. Do not delay an instant, or the opportunity will not occur again. Here, take this, for you may need it.’

He shoved the metal ingot into her unwilling hand, and she saw a silver, gleaming word upon its shaft: MAGLITE. In taking it, she clicked something that extinguished its beam, and the cave fell into darkness once more.

‘This tiny lantern is the second artefact of which you spoke?’

He laughed. ‘No, this is only a torch so that you might have illumination in the darkness. And darkness will doubtless fall upon you when you most need light, so keep it close. Press the button at the end of the shank and the beam will turn on once again.’

‘Sir, if I am to believe what you say, you must prove yourself by disappearing into vapour and travelling through time.’

‘I can do better,’ he said, with a laugh, and reached into the pocket of his cloak, whereupon he withdrew a rectangular object, the size of a small prayer book. ‘I shall send you.’




Chapter 3

A GLIMPSE OF MONSTROSITY
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Georgiana opened her eyes and saw little. Had the man done what he had promised? Had he sent her through time? Had he used his own device to propel her back to Quinn?

Her senses were overwhelmed by temporal flight, but the disturbance was less in her eyes and more in her heart, which pounded too fast so that her chest was wracked with a fierce ache. Her legs had not entirely buckled beneath her, and she stood slumped against a cold windowpane. Straightening herself, she looked through the window to the outside world where the moon shone full onto an expansive lawn.

Her sight was arrested by a monstrous form. There under the light of the moon crouched a ghastly creature. It was covered in black hair, with the long snout of a timber wolf, but it was no mere animal of the common realm. It must be a beast of the underworld, for it reared up on its hind legs, and in its jaws it clasped the small lifeless body of a babe, no older than Darcy and Elizabeth’s dear son Henry.

Stifling a scream, Georgiana watched the demon fall to four legs and run lightly away across the grass, carrying the infant away with it.

What place was this where monstrous beasts roamed the earth and killed the most defenceless of innocents? Had she come to Hell? Wherever she was, she wished to return to her own time, no matter that she was alone with a strange man in a cave on the banks of the River Plym.

No sooner had she had the thought than she opened her eyes only to shield them against a light that bloomed in her hand.

‘Have I proved myself well enough?’ asked the man. ‘Or do you require a further demonstration?’

‘I saw a monster of Hell!’ Georgiana cried, feeling the tremble in her hands and a weakness in her knees at the very remembrance of the beast.

‘Indeed?’ asked Fanshawe. ‘Describe what you saw.’

‘A hideous creature with black shaggy hair and . . . and a lifeless infant in its jaws.’

‘How interesting,’ remarked the man, with little in his tone to suggest he really thought it so. Georgiana was appalled by his apathy.

‘Where was it that you sent me?’ she demanded.

‘To a home far from here, where strange events are afoot.’

‘I wish you had chosen anywhere else,’ cried Georgiana. ‘For I shall never forget that dreadful spectacle as long as I live.’

‘I am afraid that we must go where we are needed,’ he said, with a hint of regret in his voice. ‘But I shall say no more, for you will discover everything in due course, just as you are meant. Do not concern yourself now with unnecessary questions.’

Georgiana did not relish his loftiness, or manner of talking to her as if she were a child of five.

‘At the very least, you must show me your device,’ Georgiana demanded, for she longed to know what object had bestowed such power upon his person that he could transport her through time without her own hands ever touching it. ‘I must see what took me to that dread place.’

He waved her entreaty away, as if she spoke of inconsequentialities.

‘My device is naught more than a first-generation Palm Pilot. It is not a pretty object, although one of great utility.’

How fitting, she thought, that his device bore the designation ‘Pilot’, for in the Greek, Georgiana knew that the word meant oar or helmsman, and Fanshawe had proved himself able to direct the course of at least one traveller.

‘Pretty or otherwise, I should like to examine the object myself,’ Georgiana pressed him.

Her wish was not granted, for at this very moment there was a far-off cry that seemed to come from outside the cave: a high female voice wracked with anxiety.

‘Georgiana – oh, dearest Georgiana!’




Chapter 4

ELIZABETH SENSES A SCANDAL
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There was scarcely time to experience a thrill of horror before fear took hold of her innards, for the voice belonged indisputably to Elizabeth. She must have followed Georgiana from the manor house, through the woods, along the river and to the amphitheatre, in which case she surely would have seen the strange gentleman enter the cave and might easily believe that he and Georgiana had met in secret for some illicit assignation.

However, concern for her reputation was quickly displaced by anxiety for Elizabeth’s life. Even if she accepted that this Fanshawe was not a threat to herself, it did not naturally follow that he intended peace to Elizabeth. It seemed he had the ability to transport Georgiana to another place entirely, which meant he was a man of great power. If he were indeed a fellow time traveller, as seemed very possible, he might wish ill to anybody who discovered his secret.

Moreover, this was not Pemberley: this was Saltram, where experience had proven that almost anything might happen. Georgiana had witnessed the worst facets of human nature here: she had seen a dead man hanging from a tree and had herself only narrowly avoided being stabbed to death by the fiend responsible for that poor man’s murder and two others besides.

These thoughts flashed by with lightning rapidity and were succeeded by the scuffle of boots. Before Georgiana could even make a half-turn of her body, the man departed, running for the cave entrance so decisively that Georgiana feared he meant to kill Elizabeth.

‘You must flee, Elizabeth!’ Georgiana shouted. ‘A man runs towards you!’

Georgiana had no tinderbox upon her to relight her lantern, but she had the metal bar the man had called a torch. Her fingers groped for the button, but her hands shook so dreadfully that it fell with a clang to the cave floor. She scrabbled in the dirt until her hand closed around the cold metal, but her fingers could not find the button that made the light bloom. A spurred heel rang against the gravel, and a sharp scream rent the night air; Georgiana felt the reverberation of it in her soul. Elizabeth was in peril and there was no time to be lost.

Her heart thudding, she slid the icy Maglite into her bodice so she could not lose it again and stumbled through the cave, grazing her skin as she went, with only her outstretched hands to guide her until she came out into the moon-bathed night.

In the outside world, under the scatter of stars, she saw Elizabeth’s form in a ring of light from a lantern held high by her terrified face.

Beyond, she saw the outline of a man. He had stopped between two trees and, as Georgiana watched, he vanished. There was no shriek of a device; there was no sound at all. He simply melted into thin air.

Elizabeth, rushing now towards her, saw nothing of his disappearance.

In an attempt to soothe Elizabeth’s alarm, Georgiana testified no shade of surprise at being thus discovered, professing that she had come out of doors at such an hour to taste ‘la brise du soir’.

‘The evening breeze?’ Elizabeth said, aghast. ‘It is the dead of night!’

‘Quelle belle nuit,’ said Georgiana, smiling up at the stars. ‘Qu’il fait bon. Que l’air est frais!’

Alas, Elizabeth could not be distracted by French remarks upon the beauty of the night. Georgiana was surprised to see Elizabeth so shocked. While there were others who thought a lady’s independent movements akin to an abominable sort of conceited independence and a most country-town indifference to decorum, Elizabeth had never subscribed to such a view. Indeed, it was well known that before her illness, Elizabeth had been accustomed to walk four or five miles, quite alone. At the cessation of these solitary rambles, she had made no friends of the Pemberley laundrymaids, for her petticoat was six inches deep in mud, and her dress – which had been hitched up to her knees – only marginally better.

‘Georgiana, have you lost your senses? Pray, do not speak to me of the pleasantness of fresh air. Who was that person, Georgiana? It was not . . . him?’

‘Him?’

Who could she mean? She knew nothing of Quinn, unless Anne had broken her confidence.

‘I shall not say his name . . .’

Wickham? Was that whom she feared? After all this time, when the whole country had seen what Wickham was and he had eloped with Elizabeth’s own younger sister, did she believe it possible that Georgiana would consent to a guilty liaison with him once again? The thought filled her with doom immeasurable.

‘The fellow was nobody I knew.’

‘Then why were you with him, Georgiana?’

‘It was not my intention to be with that man or anybody else. He followed me without my knowing. I do not know his identity as he revealed only a nom de plume that he insinuated was one of many,’ said Georgiana, and could not help following this answer with her own question. ‘Why is it that you yourself are abroad at such an hour, sister?’

Elizabeth, it seemed, had undergone her own battle with the hours of the clock. Unable to sleep, she had paced at her window and seen Georgiana running across the lawn to the path leading to the river. Afraid, but unwilling to rouse the household in the event of a scandal, she had dressed hurriedly and gone in pursuit. Elizabeth had lost sight of Georgiana on the riverbank but had continued walking by moonlight and picked out a distant lantern light, which promptly disappeared. Waiting for the lamp’s reappearance, Elizabeth watched a man emerge from the trees and walk directly to the amphitheatre that stood on an outcrop of land that jutted into the River Plym. Finding the courage to edge closer, Elizabeth saw him disappearing into a dark opening that seemed to lead into the cliff itself. She could not be sure that Georgiana had gone in there, and so chose to wait and watch until the situation could be understood.

After some moments, Elizabeth thought she heard a man’s deep voice from within the cavern, and as the river wind blew over her face, her ears pricked with the tone of Georgiana’s voice. In desperation, she had called out to her sister and stood in rapt horror as a tall man emerged from the cave and ran directly towards her own position beneath the trees.

All of this she explained to Georgiana, who listened with great perturbation. There could be no denying that a meeting of sorts had taken place, and it was foolish to attempt any denial to Elizabeth, whose judgement was more astute than most.

‘I am certain I have never spoken to that man before,’ Georgiana said at length. ‘His was a face not soon forgotten.’

‘I traced only the general points of height and breadth of chest. What say you of his countenance?’

‘It was dark and brooding. He was past youth but had not reached middle-age; perhaps he might be thirty-five.’

‘Could he be a gentleman? His clothing spoke of gentility but his manners, in running at me in such a reckless way, did not.’

‘I do not know for certain . . . In speech and mien, he passed for a gentleman,’ Georgiana replied carefully. ‘But there was a flintiness to his eye that signalled something base. I cannot imagine from whence he came or why he chose to be here at this time.’

‘But what brought you to the caves, dearest girl? What could have possessed you to make such a rash choice? Imagine if anyone other than myself had followed you here and seen this encounter. Think of your reputation, Georgiana.’

The words stung but she could not blame Elizabeth for uttering them.

‘I was not in the business of meeting any person, if that is your concern.’

‘Then you must explain, for I am at a loss to reconcile this in my own mind. Can you have been sleepwalking?’

Georgiana had indeed begun sleepwalking again since the pager came into her life, and though she had not done so on this night, it would prove a convenient explanation.

‘It is true that I have been a somnambulist since I was a little child. In these troubling times, the practice has recommenced.’

‘Troubling times?’ Elizabeth asked, gazing at Georgiana with trusting eyes. ‘What has caused you anxiety?’

‘The danger of your illness affected me greatly.’

‘It is eight months since the worst, dear. All the doctors say my recovery was remarkable, given the severity of my condition.’

Georgiana reflected upon the curious medicine that Quinn had secured her in 1995 and which she had smuggled through time in her reticule to save Elizabeth from the infection that had ravaged her body; Quinn had called the tiny pills ‘antibiotics’ and Georgiana steadfastly believed they had spared Elizabeth from certain death.

‘I am immensely glad you are better,’ said Georgiana. ‘Yet it is true that I entered a state of anxiety from which it has been difficult to extract myself.’

‘This is what I am to believe? That you are afflicted solely on my account?’

Georgiana nodded but could not say the words.

She saw Elizabeth’s doubt. The knowledge rankled, for there was little Georgiana liked less than to be disbelieved, but she checked the urge to be disgruntled, for she had lied boldly to Elizabeth’s face. Between sisters there should be no secrets – the very concept of such a thing spoke to an essential lack of character – and yet she kept a secret so prodigious that its revelation might cause a permanent breach between them.

There was something in her sister’s countenance that gave Georgiana pause. Since their arrival at Saltram, Elizabeth had seemed different. There was unease in her gaze and agitation in her gait; when she thought herself unwatched, she twisted and wrung her hands like a washerwoman.

Could it be that Elizabeth had come to know more than she had revealed? It was not beyond the scope of possibility that it was Elizabeth herself who had originally hidden the pager in the woods all those months ago. Someone had done so, someone accustomed to the wilds of Pemberley, and prior to her pregnancy, Elizabeth had walked its woods more often than any. Could it really be her? Elizabeth was so open-hearted a character that Georgiana could scarce believe her capable of keeping such a secret.

‘Georgiana, did you know that Darcy received a letter from the Baron yesterday morning?’ said Elizabeth suddenly.

Georgiana felt her blood freeze in her veins, as it always did when troubled with the thought that she would soon face her most persistent suitor in person. Indeed, the only reason they were currently in Devonshire at all was because Georgiana had suggested the visit in the guise of seeing the Baron at his residence in the north of the county. In truth, her request had nothing to do with the Baron, but she could hardly reveal her real motive: that she needed to come back to Saltram to carve a message on a cave wall so that the man she loved might see it almost two hundred years in the future.

‘No, my brother did not mention to me that he had received such a letter. Perhaps it slipped his mind.’

Georgiana knew full well that the oversight had not occurred through accident. Darcy must be pondering the letter’s contents before deciding how to convey them to her.

‘I rather think he wished for my opinion before consulting you,’ said Elizabeth.

‘Then you yourself have read the letter?’ enquired Georgiana. ‘Did it contain glad tidings? Are we not to see the Baron after all?’

Georgiana had wondered why a letter was necessary at all when the Baron was so soon to come to Saltram, but a cancellation of plans would explain it.

‘I have read the letter,’ said Elizabeth. ‘We are still to see the Baron . . . and the tidings from him may be thought glad, supposing you are still inclined to accept his suit of matrimony.’

Georgiana heard the hesitation and confusion in Elizabeth’s voice, and the implicit question. Was she still inclined to accept the Baron? In every respect she was not – she had merely employed a ruse of inclination that had seemed necessary at the time; now that she was faced with the consequence of that action, she only wished to close her eyes and forget it.

‘I scarcely know what I feel,’ said Georgiana, a tear slipping down her cheek.

‘I do not mean to press you, dear, it is only that when you so warmly requested we travel so far to Devonshire, we believed you had set your mind to marry Lord John, but you have scarcely mentioned his name since we set out from Derbyshire.’

All of this was true; Georgiana had not mentioned the Baron because her thoughts had been occupied with her message to Quinn and the hope that they would one day be reunited. That her sojourn to the cave must be followed by a visit from the Baron was a prospect that elicited a shudder, but it could not be avoided. The Baron was on excellent terms with the Parker family in the south of the county, who, upon hearing his connection to the Darcys, had naturally thought to invite him.

‘Am I to infer that my name was mentioned in the Baron’s letter to Darcy?’ Georgiana asked, preparing herself for unwelcome intelligence.

Elizabeth paused before making her answer, as if deciding how much candour might be used. ‘I believe he referred to you as having no equal for beauty, elegance and accomplishments. Furthermore, he dares to entertain the hope that by Christmas you might be . . . his wife.’

‘By Christmas?’ Georgiana cried. ‘But we are already in September!’

‘I believe your brother was surprised also by the date proposed in the letter, which is perhaps why he hesitated in communicating the contents of it to you.’

It was an idea too terrible to consider. She had thought a moonlit lawn prowled by a murderous beast had been a hideous spectacle, but it paled to nothing when compared to a Christmas wedding to the Baron.

Endeavouring to shake off her gravity, she smiled wanly at Elizabeth and saw her shiver. Elizabeth wore only an Indian shawl about her shoulders when the frigidity of the night required a cloak. Her health was significantly improved since the infection that had almost claimed her life some months ago, but she was still not completely herself, and Georgiana ardently longed for her to return to the rosy-cheeked, vigorous young woman she had been when they had first met in Lambton.

‘Come, let us return to the house, Elizabeth. You grow cold.’

Together they walked back beneath the soft glow of the moon and the hooting of tawny owls. In forcing her mind away from the spectre of the Baron, Georgiana wondered where Fanshawe had travelled.

Had he gone to the site of the monster? Might he even now be fighting it upon the moonlit lawn?

Or might he have gone again to Quinn’s home and time, to Saltram in 1995?

Was it possible that he had the means to travel at will and choose his destination? What Georgiana would give for such a power!

‘Darcy does not seem himself of late,’ Elizabeth said, breaking Georgiana’s reverie.

Georgiana had noticed no change, although admittedly her thoughts were so often elsewhere that she hardly noticed what she ate and drank, or even looked at.

‘Pray tell me, how is my brother different?’

‘Oh, Georgiana, I can have no reserves from you: he is altered in ways both subtle and obvious. After dinner, when the household has gone to bed, he drinks to excess. Several times I have found him in his dressing room, slumped in a stupor from which it was impossible to rouse him.’

Chastened by her own ignorance and alarmed by this change in her brother’s behaviour, she felt compelled to ask for further detail.

‘I do not know what has caused the change,’ Elizabeth said with a sigh. ‘But I confess that I have wondered . . . Is he perhaps mired in financial troubles? Or perhaps he is unhappy in fatherhood.’

‘I cannot believe either to be true,’ answered Georgiana. ‘Nothing has made Darcy happier than having a son, except perhaps becoming your husband. Of monetary concerns, he has mentioned nothing, and he has always kept me well informed of the financial health of Pemberley, for it was our father’s wish that I be educated in matters of business.’

‘But is it not very possible that the pressures and responsibilities of fatherhood may be affecting him more than he had anticipated?’ Elizabeth persisted. Her face was clouded with concern as she spoke, and Georgiana saw that she had not yet articulated her darkest fear.

‘In my weakest moments, I despair that he is unhappy in our union. Though I have not doubted my choice for a moment, perhaps I have not lived up to his idea of what a wife should be.’

Upon extracting a promise that Georgiana would not mention a word of the subject to anyone else, Elizabeth spoke in a trembling voice.

‘Until my illness, I had thought no woman was ever nearer to her mate. Bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh, I knew no weariness of his society, and I thought he knew none of mine. There was scarcely the breadth of a dust mote between our minds and beating hearts.’

‘And now?’

‘Now we are parted by a ravine of silence. In the darkest hours, I have come to accept that he has taken a mistress.’




Chapter 5

THE SCREECH OF ADVENTURE
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Georgiana felt her eyes grow round with astonishment. Darcy had taken a mistress?

‘Do you think it likely, Georgiana, knowing all you do of your brother’s present character and former habits?’ Elizabeth asked, fixing her eyes on her with ill-disguised anxiety for the reply.

Georgiana shook her head and pressed Elizabeth’s hand in reassurance.

‘My brother is not and never has been such a man, Lizzy. He loves you with all his heart. If something is wrong, you cannot be the cause of his unhappiness. You are the source of his joy, of which he knew precious little before your union.’

‘Perhaps it was so to begin with, but since the events of this year, he is not as he was. I do not pretend to say he has plunged into a vortex of dissipation, if you will forgive the slang, but something has shifted. I fear he is disappointed in his marriage and wishes he had remained a bachelor.’

Georgiana ceased walking and embraced her sister, her face meeting Elizabeth’s curls.

‘You must not concern yourself with such baseless speculation. My brother loves you as much as he ever did. Nay, more, for now he knows you better. If there is a change in him, be assured that it is no fault of yours.’

‘I hope and pray you are right. It is only that the nature of a marriage may change,’ she said. ‘One has only to look at the master and mistress of dear Longbourn to know it to be true: when I was a child, my father and mother actually contended to like each other.’

Mrs Bennet had been only once to Pemberley with her husband, and the occasion had been marked by an awkwardness felt by all. Almost every utterance made by the good lady seemed to mortify her husband, whose eyes were lifted to Heaven with her every expostulation of surprise at the grandeur and dimensions of each room in her daughter’s new home.

‘Sister, we ought to dawdle in the cold no longer. Let us make haste to our beds,’ Georgiana said. For Elizabeth, she saw now, was near staggering with weariness, as if a sudden fatigue had overcome her. ‘This conversation can wait until the morrow. With some rest, things may look very different.’

Even as Georgiana advanced this idea, she doubted it, for it had been her experience that each new day of distance from one’s beloved brought only a deeper suffering.

With these melancholy thoughts, Georgiana made her way through the Saltram parkland, her arm linked in Elizabeth’s and the tendrils of her heart reaching for Quinn.

Her eyes fell upon a weeping birch: it was rather spindly and something about its trunk put Georgiana in mind of Mrs Annesley, who had a habit of drooping whenever she fancied she had taken even the most trifling head cold.

Georgiana had left her message on the cave wall and sampled a morsel of adventure at the hand of Fanshawe, but here all excitement must end, and she must face another day of tiresome length under the beady eye of her odious companion.

In silence Elizabeth and Georgiana made their way along the foot of a hedgerow bountiful with fairy rings of fungi, beyond which lay the lawn that led to the east wing entrance, where Elizabeth had left a door ajar.

With a violent sneeze, Elizabeth came to an abrupt halt; unhappily, the first sneeze was followed by another, and several more besides.

‘I believe it is the toadstools,’ Elizabeth groaned, pinching her nostrils between finger and thumb – a remedy that did not prove effective, for she sneezed thrice more. ‘There is something in the pollen that agitates my sinuses most dreadfully.’

‘Ah, I think you mean the spores, dearest,’ Georgiana gently corrected, thinking of the slides she had pored over when Darcy had allowed her use of his microscope.

It was at this inauspicious moment that Georgiana felt the Maglite at her bosom and the rings upon her fingers grow painfully cold.

A high piercing sound rang out – the very sound Georgiana had so desperately hoped to hear during the preceding months of gloom and despair.

Elizabeth started at the noise and looked down at Georgiana’s reticule with the greatest alarm. But there was something more in her countenance – perhaps Georgiana imagined it, but did she not discern a measure also of recognition?

Elizabeth began to sneeze again and could say nothing except atichoo. The pager continued its screech, but Georgiana knew it might fall silent at any moment, and if it did so, she would miss her chance.

What to do? If she pressed the red button, she would travel elsewhere and Elizabeth would witness the moment of her departure, for she would instantly vanish. But would she go to Saltram in 1995 or would she be returned back to whatever Hell Fanshawe had so recently directed her?

What should she do? This might be her only chance to see Quinn once again and she could not walk away from it. If she vanished into thin air, she could only hope that Elizabeth would find it in her heart either to forget what she had seen or to forgive her. Without a second’s further delay, Georgiana pressed the button.




Chapter 6

WHISPERS IN THE ORCHARD
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Georgiana opened her eyes but saw nothing; it was as if a black shroud had been wound tightly about her face. Immediately she sank to her knees on damp ground. Her head ached and a nausea rose in her throat, but she strove to overcome it. She must have faith that the worst would soon pass, and, in the meantime, she must calm herself, and attempt to wait with patience for her sight to return and her health to be restored.

A pain and darkness had settled on her on previous occasions when she had jumped from one place to another, although it had not lasted long.

However, a throbbing head and a temporary blindness was a price worth paying and she set her mind to an attitude of thanks, for she had actually travelled; after all these months of longing and despair, she had heard the beep of the pager and she would once again be with Quinn, she would know his warm embrace, hear his dear voice and feel his lips upon her neck.

Gradually, the veil fell away. The sky was no longer a blank to her, the earth no longer a void, and she perceived what was in front of her. No longer did the shadows of night fall about her; here the sun blazed, and to her immense dismay, she gazed upon the upper portions of a dismal grey manor house that was not Saltram. Might it have been the house to which Fanshawe had sent her, and through whose windows she had seen the hideous creature upon the lawn?

Spinning on her heels and turning in every direction, she was relieved to see that she was not in the presence of a slavering beast with an infant in its jaws. Shuddering at the remembrance of the creature, she endeavoured to shake off her fear and told herself that the creature she saw must have been some manner of Irish wolfhound, used by the gamekeeper of this estate.

She thought too how unlikely it must be for a dog to have killed a babe. Certainly there had been shocking cases, but never in the confines of a mansion, where children were given over to the care of solicitous nurses. There was something rather unnatural too in the form of the babe, she recollected now, that made her think it must rather be a porcelain doll in the animal’s jaws, and not a human child. Even so, she wished she had not seen it, for she felt it a disturbing beginning to her acquaintance with Fanshawe and a bad omen for her new jump through time.

Removing the Maglite from her bodice and secreting it in her reticule, where it could not freeze her skin, Georgiana conducted a less fevered inspection of her surroundings. It seemed she was in an orchard of sorts. Ripe fruits hung heavily upon the boughs, while others provided meals for worms in the grass.

When first she had travelled, she had found a corpse in a sycamore tree bearing the monstrous tool Quinn had called a ‘chainsaw’, but there were no trees of significance here. Even so, her eyes roved the branches of apple, pear and cherry trees for a glimpse of a gruesome dead body. Finding none, and feeling a little disappointed, she walked cautiously along the groves and discerned the anguished tones of raised voices, one of them belonging to a man. For the first time, a new possibility occurred to Georgiana: perhaps Quinn was somewhere other than Saltram? After all, he had very likely lost his job as a Man of Security, and if he were elsewhere, perhaps she had travelled to that place.

Her curiosity overtook her, and she drew closer to the sound of the dispute. Alas, the male voice was not Quinn’s soft Irish brogue; it was the brusque tone of a Yorkshireman.

The lawn and the garden beyond she could see were empty and the noise rather came from behind her. She strayed down a walk edged with plum trees, until she came into the densest part of the orchard.

In a break between rows of pear trees, she saw a young man and woman in heated conversation. The lady was a fraction taller than the man and Georgiana could see nothing of her face for she wore a hat – not a bonnet – that obscured all. They held baskets, only half-full, for they seemed less intent upon filling them than filling the air with angry expostulations.

Both faced away from Georgiana and she could perceive only that they were adequately yet dowdily dressed and were not of the servant class, but not entirely fine either. The man was a low, slightly built fellow attired in a black coat and raven grey trousers, his hat placed almost at the back of his head, revealing a bush of carroty hair so arranged that at the sides it projected almost like two spread hands.

Under the blaze of a hot sun, the man removed his hat to reveal the rest of his hair, even more wild beneath the hat than outside of it. He turned to pluck a rosy fruit from a high branch and Georgiana perceived an oval face, a pair of spectacles placed across a prominent Roman nose, a black neckerchief adjusted with no attention to precision, and whiskers that were as red as his hair. His looks were not to Georgiana’s taste, but she imagined her cousin Anne might find him attractive, for she had thought many an uglier fellow so.

The dress worn by the young woman appeared quite preposterous in its design. The wearer had made some effort to improve it with the addition of a white collar, to at least offer some illumination to the complexion, which must otherwise be drained of all colour and vigour, but nothing could redeem a gown fashioned in stiff brown cotton. There was no elegance to the dress, and Georgiana presumed it some plain, high-made, country garment dreamt up by a seamstress who had never heard of London, let alone Paris. The sleeves were ludicrously puffed at the elbows, and its waist was disconcertingly low. The worst element of all was a skirt gathered with too much fabric and amplified with what Georgiana assumed a fulsome arrangement of petticoats, which gave the wearer the outlandish silhouette of an engorged tick.

The only redeeming feature of the dress that Georgiana could discern was a large motif of a teardrop repeated on the cotton, similar to one that she had once admired on a fine Kashmir shawl. Beyond that, it was hopelessly unbecoming.

To what year had she travelled? Examining the pager, she saw numerals forming the number 45. Had she been sent into the dark recesses of the very distant past? Perhaps to some era that valued ugliness and gloom as a pious aesthetic?

If she had somehow come forward in time once again, it was to a period of extremely bad taste – worse even than Quinn’s time. She saw that neither man nor woman bore the blue twill legs and Converse boots of the year 1995; neither did she discern a far-off roar of the metal carriages that had been such common modes of transportation in Quinn’s era.

It seemed that not only had she not come to Saltram, but she had also not even come to Quinn’s time, a thought that both alarmed and intrigued her.

In all the hours she had whiled away dreaming of the pager’s reanimation, she had never once let herself believe it would take her anywhere other than back to her sweetheart. Grieved for the dissolution of all her hopes, she swept away a tear of disappointment from her eyes, and crept closer to listen to the conversation of the unfortunately attired couple, for though she might have no romance ahead of her, she knew there was very likely a mystery to be found.

‘I have made my claim before, and now I do it again. God has sent a sequence of spirits to my bedside to punish me.’

‘Do not tell me that you seriously believe you are being haunted by spectres,’ the lady replied, her voice gratingly abrupt in utterance, with an accent that spoke less of high society and more of the highest hills. ‘You are not Ebenezer Scrooge, and it is not Christmas.’

‘I have seen things that cannot be explained by anything other than the supernatural.’

How did they know one another? They did not speak like lovers, but neither did they sound like mere fellow servants. Georgiana risked another glance and saw that they had moved a shade closer together, their heads bowed to their baskets as if they did not feel comfortable looking each other in the eye.

‘Why should you be punished?’

‘I have fallen in love . . . With one who cannot marry me.’

The lady seemed to stagger, before straightening herself.

‘Is she from the village
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