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      A week had already come and gone upon the Willowherb, each day the same as the last. Elizabeth would wake and dress while trying in vain to stay on her feet. Instead, she would often tumble into the walls and curse the very ocean beneath them. Once she at last found her way into her garments, and her sister had managed the same, they walked to galley to dine in the section designated for passengers. As there were only three of them on the whole of the ship, Elizabeth timed their breakfast so they might avoid Mr. Darcy’s seating. 

      She most certainly had not informed Jane of what transpired in the gentleman’s room when she requested that they eat later than they did at Longbourn. Instead, Elizabeth hid her fear in the memory of the disdain she had developed for Darcy after the Meryton assembly. Jane agreed readily, which meant that their first seven days passed quite uneventfully. After breakfast, the sisters would walk all throughout the ship, as Jane insisted they get exercise even though they were quite confined. If they were not walking, the girls were getting a spot of salty air on the deck or they were in their room, Jane doing needlepoint while Elizabeth read. In fact, Elizabeth would have been content to stay in their room all day, as it was one place she knew she would not see Mr. Darcy.

      Yet, Jane would not permit it, even as Elizabeth begged again to skip their daily walk.

      “Lizzy, if you stay in your room night and day, leaving only for meals, you will be driven mad from the confinement even before we reach America. You need to exercise and you need sunlight. While I understand your disenchantment with Mr. Darcy, I do not understand this intense aversion you have developed to his mere proximity. It is irrational, Lizzy, and will be detrimental to your health. Now come! We must walk.”

      Though she stomped and objected once or twice more for the sake of drama, Elizabeth knew she would never win this particular argument with her sister. Instead, she took her book from her table, just in case they were able to linger on deck for a few moments, then followed her sister out into the halls. As her sea legs were no more trustworthy on their walks than they were when she dressed in the morning, most of Elizabeth’s time out of her room was dedicated to remaining upright. Jane, on the other hand, was as graceful as a ballerina once she was out in the halls and because of it, she had a tendency to leave Elizabeth behind. Thus far, it had not been a problem, as Elizabeth would simply turn around and go back to their room. But on this day, after a wave hit the side of the boat and sent Elizabeth tumbling to her feet, she looked up to find her sister had disappeared.

      “Jane? Jane, where did you go?” Elizabeth called out in vain, as it was clear her sister was long gone. “How could you possibly leave me behind when we are on a ship,” she mumbled to herself. “There are only so many places one can disappear.”

      As Jane must have gone down the hallway, Elizabeth chose to follow her sister’s imagined footsteps, until suddenly, she came upon a dead end. Her only choice now was to go down a flight of stairs, though she neither knew where they led or believed that her sister would ever go somewhere unknown to her. But Elizabeth thought that perhaps she might be able to have a moment alone to read without Jane pestering her, so whatever was down those stairs was at least worth exploring.

      Elizabeth checked in either direction before she opened the door, which was heavier than she expected it to be. The stairs were dimly lit, but she could see just enough to creep down. When she got to the bottom, she realized she was in the cargo hold. From left to right, everywhere she looked, there were crates full of mysterious things, some marked for delivery in New York, others bound for other places. The maze of crates were the perfect hiding place for Elizabeth, and though it was quite dark generally, there did seem to be some light emanating from the back of the cargo hold. She walked slowly toward the back of the ship, where she saw a lantern burning atop a box. Who could be all the way back there, she thought as she made her way through the stacks.

      Though she might have expected it, she was still shocked to discover Mr. Darcy sitting atop a smaller crate, next to the same young sailor who had suggested she knock on Darcy’s door on the night of the storm. They were crouched over a small item that she could not make out in the dark.

      “Mr. Darcy? Whatever are you doing down here?”

      Both men looked up at her in shock.

      “I believe I could ask the same of you, Miss Bennet.”

      Before she could answer, the flame in the lantern burned out, leaving them all in total darkness, and Elizabeth wondering what she might have stumbled on...
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      Darcy fumbled around for a moment as he struggled to find the tinderbox. After a few mumbled words that she expected it better she did not hear and once, the sound of tin clattering to the floor, Elizabeth finally smelled the scent of rope burning and the lamp was alit once again. Darcy set it back on the box and then directed his glare in Elizabeth’s direction.

      “Miss Bennet, you need to return to your room. It is not proper for you to be in the cargo hold of a ship.”

      Elizabeth found it difficult to suppress an amused laugh, as no one had ever accused her of being proper. But for the sake of the young sailor, she held her tongue. That did not mean she was going anywhere, however.

      “If you are down here, there is no reason that I can not be. What is it that you two are tinkering with?”

      Darcy furrowed his brow and focused on the compass-like contraption in front of him in lieu of an answer. The sailor, however, was more than happy to talk to Elizabeth, as if he were grateful for some kindness. She suspected the very young man was treated shabbily by the other sailors.

      “It is called a box chronometer, miss. It is a very new device, only just being sold in New York. My papa works with an inventor and the gentleman gave him this as a gift. Since he does not spend much time at sea, papa gave it to me. When the captain saw it, he called it nonsense and threw it down on the deck. It was awful, miss.”

      Elizabeth felt a sharp stab of disappointment, as well as affection, for the young sailor. The fear and sadness on his face made him look like a child, which only further broke her heart. Before Darcy could stop her, Elizabeth sat on the ground next to the boy, then set her book in her lap.

      “What is the purpose of this... box chronometer?” she asked as she struggled the remember the word. “It is lovely, whatever it does.”

      Darcy laughed lightly for a moment until his face turned serious once more. His eyes focused sharply on a very small implement which he was trying to affix once more. As Darcy was distracted again, the sailor spoke to her instead.

      “It tells you the longitude when you are navigating a ship. It is a useful device, of course, but I treasure it most because my papa gave it to me. He could never be a sailor, like he dreamed, so he works with a famous inventor to create things for those who go to sea.”

      Elizabeth leaned forward in an attempt to inspect the object closer, without obstructing Mr. Darcy’s view. 

      “The box is beautiful as well. I hope Mr. Darcy can fix it for you. How ever did you two meet?” She had a difficult time imagining Darcy strolling along the main deck, chatting with the sailors and watching the water for spirits. Darcy ignored her still, forcing the sailor to speak once again.

      “I was like to meet him, I was. Those bullies stole my chronometer, gave it to the captain, and gave me a right walloping. It was only when the good gentleman here stepped in did they stop. He even retrieved the chronometer and helped me away. Suppose I will have to deal with them later just the same. But it was a kindness he did. I thought the captain might toss the chronometer into the sea,” the sailor said, his eyes cast sadly on the floor.

      Elizabeth glanced over again at Darcy, his jacket cast aside and his shirt sleeves rolled to his elbows. The curls of his hair were beaded with sweat from the warmth of the cargo hold, but just a few drops gathered across his brow, furrowed so with intention. He looked so handsome it quite nearly stopped her heart. It took a considerable amount of energy for her regain her strength to speak once again.

      “A kindness it was, young sir. May I ask your name, so that we might all be friends in this cozy little nook?”

      The sailor looked positively shocked that Elizabeth had any interest in him at all. His cheeks turned rosy from the surprise of it.

      “Shanley, miss. Patrick Shanley.”

      Elizabeth nodded to him.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Shanley. I am Elizabeth Bennet.”

      The boy blushed once again.

      “Pleasure
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