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          London - 1922

        

      

    

    
      The doors were just about to close, so the crowds at The British Museum in London had begun to die down as everyone milled toward the exit. It was Elizabeth Bennet’s favorite time of day, when everything became quiet and she could finish her cataloguing work in peace with only the museum cat, Mike, to keep her company. A new shipment of paintings had just arrived and while everything had been uncrated, the curator left it up to Elizabeth to ensure everything was accounted for. It certainly wasn’t the most important work being done at the museum at the moment, but she felt as if she were doing her part to protect some of the beauty of the past.

      As Elizabeth sorted through the pages of new arrivals, she was a little surprised at how many new acquisitions had come in. And they were all so different! Many were classics from painters she recognized, while others were family heirlooms, donated to the museum from all over the country. 

      “What do you think, Mike? Where should we start?” she asked her feline friend. He liked to roam the halls of the museum at night when he wasn’t hunting mice in the courtyard and they had fast become allies. Mike circled around Elizabeth’s ankles then walked over to a painting that was still wrapped in canvas and sitting against the wall. All the other new arrivals had been unwrapped and set out so she could easily identify them.

      “And what have you discovered over there, Sir Michael?” Elizabeth asked as she reached down to give the cat some grateful head scratches. She looked down the list on her clipboard and then counted everything in the room. Then she counted a second time, just to be sure.

      “Mike… there are more paintings in this room than there should be. One more, to be exact. Did you sneak something in from outside from your personal collection?”

      Mike meowed as if to say, “don’t look at me,” and Elizabeth huffed in frustration. She ran into more than her fair share of problems in cataloguing: missing lot numbers, lost paintings, and she even caught an attempted forgery once. But never in her years at the museum had she been delivered too many paintings. With her brow furrowed in curiosity, Elizabeth set her clipboard down on a table and approached the covered painting.

      The canvas covering it was older than the others, weathered and stained, as if it had been traveling with the painting for some time. Elizabeth didn’t know why she was hesitating, but her hand was shaking as she reached out to pull the covering away. With a magician’s flourish but the nerves of a first time theatre actress, Elizabeth finally removed the canvas. When she saw what was underneath, she lost her breath for a moment.

      It was a portrait of a man, a beautiful man unlike anyone she had ever seen before. He was clearly tall and lithe, with the kind of regal chin and perfectly curved lips Elizabeth rarely saw outside of the carved marble in the museum. But it was his eyes, his warm, brown eyes that seemed to sparkle even in the painting, that made Elizabeth unexpectedly dizzy. In fact, as she looked into the man in the painting’s eyes, her legs felt like they were going to collapse underneath her.

      The last thing she heard before she fell to the floor was a concerned meow from Mike. Then everything went dark…
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      Before Elizabeth opened her eyes, she could feel the warmth of the sun against her skin. She touched her hand to forehead, worried that she’d developed a sudden fever, but her skin felt cool. The catalogue room was never warm, no matter what time of year it was, so she was almost afraid to open her eyes.

      “Miss? Miss? Are you injured? Can you hear me?”

      A man’s voice, as sweet and as warm as honey, but still commanding at the same time, washed over her and woke her from what felt like a dream. When she opened her eyes, at first, she was blinded by bright sunlight streaming through the lush trees above her. But when they finally adjusted, she saw the face of the man who was speaking to her…

      And it was the face of the man from the portrait.

      In pure panic, Elizabeth sat up quickly and scurried away from him, the soft grass under her hands, foreign and dewy. He watched her with a strange sense of amusement until her head began to throb with pain and she grasped it to try and make it stop. Suddenly, he was by her side again.

      “Shall I call for the doctor? Are you in pain?” he asked. Elizabeth opened one eye and looked at the man a second time. Then she scrunched her eyes closed tight before opening them one more time. Not only was the man from the painting sitting next to her, but she was in a beautiful backyard garden on a warm spring day, and she was wearing a dress she’d never seen before in her life.

      “I… well… a doctor?” she stumbled. He was watching her so intently, it was as if his eyes were looking straight into her soul. “Where am I?”

      Now he raised his eyebrow suspiciously.

      “Are you not a friend of Lord Melville? This is his party. Did you perhaps bump your head when you fell?”

      Elizabeth looked around and tried to remember anything but her head was spinning. “Fell? I fell?”

      “Yes,” the man said, inching a little bit away from her like she was carrying some sort of illness. “I was looking for a bit of quiet and as I came around the corner, I saw you falling to the ground. It was as if you fainted. And you remember nothing?”

      No, I remember your face, and it’s even more handsome in person, she thought as she tried to look away from him. No painter in the world could capture the beauty of his eyes.

      “I remember feeling dizzy,” Elizabeth answered honestly, “and then everything disappeared. I’m having a little trouble remembering some details, honestly. Have we met?”

      The man still looked suspicious but he shook his head.

      “We have not. I do not even remember seeing you arrive. I am Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy. And you are?”

      Elizabeth reached out to shake his hand and he looked at her as if she had grown a second head on her shoulder, so she nervously pulled her hand back.

      “Bennet. Elizabeth Bennet. I work at The British Museum.”

      Mr. Darcy laughed but it wasn’t the kind of laugh that made Elizabeth believe anything was actually funny. When she simply stared at him, his laughter stopped and his brow furrowed.

      “You… work at The British Museum? I do not understand. What do you do there? Clean?”

      She may have been lost and utterly confused and have a splitting headache, but Elizabeth Bennet did not take kindly to people underestimating her skills or intelligence.

      “I beg your pardon, sir! I am a highly trained member of the Civil Service in the employ of The British Museum in the cataloguing department. And I would prefer if you didn’t degrade…”

      She was going to continue berating the man until she glanced down and saw the way he was dressed. It appeared as if Mr. Darcy was dressed for a regency themed costume party. Then Elizabeth peeked around him and saw everyone else was dressed much like him, even herself. What is going on?

      “Mr. Darcy… what year is this?”

      The gentleman laughed again but this time it was in surprise.

      “The year? It is 1813, miss. I think it might be best to summon the doctor.”

      Since she was confident she was going to pass out again, Elizabeth thought a doctor might be a good idea, after all.
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      “Perhaps it was the heat that caused your fainting spell, miss. Or did you simply have too much punch?” a tall man with a mustache asked Elizabeth in a condescending tone. She frowned at him and his cravat, which was almost bigger than his head.

      “It was neither, sir,” she answered firmly. “It was the surprise of well… oh, applesauce! No one is going to believe me anyway. What’s the point?”

      Everyone at the garden who had gathered around her to watch the commotion was staring at Elizabeth like she was an alien. She didn’t blame them; she knew the feeling as she stared right back at them. The only thing that didn’t seem foreign and frightening was the way Darcy was looking at her, and it brought her a bit of comfort. She needed it, given the strange situation.

      “Perhaps, it would be best if you went home, Miss Bennet,” Mr. Darcy said gently.

      “Believe me, Mr. Darcy, I’d like that very much, but I don’t have a home to go to right now, it seems,” Elizabeth answered as she looked around the garden and saw the London skyline. Some of it was familiar but for the most part, this wasn’t her London. Her flat may not even exist now.

      As everyone continued to look on in fascination, Darcy shook his head and stood up swiftly, which had the strange effect of causing the whole crowd to stand up a little straighter and step away. They were reacting to him as if he were an admiral in the King’s Navy.

      “Then you may stay at my home here in London until you have recuperated. The doctor will know where to locate you and my housekeeper can tend to your needs while you get well. I will leave soon for my home in the country, so you can use my home to rest until you are feeling better and remember where you live.”

      The doctor leaned over to Mr. Darcy and whispered loudly, so everyone could hear him as plain as day.

      “Darcy, it might be best if she is kept in the hospital. No one here knows this woman, including Lord Melville. She might be an unfortunate.”

      Elizabeth rolled her eyes. She’d read enough literature from the era to know that “unfortunate” covered all manner of sins. These people probably thought she was crazy. Who knows? she thought with a chuckle. Maybe they’re right.

      But Darcy maintained his firm stance and kept his eyes on Elizabeth, almost as if he were looking at her the same way she looked at him in the painting.

      “Nonsense. She is simply confused and confusion is not an illness that can be cured in one of your hospitals. Please give Lord Melville my apologies. Miss Bennet, come along. Mrs. Stone will tend to your needs,” he said as he gestured for her to stand. Even though she was afraid about what possible madness awaited
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