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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth Bennet smiled as she settled herself in the comfortable chair in the corner of her room. The letter from Jane had just been delivered. Her aunt and uncle had set off on their walk as planned, leaving her to enjoy the news from Longbourn.

      She had planned to savour the note, but soon found herself skimming greedily through Jane’s account of the various parties and engagements that had taken place since Elizabeth and her relations left to travel north.

      Elizabeth frowned as she came to the second part of the letter and saw it was dated days after the first. That in itself was not remarkable, given Jane’s relaxed nature. It was the urgent tone of it that made Lizzy’s heart race.

      
        
        Since writing the above, dearest Lizzy, something astonishing has occurred. I am sure you recall Lydia’s indignation when our father told her she could not travel to Brighton even if she was accompanied by an entire army of chaperones? Well, I must admit to having been surprised at the time, what with father’s general desire to be rid of our two younger sisters. I wondered at his resolve on the matter, but any misunderstanding on my part was cleared up for good this very afternoon.

        

      

      Elizabeth frowned, forcing herself not to scan ahead. Jane’s agitation was clear, and it worried her. She read on, feeling a lurching sense of something unpleasant and unexpected about to assail her.

      
        
        Oh, my dear Lizzy, it is shocking! Lydia received a letter from Mrs. Forster, for they have kept in touch ever since that lady left with the regiment. Previous missives have only served to heighten her ill-temper but this was a different matter entirely! Oh, you ought to have seen the transformation in her. It has been a long time since I saw her so worked up.

        You see, Mrs. Forster’s letter contained news of Mr. Wickham. Oh, Lizzy, my hand shakes as I write this to you. Do you recall my counsel to keep secret what Mr. Darcy had told you? I am so very glad you chose to do otherwise!

        

      

      Elizabeth gasped. She had agonised over the matter and had gone to her father in the strictest confidence. She had made him swear not to repeat the story to another soul, knowing the possible implications for Miss Darcy if word got out. She squeezed her eyes closed and read on, needing to know the great scandal that had so worked up her elder sister.

      
        
        Mr. Wickham has gone off with Miss Long! Heaven knows why—it is not like she has a great fortune or other circumstances to recommend her. But it is true. You recall Miss Long accompanied the colonel’s wife to Brighton when our father refused to allow Lydia to accompany her. Well, there you have it. You may well have saved our younger sister from a terrible fate, though I do of course have every sympathy for Mrs. Long. Lord knows, she only permitted her niece to travel to Brighton in the belief that Mrs. Forster would maintain a close watch on the girl. My dear, prudent, wonderful Lizzy. What a small price Lydia’s recent boredom and ill-temper was if it meant she was saved from such a future, for we both know her temperament and inclination towards folly.

        

      

      Elizabeth put down the sheets of notepaper and sighed. She felt nowhere near as triumphant as Jane’s praise suggested she should. Of course she was relieved for Lydia. Indeed, that relief ought to have justified her guilt at having broken Mr. Darcy’s confidence. But it did not. A sense of disquiet settled over her. She had spent the past few days in Mr. Darcy’s company and had begun to realise that her initial assessment of him was completely unjustified. Worse, his sister was a darling girl—so sweet and graceful and utterly without guile.

      She skimmed over her sister’s words again, telling herself she was being too pessimistic. After all, was it not possible that Jane had deduced her involvement without Mr. Bennet having revealed the truth to anyone? Elizabeth had, after all, confided in her elder sister when she first learnt the truth. Even if it were not so, she thought it possible that their father may have decided to share the truth with Jane whilst keeping it a secret from their mother and their other sisters. At least, Elizabeth hoped so.

      She stood and smoothed down her dress. It would not do to keep her aunt and uncle waiting any longer, especially after the kindness they had shown her on their journey to Derbyshire. Nor did she wish to be detained away from them for longer than was necessary—she enjoyed their company immensely.

      “You must not dwell on it,” she muttered to herself under her breath. “You took the appropriate action and papa is well aware of the need for discretion. He would not reveal such a scandalous tale to Lydia or mama.”

      Feeling better already, she moved towards the door, resolving to write to Jane in the afternoon and remind her of the need for discretion. She had barely reached the middle of the room when the door was opened by a servant and Mr. Darcy appeared.

      Panic rose up within her and the colour must have blanched from her face because he started in reaction to her appearance. Elizabeth turned to check that the incriminating letter from Longbourn had been stowed safely away from sight.

      “Good God! What is the matter?” he cried.

      She flushed, becoming conscious of how shocked her face must have looked. “I beg your pardon, Mr. Darcy. It is nothing. I have just received a letter from my sister and was preoccupied with the matter of catching up to my aunt and uncle, who have already commenced their walk.”

      He appeared relieved by this, but she gained no satisfaction from seeing that. She told herself that she must admit the truth and without delay.

      She found she could not. He looked at her with such gentleness and feeling that she could not bring herself to admit that she had betrayed his trust.

      “Aha,” he said, his eyes moving between her face and a spot on the wall behind her. “I had come to assure myself of your intention to join us at Pemberley later today. Let us hurry to find your aunt and uncle in that case. My steward assures me that the weather today shall be infinitely better than yesterday. Your uncle was disappointed with his catch yesterday and I cannot help but think he shall have better luck today.”

      “But Mr. Darcy…”

      He shook his head, seemingly set on his course. “No, I shall not hear a word of it. It is the least I can do when you would not accept my invitation to be my guests at Pemberley. Of course I must see to it that your party sees all of the many attraction this locale offers.”

      She smiled weakly. What sense was there in ruining her aunt and uncle’s enjoyment of Derbyshire? She would wait another day—she owed the Gardiners that much. “Thank you, Mr. Darcy. That is most kind of you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Blasted rain,” Darcy muttered, glancing out the window. “I had hoped you might get a chance to fish the east side of the lake today. My man assured me it would be fine for the rest of the day.”

      Mr. Gardiner shook his head. “Not at all, Mr. Darcy. I had a fine time yesterday. You must not worry on my account.”

      “It is a shame, indeed,” Miss Bingley simpered, glancing at Elizabeth’s uncle with disdain. “I don’t suppose there are many opportunities for fishing in Cheapside.”

      If Miss Bingley had been cold on previous occasions, she was positively frosty now. It was clear that she was rather unhappy about Elizabeth’s continued presence near Pemberley.

      “And when do you depart, Eliza? Heavens, it must be rather uncomfortable at that inn—or is it to your liking?”

      Elizabeth smiled. “It is perfectly adequate for us.”

      Darcy turned from the window. “I do not understand why you repeatedly turn down my invitations to stay here! I do not ask simply out of politeness. My sister would be delighted to have you stay here with us. As would…” he coughed. “I am sure I would be too.”

      Mrs. Gardiner glanced at her husband, a mischievous smile tugging at her lips. “Well, Lizzy? You can hardly turn down such a generous offer.”

      Elizabeth felt all of their eyes on her and it seemed as if the temperature in the room had risen significantly. She had been too proud to accept, not wanting to appear to take advantage of Mr. Darcy’s kindness. In truth, nothing would delight her more than a stay at Pemberley.

      “I am sure you have many other places to visit,” Miss Bingley cried, before Elizabeth had a chance to respond. The other young woman’s face was pink with indignation and there was no longer any doubt as to the reason for this.

      It was at that moment that Elizabeth remembered the hurt her sister Jane had felt as a result of the Bingley sisters’ appalling treatment of her in town. She smiled and for once set her pride aside. “I think we can all agree that Pemberley is the most wonderful place we have seen on our journey thus far.”

      At this, Mrs. Gardiner nodded effusively. “That it is. I cannot tell you how pleasant it has been to retrace my youth in this area. It has been wonderful.”

      “We would love to take up your kind offer, so long as it is not an inconvenience to you, Mr. Darcy.”

      On hearing this, Darcy’s face lit up almost as much as that of his sister, before he turned away and paced to the window.

      Miss Bingley’s reaction was notably different. “Are you sure, Eliza?” she spluttered. “After all, I am sure your dear uncle can only afford to take limited time away from his business.”

      Elizabeth bristled, but her aunt and uncle appeared not to have noticed the slight. If they had, they gave no indication of having done so. In the face of Miss Darcy’s evident joy, it was impossible for her to dwell on the unkind nature of the other two young ladies in the room. Had she agreed to Mr. Darcy’s generous invitation in spite of them or was there an altogether different reason for her acceptance of it? She liked to think it was the former, but glancing across the room at the master of Pemberley, she knew it was not the case. It was not in her nature to be spiteful, at least not for more than a fleeting moment. She could not help but admit that the prospect of spending more time with Darcy was rather more appealing than it might have seemed just months before.

      Oh, how she had disliked him when they first met!

      It was difficult to resist the urge to sigh with pleasure. “Thank you Mr. Darcy, Miss Darcy. That is most kind of you.”

      Darcy nodded curtly. “I shall have a servant sent for your things, if that is agreeable to you all.”

      Elizabeth and her relatives nodded effusively. What a kind host! Indeed, they were all so filled with warmth that none paid any more attention to the increasing distress of Miss Caroline Bingley, who appeared as if she might faint at any moment. For how could she possibly hurt them when they were there at the behest of Pemberley’s owner, who clearly held them all in the highest regard?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Oh, do slow down, Mr. Darcy,” Miss Bingley purred. It was the first dry morning in days and the party had opted to walk in the grounds of Pemberley directly after breakfast. Elizabeth marvelled at how they could take an entirely different route each day and encounter new wonders, despite having already walked extensively in the park.

      “It seems never-ending,” she gasped in awe, staring around at the neat rows of trees that were so precise it was difficult to believe they were real and not drawn in by some great painter. “And not just that, but everything is so perfect.”

      Miss Bingley caught up to them at last, appearing red-faced in the extreme. “Did you not hear me calling for you to slow down?”

      Darcy cast the most dismissive glance back at her without slowing his pace. “We are walking, Miss Bingley. Surely there is no need for us to march in step. We are not heading to war.”

      Miss Bingley’s eyes narrowed but she remained silent, appearing to have no reply. A slight smile teased her lips a moment later—not that her two companions paid any heed, being too busy enjoying their tranquil surroundings. “You seem entranced by the estate, Miss Bennet. I do hope you can manage your expectations. I would hate to see such a dear friend disappointed.”

      Elizabeth felt her cheeks redden. There could be no mistaking the other woman’s meaning. “Miss Bingley,” she whispered. “I was simply complimenting Mr. Darcy on his wonderful home.”

      “Of course.” The other woman’s smile was smug, as if she had caught Elizabeth out on a falsehood.

      Elizabeth glanced at Darcy, mortified beyond words. She might have pointed out that it was Miss Bingley who appeared bent on gaining Darcy’s estate, but what use was it? Besides, is there not an element of truth to her accusation, difficult as it is to believe? she asked herself. Had she not spent the past few nights awake in her chamber, imagining herself as mistress of this vast estate? She shook her head.

      “Oh,” Miss Bingley said, still hurrying to keep up with their naturally fast pace. “I must apologise. I did not mean to embarrass you.”

      Elizabeth could have laughed aloud at the absurdity of it. Her usual quick wit had been dampened by the very real knowledge that there was an uncomfortable truth in Miss Bingley’s words. She was saved from having to deny it, however, by Mr. Darcy.

      “You have not embarrassed her,” he said in his clipped way. “The only one you have embarrassed is yourself.”

      Miss Bingley cried out as if wounded, but soon recovered her countenance. Her voice, though, was not quite as assured as it had been just moments before. “Oh Darcy,” she tittered in a peculiar tone. “You must not joke like that. We young ladies are sensitive, are we not Eliza?”

      Elizabeth shrugged, her attention again captured by the view. She tried to ignore the great feeling of warmth that spread through her, but it was proving impossible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Lizzy, dear,” Mrs. Gardiner said, entering her niece’s room. “I wanted to ensure you had everything you needed for your toilette.”

      Elizabeth couldn’t help but smile—not that she had been able to do anything else since their walk earlier. “Is that so, aunt? There is no other reason for your concern?”

      Thankfully, Mrs. Gardiner appeared so curious that she dropped any further pretence. “Lizzy, I can bear it no longer. You led me to believe that this Mr. Darcy was a pompous, unlikeable man. You refused for days to accept his kind offer to stay here. I found it puzzling, but then our walk earlier…”

      Elizabeth smiled. “Ah yes. I hope, dear aunt, that your legs are not fatigued. Your pace was far slower than I have come to expect of you.”

      “Dear, Lizzy.” Mrs. Gardiner smiled, sitting on the edge of the bed. “I felt it was my duty to intervene and allow you some time to talk alone. It appears others within our party seem bent on preventing that from happening.

      “I like your Mr. Darcy very much and there is no question as to his means. Now, you must tell me what on earth went on between the two of you. I must say, your uncle and I lingered a little too far behind—but not so far that we could miss the wide smiles that lit up both your countenances. And I daresay Miss Darcy seemed eager to leave you two alone even though she has rarely passed up the opportunity to spend an hour in your company.”

      Elizabeth glanced down at her hands—so giddy was she that she could barely trust herself to speak coherently. “Oh, aunt. I know not what to tell you. I fear I am a silly fool. Miss Bingley certainly thinks so.”

      “Nonsense. That woman barely gets any notice from Mr. Darcy when you are around him.”

      Elizabeth glanced up and was surprised to find her aunt frowning. “What is it?”

      “You must see, my dear, that he feels strongly for you.”

      Elizabeth sighed. She could scarcely work out her own feelings, let alone convey them to someone else. “I do not know,” she said at last. “It appears Miss Bingley is bent on attracting his attention. I do not like it. I cannot claim that I have not seen how she watches me when we are together.”

      At this, Mrs. Gardiner threw her head back and laughed, before quickly regaining her composure. “Oh, Lizzy. I have seen it countless times.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I have seen this very thing before. I do not doubt that Miss Bingley had every intention of securing Darcy and his income, but she is now coming to realise that she is supplanted in his affections by another. Why do you think she is allowing her anger and malice to be seen so plainly?”

      “Indeed. I suppose that is true now you mention it. Certainly, her remarks today lacked the subtlety and finesse of previous attempts to belittle.”

      “There you have it,” Mrs. Gardiner said, stroking her niece’s hair. “You see? She is powerless in the face of Darcy’s love for you.”

      The strength of her aunt’s feeling made Elizabeth laugh and blush at once. “Oh aunt Gardiner! You must not say such things!”

      “It is the truth!”

      “I might have expected such a sentiment from my mother or my aunt Philips! But you? Why, nothing is settled!”

      “Oh, Lizzy! Ah, I suppose you are right. It is simply that you seem extraordinarily well suited. I want to ensure that stubborn pride does not stand in the way of an advantageous marriage.”
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth descended the stairs the next morning, barely able to keep her excitement to herself. If her usually-calm aunt could become so worked up about Darcy’s softening attitude towards her, then how could Elizabeth herself continue to deny the truth of it. It baffled her and heartened her by turn—how could an association that had begun with such enmity turn into love? But it appeared that was exactly what had happened. She smiled to herself—even if it were true, it seemed unlikely that Darcy would ever gain the freedom to tell her, given the ever-watchful eyes of Miss Bingley. That young lady had used every excuse to try and keep them apart.

      Ah, Elizabeth thought. Sure enough, Miss Bingley was already in the drawing room, despite the early hour. Elizabeth remembered from their stay at Netherfield that Miss Bingley and her sister seldom rose before breakfast, and even then they sat for that meal rather late by country standards.

      “Good morning, Eliza,” Miss Bingley trilled.

      Elizabeth smiled. She saw little sense in maintaining a grudge, nor was it in her nature to do so. “Miss Bingley. It is another pleasant morning, is it not? I daresay we shall be forced to entertain ourselves. No doubt the men will wish to go fishing.”

      “Indeed,” Miss Bingley said, smiling widely.

      Too widely, Elizabeth could not help but reflect. For it appeared that Miss Bingley’s spirits were almost completely restored. She swallowed her wariness. After all, had Miss Bingley not attempted many times to sway Darcy against her, seemingly with little success? Elizabeth decided she ought to be happy—a good spirited Miss Bingley would make a far more pleasant companion, after all.

      “A letter for you, Miss Bennet.”

      Elizabeth took the letter and smiled at the sight of her elder sister’s handwriting. “Thank you.”

      “Ah, a letter,” Miss Bingley said gaily. “I received a letter this morning.”

      They did not usually converse about such ordinary things as letters—Miss Bingley had declared such talk banal. Elizabeth did not notice the discrepancy, however—she was too excited about the letter. So soon! At best, Jane was an unreliable writer. Elizabeth had responded to her sister’s last letter at her earliest convenience, but she had not expected a response so soon.

      She stared at the envelope, longing to open it and read but not wishing to do so in Miss Bingley’s presence. She sat and secreted it in her sleeve to read later when she was alone.

      “Ah yes,” Miss Bingley said, still smiling. “It was a most interesting note indeed.”

      “I am pleased,” Elizabeth murmured, itching to hurry upstairs and devour Jane’s news from Longbourn. Oh, she well knew that it was likely to contain the same news as always, for everyone in her family was rather set in their ways. But that did not matter a jot to her—she missed her family and longed to hear the latest from them.

      Elizabeth forgot about her letter for a moment and subtly watched Miss Bingley. There was something about her demeanour; something triumphant. And she was far cheerier than usual, especially for such an early hour.

      Darcy’s arrival distracted her thoughts. She watched as he hurried into the room, his eyes seeming to seek hers out and linger upon them as if they were the only two people in the room. He appeared to realise this soon after, and shook his head—ever the polite host.

      “Miss Elizabeth. Miss Bingley.”

      Elizabeth bowed her head. “Mr. Darcy. It is a fine morning.”

      “It is. I fancy we shall walk by the lakeside. The breeze is quite exquisite on fine days like this.”

      She nodded. He had directed that statement solely to her. “You shall not go fishing?”

      “No, I think a walk would be pleasant. Will you join me?”

      “Oh, of course!” Miss Bingley cried. The other two glanced at her, seemingly united in their surprise at finding her in such good spirits. Elizabeth certainly had not expected it—Miss Bingley joined them on any excursion out of the grand old house, but she had never expressed any pleasure at the prospect of doing so.

      Finally, something shifted in Elizabeth’s mind. Miss Bingley had a plan—or, at least, she had shrugged off the sense of defeat that had seemed to linger over her in recent days. There was no longer the air of the dangerous wounded animal about her. If anything, she had regained her old sense of superiority and malice. Elizabeth watched her as subtly as she could while the others filed into the room to join them.

      Soon, however, her attention was distracted away by Darcy. How could it not be? She could scarcely believe she had formed such a terrible first impression of the man. Throughout their stay, he had not just been immensely kind and attentive to her, he had treated her aunt and uncle with such care and respect that it seemed as if he was an entirely different man to the one she had first met at the Meryton assembly.

      Dare I believe that his feelings for me have not changed since our time together in Kent? she thought, urging herself not to hope. Any resistance she had felt as a result of his involvement in Jane’s unhappiness, she realised, had dissipated. She loved him: she could no longer deny it to herself. The question was, did he feel the same?

      With Darcy’s eyes finding their way to hers throughout the meal, Elizabeth soon forgot Miss Bingley’s unusual mood. All thoughts of Jane’s letter, which she would otherwise have treasured, were also forgotten.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “My brother is very fond of you,” Miss Darcy whispered as they walked out of the house arm-in-arm.

      Elizabeth had been greatly surprised by the speed with which Georgiana Darcy shed her outward appearance of shyness. The two young women got along immensely well and Elizabeth held her in high esteem despite having only known her a matter of days. Still, despite their burgeoning friendship, Elizabeth was surprised by the girl’s candour when it came to her brother’s feelings.

      “Oh you must not say such things,” she said with a laugh. “Imagine how your brother would react!”

      Her tone may have been light and jovial, but it hid the flip of Elizabeth’s stomach and the quickening of her pulse. It appeared as if they were accelerating towards something significant—even her reasonable mind could no longer form any other conclusion.

      I must write to Jane, she thought suddenly, feeling guilty for not sharing her thoughts with her sister. There simply had not been enough time what with their walks and little plays in the evenings. Elizabeth had always preferred her own company to the enforced joviality of a large crowd, but she felt differently about their little assembly at Pemberley. It was not just because of the presence of the Gardiners, but she had realised to her delight that her temperament was not dissimilar to that of the Darcys. The siblings shared a wonderful reserve that was not unfriendly, as such; they simply did not see the need to speak when they had nothing to speak about. Elizabeth Bennet had never felt more at home with anyone than she did with them.

      Jane’s letter, she thought dreamily, patting the bulge in her sleeve.

      But dear Georgiana was grabbing her arm and dragging her forwards to catch up with Darcy on some pretext or other, and Elizabeth told herself that she would make time to read the letter and write a long, thoughtful response once they returned to the house.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you like it?” Darcy asked, casting a sideways glance at her.

      “It is a little small, of course.”

      He spun on his heels. “Small? Whatever do you mean, Miss Elizabeth? It is the largest estate in Derbyshire!”

      She could not help but smile at his consternation. “If that is truly the case, then why does it concern you what I think of it? Surely its size speaks for itself.”

      The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Miss Elizabeth, you are impossible.”

      “I could not resist, Mr. Darcy,” she whispered, smiling up at him and feeling as if her heart might burst from happiness. “I was teasing, of course. It is the most wonderful place I have ever seen in my life. But you must know that, of course.”

      “Of course. But I… it pleases me to hear you say it. Miss Elizabeth, I—”

      At first, Elizabeth thought that a stray horse had bolted between them, such was the force that impacted them suddenly. She had already put up her arms to protect herself when she realised that it was no wild horse, but a rather wild Miss Bingley, whose face was twisted into a strange grin.

      “There you two are. My goodness, why would you not wait? Dear Georgiana was just showing me the orchard. I said we ought to catch up with you two; to spare your good names! Is it not a beautiful day! How the sun shines!”

      Elizabeth stifled a smile on seeing the look of consternation on Darcy’s face. Now that she knew him better, she had learnt to read the changing emotions on his face. She found it heartening that he was unable to conceal his feelings, though he did try to do so when it was called for.

      “Miss Bingley,” he muttered. “Thank you for your… concern.”

      Caroline Bingley glanced from one of them to the other, taking care not to move away from Darcy and allow Elizabeth to regain her place beside him. For the rest of their walk, Elizabeth satisfied herself with walking alongside her aunt and attempting to quell that woman’s excitement about what she felt was Elizabeth’s imminent engagement. For once, Elizabeth felt like a hypocrite—how could she try to quell Mrs. Gardiner’s excitement when the self-same thoughts and hopes floated through her own mind?

      There is a time for such giddy optimism, and it is certainly not before an engagement has been settled.

      “Miss Bingley would not be detained,” Miss Darcy whispered, catching up to them when they paused to admire the view from a high point on the land. The lake shimmered in the sunlight and the great house could just be seen peeking through the trees. It was impossible to feel anything other than warm and happy when faced with such a perfect scene.

      Elizabeth could only shake her head in disbelief. Was it possible? It seemed the whole world was conspiring to see her engaged to Darcy—first her aunt and then his own sister. How could she worry about Caroline Bingley in the face of such encouragement?
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      It was a long, meandering walk, and Elizabeth was exhausted by the time they returned to Pemberley. They had all resolved to rest before dinner and that was her intention too, but she forgot that plan once she retired to her room and remembered Jane’s letter.

      “Should I wait until Darcy has put the question to me? There seems little sense in replying to Jane and then…” she trailed off, immediately feeling foolish for presuming such a thing. But her mind was full of such thoughts. She shook her head, as if trying to clear it of silliness.

      She tore open the letter and smiled as her eyes skimmed over her sister’s neat handwriting. All was in order in Longbourn and their father had even relaxed a little when it came to allowing Lydia and Kitty to venture out. Elizabeth shook her head. It appeared the memory of Mr. Wickham’s wicked act had already faded, at least as far as her father was concerned.

      Elizabeth’s sense of ease disappeared when she read the next line.

      
        
        Oh my dear Lizzy,

        I am afraid I cannot reassure you when it comes to the matter you have asked about. You see, you are correct in thinking that I suspected you had told father about Wickham’s true nature. He did not break your confidence.

        To me, at least.

        I do not know the full details, but suffice it to say that our mother suspected papa knew something he was not telling her. He confided to me that he had felt compelled to tell her in order to restore the peace.

        So there it is. I wish I could tell you that she has cooperated with his request for discretion, but you well know what our mother is like.

        

      

      Elizabeth’s stomach lurched with unease. She read on, unable to absorb the words fast enough. Surely her mother understood the importance of discretion when her daughter had promised it to the gentleman in question?

      
        
        I’m afraid mama has taken to telling everyone she meets, with the obvious exception of Mrs. Long, whom everyone in town is avoiding as a result of her misfortune. It is just foul luck that papa did not think to falsify the name of the people involved in the tale. Our only consolation, my dear Lizzy, is that it is unlikely to get back to Mr. Darcy, for whom does he keep in correspondence with from our little area of the country?

        

      

      His aunt is the patroness of Lady Lucas’s son-in-law, Elizabeth wanted to scream, but there was no sense in it. After all, it would only disturb her aunt or the other guests. She smiled, but there was no humour in it. If only Miss Bingley knew what had happened—that young lady would no longer feel threatened, Elizabeth felt sure.

      The letter moved onto the subject of Mary’s singing, but Elizabeth could no longer absorb the words. It felt as if all the air had left the room; that the happiness of the past few days had been nothing more than a fancy on her part.

      Worse, it was her own fault. Why had she not simply admitted to Darcy that she had told her father? He would have understood—she felt sure of it.

      It was not like Elizabeth to become flustered, but she found herself rising and hurrying along the hallway to her aunt’s room. Mrs. Gardiner’s face fell as soon as she saw Elizabeth.

      “Come in, Lizzy. Quickly.”

      Elizabeth hurried inside, aware that she had alarmed her aunt and not possessing the spirit to reassure her that nothing was wrong.

      “What is it, my dear?”

      Elizabeth held up the letter. “It is… it is… oh, aunt, I have been so foolish. I broke a confidence and believed myself justified in doing so. I should have known that secrets have a way of surfacing.” She explained the story as briefly as she could to her aunt’s growing astonishment.

      “I had no idea!”

      “I know,” Elizabeth said miserably. “Nobody did. We all thought Wickham was a perfect gentleman until I read Darcy’s letter and found out the truth.” Even saying it aloud to another person made her feel guilty—after all, she was betraying Darcy’s confidence once again.

      Mrs. Gardiner seemed to read her thoughts without her needing to speak them aloud. “Lizzy, you must not speak so harshly of yourself. You acted in the best interests of your family. He will understand, surely, if the matter gets out…”

      Elizabeth cringed. “But that’s the problem! Jane is confident that it won’t travel farther than Hertfordshire, but she forgets that his aunt lives a little over a mile from Charlotte and Mr. Collins. If I know mama, Lady Lucas will have been the first person she shared this with. And Lady Lucas loves a good story almost as much as my mother does! It is impossible. It will travel back to him and he will think me a wicked gossip. I…”

      “No,” Mrs. Gardiner said firmly. “I shall write to her, by express, and urge her to keep the matter to herself.”

      “That shall be easier said than done.”

      “I know your mother. I shall not ask her to keep the matter quiet; rather I shall invent a new story to capture her interest. She will have forgotten this whole matter within hours.”

      “I fail to see how. This is quite the scandal. After all, she dislikes Mr. Darcy so the tale will have particular appeal to her because of that.”

      Mrs. Gardiner’s eyes glistened with mischief. “Then I shall just have to think of a more dramatic tale. And I believe I have just the thing. I shall tell her you are mere days away from becoming engaged to Mr. Darcy.”

      Elizabeth coughed in surprise. “You will tell her what? She does not even know we are at Pemberley—we agreed it was best not to tell her.”

      “Exactly. We did not tell her because we know how excited she would become and we worried that she would tell every single soul in Hertfordshire. Now… Mr. Darcy’s aunt. Is this the lady you described to me when you called on us in Gracechurch Street in the spring? She was rather formidable and difficult if it is the same lady I remember you speaking of.”

      Elizabeth nodded.

      “Wonderful.”

      At this, Elizabeth could not help but gasp in surprise. “Wonderful? I hardly think so. Surely that makes it even worse.”

      Her aunt smiled. “Ah, it is not so. You see, if his aunt has heard the first tale, only something equally or more shocking will serve to wipe it from her mind. What better way to do that than to make her ladyship believe her nephew is about to become engaged to a young lady of more modest means?”

      Elizabeth shook her head, marvelling at her aunt’s scheme. For a long while, she did not know what to say. Finally, she smiled. “On any other occasion, I would have said you were quite mad. But now… I suppose we do not have any other option. Will it not reflect terribly on my character?”

      “We can blame it on idle gossip and speculation,” Mrs. Gardiner said resolutely.

      Elizabeth could think of no further objection to the strange scheme. Not only that, but to her amazement she felt better already. She sighed with relief. “Thank you, aunt Gardiner.”

      “Do not mention it, my dear. Now go. I shall write to your mother. You must concentrate on your toilette. It may turn out to be an important evening for you both.”

      “Thank you. I shall tell him the truth as soon as I find him alone.”

      “And he will not blame you for it, my darling. You acted with the best of intentions. What man could not respect that? Certainly no gentleman I know.”

      Elizabeth left her aunt’s bedchamber feeling reassured. After all, it appeared as if she had saved one of her younger sisters from a scandalous future. Jane’s most recent letter mentioned that there had been no sightings of the runaways on the road to Scotland and the commonly-held belief in Meryton was that they had not eloped at all, but gone to London.

      Elizabeth shook her head, feeling a fool. Now that they had formulated a solution for her own problem, she could not help but feel sorry for Miss Long. She had always seemed like such a nice, sensible girl.

      “I hope he marries her,” she muttered, as she returned to her own room with a growing sense of anticipation about the events of that evening. Soon she had forgotten all about Wickham as she tried to think of the best way to admit to Darcy that she had broken his confidence, but with the best of intentions.

      Before he asks me to marry him, she decided. She did not want their union to be tainted in any way.
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      Spirits were high in all quarters that evening. Even Mrs. Hurst appeared livelier than usual, whispering conspiratorially with her sister at any opportunity. Elizabeth ignored them and focussed her attentions on the Darcys, who appeared to be locked into some kind of competition as to which one could look on Elizabeth more favourably. She was only able to relax completely, however, when her aunt slipped into the room, apologised for her poor timekeeping and shot the slightest affirmative nod in Elizabeth’s direction.

      So it was done. Elizabeth was almost giddy with relief, though she cringed at the thought of her friends in Meryton believing whatever tall tale her aunt had concocted.

      “Well this is rather a special feast,” Mrs. Hurst commented as dinner was served. She looked around the table, frowning dramatically. “Have I missed something? Is there to be a late addition to our party?”

      Darcy smiled in his usual tight way—the way Elizabeth had come to love. “No. We are all present.”

      “Ah, but you spoil us, Mr. Darcy!”

      He made no response to this, catching Elizabeth’s eye as he looked away. Ah, how did I come to judge him to be as pompous as Miss Bingley and her sister when they could not be more unalike? she wondered for the umpteenth time. She had so readily dismissed him and now she knew there was much more to him than his outward appearance of disdain for all around him!

      Elizabeth glanced up and was startled to find Miss Bingley watching her intently, with that same enigmatic smile playing at her lips.

      “Are you enjoying the food, Eliza?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Immensely.” To Darcy she said: “it really is wonderful, thank you, Mr. Darcy.”

      Miss Bingley tossed her head in the way Elizabeth had seen many times at Netherfield. “I expect you will find the food exceptionally bland when you return to Longbourn.”

      “I expect not, Miss Bingley. I do not know about you, but I hardly think it is good for a young lady to dine so richly every evening. Mr. Darcy has said it himself that this is a particularly rich meal.”

      “It is indeed,” he agreed quickly, smiling at her across the table.

      “Ah and you are in agreement. How lovely,” Miss Bingley whispered, almost to herself.

      They fell quiet for a time. It was Miss Bingley who broke the silence again. “You are lucky, Miss Darcy, to have a brother who provides for you quite so well.”

      Darcy bristled at the same time as his younger sister broke into a wide smile and looked at him with an expression of pure adoration.

      “I am,” Georgiana said happily. “He is so kind and good you would be astonished.”

      “I act as any attentive brother might, Miss Bingley. I daresay Charles treats you remarkably well.”

      “He does,” Miss Bingley said ponderously. “It is a pity his business called him away from here so unexpectedly. I know he will be sorely disappointed to have missed Miss Eliza.”

      “He is due to return before the end of the week, is he not?”

      Miss Bingley would only smile and nod in response. It was then that Elizabeth’s sense of alarm overcame the thick blanket of love and happiness that had numbed her senses. There was something wrong—Miss Bingley was far too serene. Alarmed, she glanced towards the other end of the table, but her aunt was now deep in conversation with Georgiana. Mr. Gardiner smiled kindly at her, but of course he had no clue as to the misgivings she had earlier shared with her aunt.

      For once I wish my aunt Gardiner was as indiscreet as her sister in law! Elizabeth thought desperately, before urging herself to calm down. I am being silly. It is simply my nerves—that is only natural when I am anticipating such an important event.

      But as much as she reasoned and rationalised, Elizabeth Bennet could not shake the sense that Miss Bingley still had a card up her sleeve—a card that would deal a fatal blow to Elizabeth.
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      “Ah, there you are,” Mrs. Gardiner smiled, getting to her feet as Mr. Darcy and Mr. Hurst entered the drawing room not long after the ladies themselves.

      Darcy nodded, catching Elizabeth’s eye as he did so. She glanced away, flustered. There were so many people around them—she could not see how they might possibly find a moment alone.

      Then a curious thing happened. A look passed between sister and brother and the usually reserved Georgiana jumped to her feet.

      “I shall play, if you like,” she announced, making her way to the pianoforte. The tremor in her voice was plain, yet she proceeded anyway.

      Elizabeth stared after her in surprise and was about to follow her to take a seat closer to the instrument when she caught Darcy’s eye. Something in his look made her pause and linger where she was while the rest of the party moved closer to the instrument to listen to the sweet voice of the young lady of the house. Elizabeth cast a guilty look back towards Georgiana, wishing to offer support and encouragement to her young friend.

      Stranger still, Miss Darcy was watching her closely as she rifled through the book of music. A smile spread across her young face and she jerked her head almost imperceptibly from side-to-side. When Elizabeth turned back to Darcy, she found he was smiling too.

      A ball of nervous energy seemed to bolt through her body. So this is it, she thought feverishly. This is the moment. And I worried I would not have a second chance.

      Almost shaking with excitement or nervousness, Elizabeth sat back down in her place on the sofa and was joined by Darcy just as Georgiana began to play. Elizabeth closed her eyes. Darcy was sitting on the other side of the sofa but she fancied she could feel the warmth of his skin on hers. When she opened her eyes, she found he was still watching her with a slightly perplexed look on his face. Her heart somersaulted with love. He opened his mouth to speak and she had to force herself to hold back the one word she had been desperate to tell him for days now.

      Yes.

      Yes.

      But it was not Darcy’s voice that issued forth, but Miss Bingley’s. Elizabeth jerked her head around to see what had caused that young lady to jump to her feet. She saw, to her astonishment, that Miss Bingley did not look alarmed but jubilant.

      “Before we start—oh, I am sorry, Miss Darcy. But it is so early for music don’t you think?”

      Miss Darcy looked too dumbfounded to even speak. A moment later, Darcy was on his feet.

      “What is the meaning of this, Miss Bingley? My dear sister was playing. If you are so eager to play you should have mentioned something. Lord knows it has taken long enough for her to feel comfortable playing in front of a crowd, I—” he stopped, looking penitent as if he had revealed more than he had intended to.

      “Oh Mr. Darcy,” Miss Bingley cried, hand to her heart. “I am so terribly sorry. But it is such ghastly news, I felt I had better share it. Heaven forbid any of us here should fall foul to such a treacherous act as I learned of today. We must educate ourselves, as awful as that is.”

      There was a murmur of surprise around the room. Mrs. Hurst appeared the most surprised, and this made Elizabeth almost weak with suspicion. It was clear that Mrs. Gardiner had had a similar thought. She was on her feet in seconds, hurrying the short distance to Caroline Bingley’s side.

      “My darling Miss Bingley! It seems you have taken a turn. Come, I shall help you to your room. It has been a long day for you, after all.”

      “Oh no, Mrs. Gardiner! It is most kind of you, but I feel perfectly fine, I assure you! Not that the same can be said of the poor wretch at the centre of the tale I heard today. Oh, I must warn you all. Particularly you, Mr. Darcy, as the guardian of such a darling girl. You see, there are people out there who…” she pursed her lips and shook her head.

      “What is it, Miss Bingley? You must speak up,” Darcy spat. “Is someone in trouble?”

      Miss Bingley clasped her hands together and shook her head. “Perhaps it is not my place to say…”

      “Speak,” Darcy commanded. “If someone is in danger, as you say, then we must know of it.”

      “Very well,” she said piously. “But you see, I hesitate to share it. Discretion is important, I feel. Without it, a lady is nothing more than—”

      “Go on.”

      Miss Bingley sighed as if the whole matter was weighing heavily on her heart. “I learnt of it only this morning. It concerns a young lady of fortune and that young man we spoke of last week. You remember, the fellow from the regiment that was quartered at Meryton.” She looked up, eyes sorrowful. “Wickham, I believe his name was.”

      Behind her, Miss Darcy winced visibly. Her hands slammed on the keys of the delicate instrument and the dramatic sound shocked them all; all except for Elizabeth who was frozen to the spot with fear and dread.

      “Yes, George Wickham,” Miss Bingley continued, as if she had been struggling to remember his name. “Well, I have had confirmation of his terrible character. You did well to leave his company, Miss Bennet. You see, a friend in Hertfordshire told a friend in London that that young man attempted to deceive the poor young lady. He wished to marry her purely for her fortune. It is only good luck that allowed her elder brother to intervene on her behalf. Can you imagine? Apparently she was not yet sixteen when it happened and—” Miss Bingley stopped and stared at the rapidly departing figure of Miss Darcy, who had stood to flee the room without a word to any of them. “Oh, Miss Darcy, I am sorry. But is it not better to be forewarned of such villains? Correct me if I am wrong, Mr. Darcy—I simply feel a sisterly obligation to dear Georgiana to warn her of such people. Though from what I hear, the young man has now eloped with a young woman of modest means from Meryton.”

      “Where did you hear such a tale?” Darcy was no longer looking at any of them—his thunderous gaze was fixed on the door, through which his sobbing sister had departed.

      Miss Bingley shrugged. “My friend Sophia. She heard it from a friend in Hertfordshire.”

      “Idle gossip, then.”

      “Apparently not,” Miss Bingley said, shaking her head and looking to all the world like an earnest, protective older sister. “Sophia insists the brother himself told an acquaintance of his who lives in the area. I do not yet know his name, but my friend is very well connected so no doubt we will know more soon enough.” She smiled and bowed. “Excuse me, I must attend to my dear friend and explain that such is the way of the world. She will be comforted to know that such a thing could never happen to her. She is lucky to have you as a brother.”

      Miss Bingley hurried from the room, closely followed by her sister.
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      For a moment, Mr. Darcy stood absolutely still as if rooted to the spot by some unseen anchor. Then he slowly began to turn around.

      “Mr. Darcy, I—” Elizabeth started, trying desperately to fight back the sense of nausea that threatened to overcome her.

      “I must attend to my sister,” he snapped before hurried out and slamming the door closed behind him.

      Elizabeth stared after him in stunned silence as her aunt reached her side. A silent look passed between them.

      “Come, Lizzy. It must be shocking to hear of such events occurring so close to home. We shall retire, Edward. I shall see Lizzy to bed and speak with her until she is calm enough to sleep. It is a terrible shock for a young lady.”
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you, aunt.”

      Mrs. Gardiner shook her head, the picture of gravity. “Who knows, that might have been the moment that Mr. Hurst chose to pay attention to his surroundings and report back what was said around him.”

      “I appreciate your caution.” Elizabeth hugged her knees to her chest. Now was no time to feel sorrow on her own account, but she could not help it. “I knew it, aunt Gardiner. I knew Miss Bingley had some scheme in play, but I was too… too…”

      “I know, my darling,” her aunt said, pulling Elizabeth close and stroking her hair as she wept. “It seems we have underestimated her.”

      “We underestimated the speed at which my mother’s tale spread.”

      Mrs. Gardiner sighed. “No doubt Miss Bingley had instructed her friend to pay close attention to any news from Hertfordshire that could damage you. I have no doubt that she is capable of such malice. I must admit, it is a remarkably clever scheme. Oh, please do not look at me like that—it is as odious as it is clever. Is there any possibility that some other acquaintance of Darcy shared the story?”

      “No,” Elizabeth said immediately, thinking back to Darcy’s letter. It was too raw, too painful for him. It hurt her like a knife to think he had trusted her enough to reveal such a painful secret. “I must go to them. I must explain.”

      Her aunt held her tighter. “No, my darling. You must not. It has been a great shock for Miss Darcy. You would be playing into Caroline Bingley’s scheme if you hurry to Miss Darcy’s quarters. Do not make yourself the villain in all of this.”

      “But I am,” she whispered, shaking her head.

      “You are not, my dear. You are not.”

      “I don’t know how you can sound so sure, aunt. After all, I am the villain of Miss Bingley’s tale.”

      “There now,” Mrs. Gardiner soothed. “It will all be resolved in the morning. The situation is too fraught now. You are too upset.”

      “Did you see how he looked at me? There was such anger in his eyes! And why am I surprised by that? I did betray him, after all.”

      “You must not say such things.”

      “It is true! He must think me a cruel person. If Caroline Bingley’s story is to be believed, I spread the news of Miss Darcy and Wickham as if it were little more than a trifling amusement.”

      Mrs. Gardiner rose and began to pace the room. “I shall speak to him. I am riled up by this, of course, but I am objective. He must know you had only good motives.”

      “No, no, no!” Elizabeth sobbed, shocking even herself with the height of her passion. “Do you not see? If you go, then it is proof that I have shared the story with yet another person. He shall think me even more indiscreet.”

      A long silence opened up between them, before Mrs. Gardiner finally conceded. “It is possible.”

      “Then what hope is there?” Elizabeth pushed up off the bed and paced to the window. Far from bringing her joy, the sight of the moonlit grounds of Pemberley now filled her with a sense of regret, the likes of which she had never felt before. She bit her lip—she resented herself for feeling like a victim when all of this was her own doing. “I should have told him the truth when I had the chance. And I should have anticipated the consequences of telling my father. For all I know, Lydia would have been perfectly safe in Brighton. She is surprisingly resilient despite her silly nature.”

      “Now, Lizzy,” her aunt said, coming to her side with a melancholy sigh. “I do not like to see you like this. Matters will resolve themselves—they have a habit of doing so.”

      Elizabeth swallowed, finally gaining control over the uncharacteristic self-pity that had almost overcome her. “It is true,” she murmured, clearing her throat. She had seen the path she must take and a degree of resolve now flooded through her. “I was being foolish, dear aunt. Go. It is getting late.”

      “Are you sure? I do not want to leave you when you are upset.”

      Elizabeth spun around. “Yes. Thank you for your concern, but I am fine now. It was just a momentary thing. It shall all be resolved in the morning.”

      Mrs. Gardiner looked sceptical at first, but finally she nodded and patted Elizabeth’s shoulder before moving to the door. “Very well, my darling. Sleep well and I shall see you in the morning. You are right—it appears catastrophic now but all shall be resolved.”

      “Yes,” Elizabeth said, looking away. She could not look into her aunt’s eyes and lie, and she knew very well that she would not see them come the morning.

      For she would be long gone.
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      Elizabeth had never been one to sneak from the house—not like her younger sisters—but she had some experience of leaving Longbourn House at daybreak without waking the rest of her family. With this in mind, she quenched her lamp soon after she had written two letters, in order to give the appearance of having gone to sleep. She did not undress, however, and instead of retiring to bed she instead paced the room using the moonlight as a guide to avoid the ornate heirloom furniture. It was a half-moon and a relatively cloudless night, she noted to her satisfaction. Now all she had to do was wait until the rest of the household was asleep.

      That was difficult in a place like Pemberley, which was so vast it was impossible to hear the movements of the occupants of different wings. With a pang of guilt, she concluded that the rest of their party had probably retired early, exhausted from the heightened emotional events of the evening.

      “That poor girl,” she whispered, remembering the expression on dear Georgiana’s face when Miss Bingley had shared her news.

      Surely Miss Bingley must have known the exact details of the tale, but how could she be so cruel to a girl she professed to be so fond of? Elizabeth could not understand it, but she had no hesitation in believing it. She had borne witness to Miss Bingley’s schemes before. In a way, it was a final confirmation of Darcy’s affections for Elizabeth, if such confirmation had been needed: Caroline Bingley had felt her prospects so threatened that she had resorted to grievously injuring the sister of the man she wished to ensnare.

      Elizabeth paused at the window and gripped the drapes as she imagined Miss Bingley’s tearful insistence to Darcy that she had no idea that the story related to Georgiana; that she was dreadfully sorry and how she would do all in her power to prevent the wicked tale from spreading further.

      “Enough,” Elizabeth muttered, making fists of her hands. “There is no use in dwelling on the matter. It is done now. And it is time.”

      It was a risky plan, she was the first to admit it. It was not an exceptionally long walk to Lambton—not by her standards anyway—but it would be more difficult at night, no matter how bright the moon. She had decided to depart at daybreak, but now she felt she could not even wait another moment.

      From the inn, she would arrange for transport south to Hertfordshire. Oh, it was not at all a dignified or safe way for a young lady to travel, but she was desperate. She could not stand to see the anger and recrimination in Darcy’s eyes if she remained at Pemberley for another day, not after she had seen the great love and kindness in them throughout her stay at Pemberley. No, she preferred to keep that happy memory of him intact—she would take the punishment for her indiscretion and she would take it without complaint.

      She padded across the floor and opened the door, taking care to avoid the floorboard closest to it. It squeaked and she did not want anyone alerted to her presence. She stepped over the threshold and closed the door carefully behind her. She walked along the corridor, glad now that the great house was vast enough so that guests were accommodated in a separate wing to the Darcys. There was little likelihood of her bumping into Fitzwilliam Darcy now. She stepped carefully, glad of the thick Persian runner that ran the length of the hallway to the vast ornate staircase, whose twin descended on the other side from the main wing of the house.

      Without dwelling on the matter, she placed the two letters she had written on the small table in the hallway, where she was sure the housekeeper would come upon them when she rose at dawn. Rather than open the huge main doors of the house and risk drawing attention to herself, she opted to steal through to the back of the house and exit through a small service door at the back.

      “Farewell, Pemberley,” she whispered, as she hurried away from the building towards the cover of the trees that lined the gravel driveway.
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      Once she was outside, Elizabeth realised how fortunate she had been with the weather. Not only was it a bright night, but it had not rained for two days. The ground was dry and firm, allowing her to take a short-cut across the fields she had learned of on one of their walks. It pained her to retrace their steps alone and with such finality, but she refused to dwell on such thoughts. They would not help her now and there was no sense in doing so.

      She focussed all her energies on remembering the way to Lambton and maintaining as fast a pace as possible. It was not yet four in the morning, according to the antique grandfather clock in the great hall at Pemberley, which meant she had plenty of time, but she still did not wish to dawdle. With any luck, she would reach the inn in time to catch the first coach to leave. She would be on the way to Hertfordshire before anyone stirred.

      Soon she passed the lake, still and eerie in the moonlight. They had walked past it a number of times. She would miss not just Darcy, but his sister too. Miss Darcy was a fine young woman. With any luck, Elizabeth hoped, Miss Bingley would see fit to keep the story of Georgiana’s past to herself. Of course, if she became Mrs. Darcy, Miss Bingley would have more incentive to do so.

      “No,” Elizabeth cried, despite her resolve not to dwell on losing Darcy. “No, it cannot be so.”

      The thought of him with that woman was too much to bear! Unable to clear her mind, Elizabeth broke into a run in a vain attempt to clear her mind by exhausting herself. It was foolish in the extreme but those thoughts were too painful to dwell on for even a moment longer! She only slowed when she narrowly missed treading on a deep hoof-print.

      “Calm yourself.”

      She slowed to a walk. It was done now. She knew she ought to forget it, but she could not. She told herself that she could allow herself to think of it once she was safely home in Hertfordshire. With any luck, she would get there by the end of the week and without incident.

      With that decided, it was easier for Elizabeth to focus and carry on. It was impossible to ignore the chill that had crept into the air, but Elizabeth relished it. It distracted her mind from other, more painful thoughts. She hugged her arms around herself and was simply thankful that it was not likely to rain.

      In no time at all, she saw the boundary ahead in the distance, a slightly darker mass against the night sky. Beyond it, where there were gaps in the tall trees, she could see the odd flickering light. Lambton, she knew. Workers rising early ahead of the dawn. She had never been awake at such an odd hour before.

      Steeled by the sight, she found a new energy to march forward. She still had two or three miles to go, but she had come this far. Soon she would be free.

      And then just as soon as she began to see the end of her journey, she was sprawling forward, her foot having collided with something hard but unseen.

      “Bother,” she hissed.

      She had just about managed to correct her balance before she landed on the ground, not that it mattered—it was not muddy. But that was not the thing. She could feel it before she even stood up straight again. Her ankle felt queer; heavy. She limped on, deciding it was better not to look at it and see the extent of the damage, but that did little to stem the pain. She stopped and leant against the first tree she passed, and was disheartened indeed. Already, her right ankle was visibly larger than her left, even in the pre-dawn gloom. She put her foot back down on the ground, and sparks of pain shot through it as soon as she lifted the other and put all of her weight on the ruined foot.

      Elizabeth turned back in the direction of Pemberley House. She could just about see the angles of it amid the trees, the hard lines standing out against the wan sky. She had come so far that there was no sense in retreating back—it would take her just as long. It was a great inconvenience indeed, but she had no choice but to go forward.

      Her progress was very slow indeed now, having been reduced to hopping forward and struggling to maintain her balance. She stopped again and assessed the trees around her. She reached up, unsteady on one foot, and pulled a skinny branch that seemed rigid enough to help support her weight. Without a knife or other implement, it was difficult for her to detach it from the tree, but she worked steadily, bending it back and forth until the bark cracked. Eventually the wood cracked too, bright white and glistening with sap in the moonlight.

      Dawn was beginning to lighten the sky by the time Elizabeth set out again, makeshift staff in hand and more determined than even to get to her destination.
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      Fitzwilliam Darcy could not sleep. It was an unusual affliction for him, being as he was a usually sound sleeper. He put this down to the events of the evening before; the result of seeing his dear Georgiana hurt in such a way. It had taken a long while to calm her and assure her that her good name was not destroyed. It angered him in the extreme that others would seek to share the story so casually, without regard for her sensitivity or goodness. Yes, he had made a grave mistake in sharing that story and he must hold himself responsible for it.

      He turned over on his side and closed his eyes again, but it was pointless. He knew there was no way he would be able to sleep again. Perversely, it was Miss Elizabeth Bennet who lingered in his thoughts, despite everything that had happened the evening before. It was as if she was all he could think of in those days, regardless of whatever else occurred.

      It was she who shared the story of Georgiana’s near-downfall! It must have been, for I did not mention it to another soul! And I am certain it was not Wickham who broke my confidence, for he well knows the consequences of breaking the terms our agreement. So it must be so.

      He sat up and stared around the room. It was his wont to sleep with the heavy velvet drapes thrown open and he saw that it was close to dawn. It gave him no pleasure at all to see the pinks and oranges that were an almost certain sign that the day would be a fine one.

      It will be nothing of the sort.

      Miss Bingley, that infernal woman, had insisted on staying by his dear Georgiana’s side long after she had fallen into a fitful sleep. It was only when he announced his intention to depart for his own quarters that she tore herself away. And it was then that he heard the rest of the tale. Oh, what malice there appeared to have been! Miss Bingley spoke of the gentleman in question—Darcy of course—and how he had been roundly and openly mocked by all who had heard the tale in Hertfordshire. She was most apologetic about that fact, having finally determined that the tale related not to strangers, but to the Darcys.

      His first instinct had been to dismiss it as a ploy to stop him asking for Miss Elizabeth’s hand—for that was what he had intended to do that very evening. Why, he had even enlisted the help of dear Georgiana in order to steal a few precious moments alone with Miss Elizabeth to put the matter to her! But the more he reflected on it, the more he knew it was merely wishful thinking on his part. For how could Miss Bingley have concocted a tale that hit so close to the truth? It was so unlikely as to be impossible.

      No, there was only one possible answer. He had shared his most private confidence with Miss Elizabeth, and she had seen fit to tell all she encountered about it, as if it was some wonderful joke to be shared.

      He shook his head. It seemed most unlike the Elizabeth Bennet he knew, but then he was well aware that he was not exactly objective when it came to that fair lady.

      Around and around his thoughts went, as he scrambled to come up with a different explanation—one that reflected more kindly on his beloved Miss Elizabeth. Finally, he could stand it no longer. He threw off the blankets and stormed from his room.
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        * * *

      

      At first, Darcy thought to venture to his library, but it soon became clear that reading—normally a pursuit that offered him much pleasure—would not distract him from this. With a sigh, he closed the book he had taken from his expansive collection and moved towards the door. No, there was only one thing that would help him clear his thoughts: a brisk ride on his favourite stallion, Duke.

      He left the library quietly, thinking at first to leave the house via the back staircase. He soon changed his mind when he realised the time. He was not in the mood to speak to anyone, and Mrs. Reynolds would surely wonder at his appearance at such an early hour. Instead, he marched down the main staircase, his temper growing more ill by the step.

      He had imagined them here. He had been almost sure of her answer, given the lingering looks that had passed between them and the private jokes they had shared. He had developed a clear picture in his mind’s eye of her standing on the stairs, ready to greet their guests. She would have made Pemberley come alive with her wit and charm.

      But now…

      He sighed. Now it was different.

      He reached the bottom of the stairs and marched to the door, almost missing the little rectangle of cream on the otherwise empty table. He did not know what it was that made him stop and retreat back to the table—perhaps the strange hour. It was too early for the mail and only an express would have delivered mail in the night, and in that event his valet would have delivered the letter to him immediately.

      He recognised her hand right away, though he had no memory of viewing it before. There were two envelopes, one addressed to Mrs. Gardiner and one to him. He picked his up and tore it open straight away, cursing when the dim light prevented him from making out her words. He hurried to the drawing room and rummaged in the cabinet for a match. Striking it, he lit the first candle he could see. He held it up impatiently as he scanned her letter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mr. Darcy,

        It is with a heavy heart that I write this letter, but I know it is necessary. I have injured you greatly and for that I am truly sorry. Had I known the pain my actions would cause you and your dear sister, you must believe me when I say I would have carried your secret to the grave.

        Though, I must hesitate over that. You see, I spent many sleepless nights attempting to decide the best course of action. Should I tell my father what you told me and thus help him to understand the threat to my younger sisters? That is the only reason I did what I did. I own I told my father exactly what you told me and implored him to stop my sisters from any further association with Mr. Wickham. I do not attempt to lay the blame at his feet, but I told him of the importance of discretion in the matter and I believed he understood this. It is my fault. I ought to have been more firm on this point. In any case, I am sure it gives you little consolation, but my sisters Lydia and Kitty were prevented from travelling to Brighton with the regiment and it has lately come to my attention that Wickham has again repeated his wicked ways—he has eloped with a young woman from Meryton. It does not escape me that this could easily have been my sister, had she been allowed to travel with Mrs. Forster, as she wished to.

        So I must thank you wholeheartedly for your candour and apologise for mine. Please know that in circumstances less grave, I would never have considered sharing what you told me. I promise you, it was not an easy decision to reach, but I believe it was the right one.

        By the time this note is delivered to you, I shall be on my way to Hertfordshire. You might think this a disgraceful way for a young lady to travel, but I believe I have no other choice. I hope it does not sound impertinent to your ears, but it is cowardice on my part that compels me to steal away in the night like a criminal. You see, I cannot bear the thought of you looking on me so unfavourably. And now I realise this is impertinent in the extreme! You may feel free to scorn me for it with the rest of your party if you wish, but I beg you, please know that my intentions were only honourable and I wished you no harm or malice.

        Please, give my apologies to dearest Georgiana. She is a fine girl and a credit to your guardianship. I thank you again for your hospitality. I beg you—please do not hold my deeds against my dear aunt and uncle. I have written separately to my aunt to inform her of my departure, having no wish to curtail their enjoyment of their journey. If you would be so kind—for their sakes—to let them believe that your groom has conveyed me onwards to Hertfordshire, I shall owe you a debt of gratitude.

        

      

      

      Darcy blinked. By now his heart was hammering in his chest as he struggled to absorb her words. She was gone. But… he scanned the letter again, dwelling for longer on each word as if doing so might shed more light on the matter. When he was finished, he grunted.

      Two facts were clear to him now. Firstly, he did not believe that the matter had unfolded quite how Miss Bingley had suggested. He had struggled to believe there was any malice on Miss Elizabeth’s part, and now here was the proof, for indeed he trusted her written word more than anything said to his face by his dear friend’s sister. Miss Elizabeth had felt compelled to share what he told her only in order to protect her family, and he was not insensitive to the fact that her family was more vulnerable to ruin than his own, by virtue of his better fortune.

      The second conclusion Darcy reached had a more acute effect. She was gone—that much had been clear from his first reading of her hastily written note. But now he knew that he did not wish for her to leave. He felt it sharply, like some physical injury.

      Darcy cast down the note before thinking better of it and placing it in his pocket.

      When had she left? She gave no indication of the time, but he knew he ought to assume the worst. That she was no horsewoman gave him some comfort: he felt almost certain that she would have gone on foot. Still, she had a rapid pace and it was altogether possible that she had already made it to Lambton—possibly further.

      There was not a moment to waste.

      He darted through the house in the direction of the stables, but there was nothing leisurely about his pace now. He ran as if his life depended on it, and he carried the mild suspicion that it did, even though such a thought was rather foreign to him.

      Duke wasn’t tacked—of course he wasn’t. Darcy cursed. The stables were deserted at this time, for it was early even for Darcy. At first, Darcy rushed to prepare him but he paused and rushed back to the stall. There was simply no time.

      “It will just have to do,” he muttered, guiding the animal out of the stall.

      Once they were out of the stables, Darcy jumped on Duke’s back with the aid of the fence, not even bothering to open the gate. In any case, Duke jumped it easily, just as he made light work of the hedge that separated the stables from the surrounding fields. Darcy’s years of experience meant he adapted easily to the movement, not that he even considered it—his mind was somewhere else entirely.

      “Good boy,” Darcy muttered, leaning forward and urging the animal onwards with his ankles.

      For all he knew it was a lost cause, but he could not give up on her. Luckily, he had ridden this way on countless occasions, so the dim light was of little consequence—he could have ridden with his eyes closed and the same was true for Duke.

      They cleared another hedge with ease when Darcy spotted something up ahead that took his breath away.

      “Woah, boy,” he growled.

      It did not matter that the horse was not bridled—he responded to Darcy’s command and the decreased pressure on his sides. They slowed to a canter and Darcy blinked, first in relief and then in sympathy.

      Of course, there had to be a reason they had been able to catch up to her and it was clear from the sight of her slow, awkward steps. She was hobbling.

      Darcy jumped off Duke and hurried forward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Miss Elizabeth!”

      The sound of the deep, male voice Elizabeth’s heart fluttering. It was simply so unexpected. Once she had identified the source, her heart fluttered anew for entirely different reasons. She spun around as quickly as she could on her good foot and almost knocked herself off balance.

      “Mr. Darcy,” she cried. “What are you doing out at this early hour? I didn’t… I didn’t…”

      She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. She had underestimated the cold—the days were so warm, but there was a chill in the night air that had long since seeped into her bones—at least that was how it felt to her.

      He hurried forward, not bothering to answer her question. “Miss Elizabeth! What are you doing? You’re cold. And hurt!”

      She collapsed forward gratefully as he shrugged off the great coat he was wearing and placed it gently over her shoulders.

      “I apologise for the state of it. It is an old one from the stables. I was in such a great hurry.” He stopped and fixed her with serious eyes. “What were you thinking, hurrying away in the middle of the night?”

      She turned away, hating the hurt in his eyes. “You know why. I explained it in my letter. Please, Mr. Darcy. I understand that you feel a certain responsibility towards me because I have been your guest, but I am telling you that you must not. Please, return to Pemberley and allow me to go on my way. I would feel better for it.” She shuddered, feeling the cold acutely despite the warmth of the big old coat, which in truth was rather fine despite his protestations otherwise.

      “Miss Elizabeth.”

      She could not see his face, but his voice was hard and unyielding. She wished so much to turn around and implore him to forgive her, but what sense was there in doing so? She would only get her hopes up. She had seen the effect her actions had on his beloved sister—how could he forgive her for causing such hurt? With a sigh, she began to walk once more, trying to ignore the pain in her ankle and maintain her usual pace. Anything to not be seen as a hopeless cripple by Darcy—what a final indignity, she thought wildly, her mind swimming and far from lucid.

      “Miss Elizabeth!” he cried again. This time he moved swiftly, blocking her way within a matter of seconds.

      “Please,” she whispered, shaking her head and wishing she could speak what was on her head. “Please let me leave.”

      “I will do no such thing,” he cried. “You are shaking with the cold and you have hurt your ankle, despite trying to give the appearance that you have not.”

      “It is not your concern,” she whispered weakly. “I promise you. I shall not think ill of you for letting me go on my way. If anything, I will be grateful. Please. Apologise to your sister on my behalf.”

      “Miss Elizabeth, will you be so kind as to listen to me? Truly, your stubbornness knows no end.”

      She might have objected to this had she not felt so very cold and far away. “Mr. Darcy…”

      He spoke again, but this time his words sounded hollow, as if he was speaking to her from some great height. How did that come to be? she wondered dully as her surroundings swam around her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      All kinds of strange, abstract thoughts fluttered through Elizabeth Bennet’s mind, but she was too exhausted to try and make sense of them. At times she was still on the way to Lambton. At others, she was at an inn on the way to Hertfordshire, always in a dash to Longbourn; her surroundings always swooping in and out of focus before she could properly take them in.

      So it was most disheartening indeed when she opened her eyes on one occasion and found herself staring at a familiar ceiling. She sucked in a breath and sat up rapidly, wondering how such a thing might have come to be.

      “Relax, child. Do not move so quickly or you will make yourself ill again.”

      Elizabeth blinked. “Aunt Gardiner. How…? What are you… what am I doing here?”

      Mrs. Gardiner’s smile faltered. “Oh Lizzy. I thought you had recovered. It seems you are still feverish.”

      “Feverish?”

      “Yes, my dear. Do you not remember? You went out walking and hurt your ankle. It was rather lucky that Mr. Darcy happened to rise early that morning and find you before you became even more ill.”

      “Ill,” Elizabeth whispered, shifting in her bed. There was still a dull ache in her ankle, but it was nothing like the pain she remembered from earlier. Earlier… her strange dreams came flooding back to her. “How long have I been in bed?”

      Her aunt sighed and clasped her hands. “Three days. Oh, Lizzy. We were so worried. What caused you to go out without as much as a shawl? I know you were upset about what happened with Georgiana, but did we not agree that all would be better in the morning?”

      Elizabeth frowned. “My letter. Did you not get my letter?”

      Mrs. Gardiner sighed. “Oh you poor child, you are still half out of your mind even though I believed your fever had broken. I shall leave you to rest.”
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        * * *

      

      It was some time later when Elizabeth opened her eyes again. She knew it was later because the shadows in the room were longer and the light more orange and vivid. She did not reflect on this for long, however, because she realised she was not alone. Darcy stood by the door watching her, his hands behind his back.

      “Miss Elizabeth,” he said gravely.

      “Mr. Darcy,” she cried, sitting up. “What on earth has happened? I…”

      He was by her side in a moment, though still maintaining a respectable distance. “Miss Elizabeth, I wanted to speak to you as soon as you were in a fit state. You must not worry yourself any more. Now, I hope you will not think me impertinent for coming here like this. I wished to speak to you as soon as I could. Mrs. Reynolds is waiting just outside the door.”

      She shook her head slowly. “I… What happened?”

      “You hurried away with the intention of returning to Hertfordshire.”

      “I remember that.”

      He scowled. “Whatever possessed you to do so, I cannot even imagine. It is almost five miles. In the dark too.”

      “Yes, well,” she said, smiling sadly. “I felt I had no choice given the circumstances.”

      “Did you think me a monster, Miss Elizabeth? Whatever made you run in the night rather than wait until morning? I would have sent you in my own carriage—you must know that.”

      She swallowed, trying to move the lump that had formed in her throat. “You had already shown me more kindness than I deserved. I did not want to burden you any further. Nor did I wish to interrupt my aunt and uncle’s journey, for they would surely have felt compelled to abandon their progress and accompany me back. But that is neither here nor there. I shall leave as soon as it is practical.”

      His expression darkened. “You shall do no such thing.”

      “Mr. Darcy…”

      “Of course, I do not intend to keep you prisoner. You may leave if you wish, but I do not want you to go.”

      This surprised her. “You do not? After what I have done? After the devastating effect it had on your sister?”

      He moved as if to take her hand and then seemed to reconsider. His hand hovered in the air over hers. “Miss Elizabeth, I feel my being here is rather indecorous indeed. For now, suffice it to say that I do not wish for you to leave; nor do I bear you any ill-will. I read your letter and I understand your reasons for sharing what I told you.”

      “But…”

      “It is the truth. Now, I shall tell you the facts of what happened after you fainted and then I shall leave you until your good health is restored. After you collapsed—”

      “I collapsed?”

      “Well yes,” he said, as if it was obvious. “What did you think would happen if you went off walking in the dead of night? You are lucky that was the extent of it. You collapsed and I brought you back here. It took more than an hour, because I had departed in such haste without saddling my horse. Luckily, we arrived before your aunt or anyone else had woken apart from the servants.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out an envelope. “I took the liberty of taking this letter before your aunt could discover it. I have not read it, I promise you. I assumed you had written a similar note to the one you wrote me, and that you might wish to reconsider giving it to her.”

      Elizabeth did not know what to say. She watched as he placed the envelope face down on the table at her bedside. “Thank you,” she said finally.

      He left the room without another word, leaving Elizabeth staring after him in a state of extreme perplexity. Had it been another of her delirious feverish dreams? Their conversation certainly seemed as surreal as those other hallucinations.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Within two days, Elizabeth was fully recuperated from her fever. Darcy was true to his word—none of the rest of their party was any the wiser about her plan to depart in the middle of the night. Mrs. Gardiner had prevailed on her husband to write to his business associates in London and advise them that his absence would be extended longer than planned. Elizabeth had half-heartedly tried to convince her to do otherwise, but there was no persuading her aunt.

      Not that Elizabeth was convinced anything would come of this, but she knew it was better for her health that she remain at Pemberley until she was fully recovered. She had not had an opportunity to speak to Darcy alone since their brief conversation at her bedside. The party was even larger than before with the arrival of Mr. Bingley that morning, though Miss Bingley cut a more subdued, quiet figure than she had before.

      “I feel a walk in the grounds should stand me in good stead,” Elizabeth announced. They had been clustered in the drawing room all morning and she was beginning to crave the simple pleasure of walking in the fresh air.

      “What a wonderful idea,” Darcy muttered, closing the book he had been reading and getting to his feet.

      “I should be happy to accompany you,” Mrs. Gardiner said pleasantly, shooting a significant look in her husband’s direction.

      There was a sudden flurry of activity thereafter as Miss Bingley announced her desire for exercise, followed by Miss Darcy and Mrs. Hurst, both of whom expressed similar enthusiasm.

      “I am weary from travel, but I don’t suppose I wish to remain here alone,” Mr. Bingley said, joining them.

      Elizabeth smiled—it was far from the quiet reflective time she had intended, but it was amusing in the extreme to witness the melee. She supposed Miss Bingley would be even less inclined to allow Elizabeth and Darcy out of her sight now.

      There had been no conversation about the events of the previous week, but the outcome was evident from the respective humours in the room. Miss Darcy was in as fine spirits as ever—it was clear that her brother had done a good job of reassuring her that her position was far from ruined. Mr. Hurst was as withdrawn as ever, and for once his wife seemed in a similar mood. Miss Bingley was downright miserable—or so it seemed. Not even the arrival of her brother had cheered her spirits, and she appeared exhausted from her constant supervision of Darcy—had Mrs. Gardiner been an unkind woman, she might have remarked that Caroline Bingley would make a fine chaperone for young ladies once she was married.

      Mr. Darcy was as inscrutable as ever, though he remained attentive to his guests, and to one in particular, as now when he waited to help her from the room.

      For her part, Elizabeth could not bring herself to tell him that her ankle was almost recovered; that it must have been a simple sprain that had afflicted her. She was only human, she reasoned: how could she turn away the attentions of the man she had grown to love, even if that love was not returned?

      “Oh, Eliza!” Miss Bingley cried, having waited for the two of them outside the door of the drawing room. “Are you sure you shall be able to walk with that bad ankle of yours? Do not fear: I shall slow my pace and walk with you.”

      “That is very kind of you, Miss Bingley.”

      “Of course, Mr. Darcy. I know well how you like to walk briskly. I am certain Eliza would not wish to detain you, though she is too polite to say.”

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth was forced to agree. She had no more wish to walk with Miss Bingley than she did to hurt her other ankle, but propriety prevented her from saying so.
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        * * *

      

      Soon, they had all collected in the hall, waiting for the group to be complete. Mrs. Gardiner was uncharacteristically late, a fact which Elizabeth found most surprising. By the time Miss Bingley strolled down the stairs, Elizabeth had almost resolved to go in search of her aunt. Then Mrs. Gardiner appeared at the top of the stairs.

      “Oh my goodness,” she cried. “How frightfully embarrassing. Miss Bingley, would you be so kind as to assist me? I promise it shall not take long.” To the others, she smiled apologetically and said: “we shall catch up to you once we are finished. I am sorry.”

      Miss Bingley looked as if she had just been stung. “But…”

      “Oh, come on my dear. I would ask my niece were it not for her poor ankle.”

      “Very well. Louisa, will you attend to Eliza? I was just telling her that it would be my pleasure to slow my pace and stay with her on our walk.”

      “Of course.”

      And so they left, with Mrs. Hurst taking great pains to help Elizabeth out the door and refusing to relinquish her role as protector.

      It soon became clear, though, as they crossed the grounds, that none of the party was much in the mood for a brisk walk that afternoon. And so they went, all of them keeping pace in a long row. This was fine on the driveway, of course, but when they reached the narrow path they planned to take, it became a problem.

      “Oh, do look Mrs. Hurst,” Miss Darcy cried, hurrying forward.

      “What is it, my dear?” Mrs. Hurst replied, with barely concealed irritation.

      “Why, it is the wishing well. Have you not seen it? I will show you how it works.”

      The rest of the party stopped to wait for the two ladies, before Mr. Darcy pointed off in the distance. “I believe I just spotted a pheasant. A big fellow, at that. Bingley, shall we take a look? If it looks promising, we could go shooting this afternoon.”

      The party moved on, with Miss Darcy appearing most intrigued by the wishing well, though she must have encountered it many times before. The young lady linked her arm through Mrs. Hurst’s to tell her about it and she was so focused on sharing her intelligence that her pace reduced to that of a crawl.

      They walked on, with a gap opening up between Miss Darcy and Mrs. Hurst and the rest of the party. Mr. Bingley attempted to make conversation with his brother-in-law, who appeared entirely unmoved by the pleasant weather or the prospect of shooting later.

      “You seem much improved,” Darcy murmured.

      Elizabeth looked up. They had not spoken a word since leaving the house. She glanced behind her without even thinking about it. “I am. Thank you.”

      “At last we find an opportunity to speak.”

      She nodded. It seemed a curious place to have a conversation, being only a few paces behind Bingley and not far ahead of Mrs. Hurst, who was ever loyal to her sister’s interests. He must have sensed her discomfort.

      “Do not worry,” he murmured. “My sister appears quite determined to give us time to speak together, no matter that her skills at acting are altogether poorer than her skills at playing and singing.”
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      At the mention of his sister, Elizabeth was unable to continue without referring to the incident in the drawing room that had sent her hurrying away from Pemberley.

      “Mr. Darcy, I am sorry. I would never have deliberately hurt your sister with my words. You must believe me. I shall tell her too, if you think it is not a terrible idea to refer to the matter. She seems recovered.”

      “She is. At first she was mortified by the thought that her situation was being gossiped about, but I managed to reassure her. Then, of course, your letter made it clear that there was no such gossip; that the report had been greatly exaggerated.”

      This caused Elizabeth to cringe. “I must admit, Mr. Darcy, that… well. You have met my mother. It appears she learnt of the truth from my father so I cannot claim that there has been no gossip at all. I…”

      “Miss Elizabeth,” he said, holding up his hand as if to signify his desire to close discussion on the matter. “I realise that. Now, let that be the end of it.” He glanced behind him. “We do not have much time, after all.”

      “Time,” she repeated hollowly, wondering what on earth was the hurry since they had no plans yet for that evening apart from the gentlemen’s vague murmurs about shooting.

      “Yes.” He stopped abruptly. “Miss Elizabeth, I made you a promise in the past that I would not seek to impose my feelings on you a second time. But I am afraid I cannot hold my word. I must ask you—are your feelings towards me unchanged since the spring?”

      Her heart leapt as she wondered if she had heard him correctly. The look on his face suggested that she had: she had never seen him look so uncomfortable. There was something heartening about it—it was a world away from the almost assured way he had broached the subject in Kent.

      “They are very much changed,” she whispered.

      His expression transformed. “Is that so?”

      She nodded, laughing. “Yes. I cannot think of anything that has changed more completely.”

      He began to walk again, and she joined him, grateful that he had measured his pace to accommodate her injury.

      “You would agree to a marriage between us, in that case?”

      By now, Elizabeth could barely conceal the giddy delight that had overcome her. “My dear Mr. Darcy, you have a most curious way of proposing to a lady, if that is indeed a proposal.”

      For a moment she thought she had spoken out of turn but his expression was light. He laughed. “Perhaps. Miss Elizabeth Bennet, I love you more than I can possibly express. It was indeed a proposal. The most earnest proposal I have ever made in my life.”

      “In that case,” she said, smiling so widely it was difficult to get the words out. “I accept.”

      “Wonderful. Wonderful. And it is not just me you have pleased. My sister will be the happiest young lady in Derbyshire when she hears.”

      “You flatter me!”

      He grew serious. “I do nothing of the kind. You know it is not in my nature to exaggerate or mislead. Georgiana will be truly delighted. She had spoken of little else but you since your arrival here, and you have seen her attempts to allow us time alone together. She has done it quite on her own initiative, apart from the evening on which I intended to propose in the first instance—I have never known her to act with such tenacity. She will be delighted when she learns of our engagement.”

      “Perhaps,” Elizabeth said, biting her lip to try and stifle the smile that was making her cheeks ache. “But I do not think she is the happiest young lady in Derbyshire. She cannot be—for I am.”

      “Oh my dear Elizabeth! What fortunate timing that I returned to Pemberley when I did! And how lucky we are that you and your relatives did not have plans already made; that you were able to remain at Pemberley with us for such a long while.”

      They did not speak for some time, each lost in their own world of happiness. They must have slowed to a more leisurely pace too, because their silent reverie was presently interrupted by an apologetic-looking Mrs. Gardiner and a frenzied Miss Bingley.

      “There you are! I hope you have not been straining your ankle. I am so furious at my sister for not taking better care of you! I just passed her and dear Georgiana fussing over some ornamental sun dial, as if she had paid no heed at all to my entreaties!”

      Elizabeth smiled to herself. She would never have imagined Miss Darcy could be so devious as to orchestrate some privacy for her and Darcy. And how successful it had been!

      She could not believe it! It still had not sunk in that she would soon be Mrs. Darcy! Well, they still needed to speak to Elizabeth’s parents on the matter, but she could not see…

      “Eliza! Are you feeling faint? Perhaps we should get you back to the house and let the gentlemen continue their walk.”

      It pained her to leave her future husband, but Elizabeth found herself agreeing. She could not wait to tell her aunt what had occurred, though judging from the broad smile on Mrs. Gardiner’s face, it appeared she had already guessed.

      “Yes, you are right.”

      Miss Bingley’s shock was plainly visible. Elizabeth found herself feeling almost sorry for the woman. If only she knew that it was too late to try and keep Elizabeth and Darcy apart!
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      There was a great commotion that evening as the party prepared to depart for Hertfordshire the very next day. It was a confusing time for those who were not aware of the reason for the great haste: Darcy had shared the truth with his dear friend Bingley, but had urged him to keep it from his sisters and brother-in-law until Mr. Bennet’s consent was sought for the marriage.

      In the midst of all the fuss, Elizabeth managed to find the time to write to her sister Jane. In truth, Jane was the first person with whom she wished to share her news, but there was also a serious element to her hurried letter. It was natural that Darcy had asked the Bingleys to accompany him, and of course they would all stay at Netherfield House, but Elizabeth worried about how her beloved sister would take the news of Bingley’s return after such a prolonged absence. By warning her, she at least had time to prepare herself.

      Naturally, Miss Bingley did everything in her power to travel in the same carriage as Mr. Darcy, and Elizabeth found herself almost bursting with the pressure to maintain her secret. It was especially difficult since Georgiana Darcy completed their foursome, and that young lady was positively brimming with excitement at the prospect of her brother’s marriage. There was Darcy to contend with too—if she had thought him attentive before, he was positively devoted now. She considered telling him to act more aloof in order to keep up their pretence, but could not bring her to do so for she enjoyed his attention more than anything in the world.

      Finally, they arrived at Longbourn, to be greeted by Jane, who must have hurried outside the moment she caught sight of the carriage. It did not escape Elizabeth that her sister’s focus remained on the carriage until the other occupants had revealed themselves. This filled her with sadness momentarily, but she could not remain that way for long given what Darcy was about to discuss with her father.

      “You have not mentioned it to anyone,” she said, after they had greeted each other warmly.

      “Of course not,” Jane smiled. “Though it was difficult. It is rather amusing, given the tale our aunt weaved for her. Everyone in Meryton already believes you are engaged to Darcy.”

      “What did papa say on the matter?”

      “Well…” Jane’s expression grew serious. “He dismissed it as a fanciful tale the moment he heard it.”

      “Of course it was at the time,” Elizabeth said, forcing cheer into her voice as doubt began to cloud her mind again. What if her father refused to agree to the marriage? Surely he would not do such a thing.

      “Do not look so worried, Lizzy. I am sure it will be perfect.” Jane let go of her hand. “Miss Bingley.”

      “Ah,” Elizabeth said, forgetting herself. “Miss Darcy. And you remember Mr. Darcy.”

      “Of course I do,” Jane said, with a twinkle in her eye that made Elizabeth thankful that she would not need to keep her secret for much longer.

      “Come on,” Elizabeth said. Her stomach buzzed with nerves now.

      By now Mr. and Mrs. Bennet had heard the commotion and had come to join them outside. It felt like hours passed as they greeted their surprise guests and tried to restrain themselves from asking the real reason for the Pemberley party’s arrival. Finally, Mr. Bennet invited them all inside for refreshments.

      The knot in Elizabeth’s stomach grew larger when she heard Darcy mutter to her father about speaking to him alone.
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        * * *

      

      She did not have to wait long. Before they had even had a chance to take tea, one of the servants hurried into the drawing room.

      “Miss Elizabeth, the master wishes to see you.”

      She stood and hurried to the library, ignoring the curious faces that watched her go. By now, of course, the others had noted Mr. Bennet and Mr. Darcy’s absence and must have drawn their own conclusions as to the purpose of their private audience.

      Elizabeth’s sense of foreboding only grew worse when she passed Darcy in the hallway and he would not meet her eyes. She did not stop to ask him what had gone on: she could not slow down until she had seen her father and learnt his feelings.

      “Lizzy, this is a curious situation indeed.”

      She nodded. “Perhaps it appears that way.”

      Mr. Bennet leant back in his chair and stroked his chin. He appeared perplexed in the extreme.

      “Jane told me of the troubles that occurred in Derbyshire as a result of what you told me about that Wickham fellow. Oh, do not look at me like that. She did not break your confidence, but I am not an old fool. First those troubles and then he arrives here asking for your hand. What is afoot, dear Lizzy?”

      “Nothing, papa,” she said with a smile.

      He was not appeased. “But there must be! You loathed the man and now you sit here in front of me, not in the slightest bit affronted by his proposal. In fact, it seems to me you have made noises about accepting him, otherwise why should you all have come all this way?”

      “It is true,” she said quietly. “I was surprised at first, but I did not hesitate to accept—subject to your approval, of course.”

      “But Lizzy!” He threw his hands up as if in the depths of despair. “I do not understand it! If it were any other young lady, it might be easier to comprehend—he does have a significant fortune after all. But not you. I know you: all the jewels and baubles in the world would not have bought your acceptance of a man you do not like.”

      She smiled at this assessment of her—she could not fault it. “That is it, papa. Your proof that I must indeed like him very much!” She coloured once she heard her own words, but there was no denying they were absolutely true.

      “You are sure?”

      “Of course! Yes! Papa, I may tell you this now, but I feared Darcy would never look kindly upon me again. Let me be frank, I despised him when we first met, but my opinion of him began to change when I learnt the truth of his relationship with Wickham. And then in Derbyshire…” she threw her hands up, unsure if she even possessed the vocabulary to express the depth of her feelings. “Father, I have never loved anyone as I love him. I was entirely wrong about him and my desire to marry him is purely based on love, not on any sense of obligation.”

      At this, Thomas Bennet smiled. “In that case, my dear, I can see no reason to oppose your marriage.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth had not realised just how long three weeks could feel. Of course, she had known that they could not be married immediately unless Darcy had set off to London to seek a special license to wed. He had suggested doing just that on one occasion when she jokingly bemoaned the need to wait to be his wife. She had told him not to be silly; that she would rather not go to the trouble. Besides, they may have been the longest days of her life, but they were also the happiest.

      The entire Pemberley party had remained on in Hertfordshire, with the Bingleys, Hursts and Darcys resuming their tenancy at Netherfield. When they were not dining, they were walking in the grounds of Netherfield or strolling to Meryton. They made quite the crowd, since Kitty and Lydia jumped at the opportunity to join them after their lengthy incarceration.

      “You are so lucky, Lizzy, to be marrying,” Lydia remarked one day.

      Elizabeth looked around, embarrassed by the baldness of the sentiment stated in public. “Come now, Lydia. You are young. There is plenty of time.”

      “I think I shall come and stay with you at Pemberley. I am sure there are more eligible bachelors in that part of the country than there are here. Certainly I hope there are.”

      “Lydia…”

      “Oh, it’s just not fair. I ought to have escaped through a window and joined Mrs. Forster. Wouldn’t that have been fun? I could have married Wickham.”

      Elizabeth ground her teeth and glanced around. She was just thankful that Miss Darcy was far enough away to be out of earshot. “You wish no such thing, Lydia.”

      The last they heard, Wickham and Miss Long still had not made it to Scotland and that young lady’s aunt was at her wit’s end with worry.

      “Yes, it is true. But you know what I mean. It is so dull here. We shall never find husbands. I suppose it is worse for Jane, since I am still young and have many years left to find one.”

      Elizabeth flushed. Her first instinct was to chastise Lydia for her insensitivity.

      “Oh, calm down Lizzy! I do not think we will need to wait very long to hear an announcement from Jane.”

      “Whatever do you mean?”

      Lydia rolled her eyes and spun around so she was facing backwards. “You are not as perceptive as you think, Lizzy. Look.”

      Elizabeth turned to see what her younger sister was talking about. When she saw them, she understood straight away. Their party was so large that it was easy to miss the fact that Jane and Bingley had dawdled long enough so they were barely visible. Even from such a distance, Elizabeth could see that they were both beaming with happiness; utterly lost in each other’s words. She shook her head in wonder. How had she not seen it? Jane had not said a word to her about Bingley, and she had not wanted to pry.

      “Is this the first time they have spoken since his return?”

      Lydia tossed her hair. “Oh, Lizzy. Do you joke? Have you not noticed how Jane has taken to lingering behind on our walks?”

      She had not. She had been worried about Jane, of course, but she must have gotten so wrapped up in her plans for the wedding that she did not notice Jane’s uncommonly good mood. She frowned. Was it possible? She resolved to quiz her sister when they both retired to bed that night, though she accepted Jane was likely to play down the significance of it before the matter was settled—especially after what had happened the last time.
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        * * *

      

      It turned out that Elizabeth never had a chance to question Jane about her conversation with Bingley. Before they had even returned from their walk, Jane came hurrying towards her when she had stopped to pick berries from a bush beside the path. Elizabeth was startled at first, believing something terrible had happened. As soon as she saw Jane’s face, she knew that the opposite was true.

      “Jane…?”

      “Lizzy!” Jane stopped and glanced around to ensure they were alone. “Lizzy, I have something to ask you.”

      “Oh.” Disappointment flooded her. She had been sure from Jane’s demeanour that she was about to share some exceptionally good news.

      “You see… I…”

      “Go on. You know you can ask me anything, dearest Jane.”

      “I know that. But I fear that this is too much to ask of you.”

      Alarmed, Elizabeth placed her hands gently on her sister’s shoulders. “Has something happened? You must tell me at once. Nothing is too much to ask of me, not for you.”

      At this, Jane’s vibrant smile returned. “Oh, Lizzy, I fear it might be. You see, I know how much you have been looking forward to marrying Darcy, and the thing is… well, I wonder if you’d mind waiting another week to become Mrs. Darcy.”

      Elizabeth was confused at first, but then it hit her. There was only one possible reason for Jane to seek to delay her marriage. She sucked in a breath and exhaled in a sharp burst. “Jane! Are you telling me what I suspect you’re telling me?”

      “Bingley has asked me to marry him, yes.”

      “My goodness!” Elizabeth cried. “It is wonderful news. Dear me, I did not suspect a thing!”

      “We have spent a good deal of time talking, but I have tried to keep it to myself. I did not know for sure until he asked me just now. Of course I accepted without hesitation.”

      “I am not surprised.”

      Jane’s expression grew serious. She fell silent and began to pull berries from the branch. She was usually so careful and meticulous, but now she plucked at them too frantically and they burst in her fingers, staining them purple. Elizabeth watched her for a moment or two in confusion before she realised that Jane was still waiting for her answer.

      “Jane, dear, there is no question of me waiting to marry Darcy. None of it is set in stone. It can be changed. It is true that I cannot wait to marry him, but for you I will gladly wait another week. But we must go and speak to father at once—I do not wish to wait much longer than it takes for your banns to be read!”

      “Nor do I,” Jane laughed.

      Without another word between them, they took off along the path at a pace that would have astonished even the most talented athlete, leaving a confused group looking after them—all except Mr. Bingley, who could be seen at the back of the group with an even more joyous expression than usual.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The day came at last when they were to be wed. Both brides were relieved that they were sharing their wedding day. This was not just because they were sisters and close friends, but because it spread Mrs. Bennet’s ministrations across two unwilling recipients instead of just one. Elizabeth, however, received the bulk of the attention given her husband-to-be’s greater fortune.

      If the weeks leading up to the wedding had passed slowly, the same could not be said for the morning of the wedding. Before they knew it, Elizabeth and Jane were each taking one of their father’s arms and making their way into the small chapel. Elizabeth had prevailed on her new sister to play the organ as they walked up the aisle and, to her delight and surprise, Georgiana had gladly agreed, despite her reticence in front of crowds. It seemed like there was little she would not do for Elizabeth, and Elizabeth felt the same way about Georgiana.

      Tears filled her eyes as they reached the altar and it was time to unlink her arm from her father’s and make her way to her groom’s side. They only grew thicker when Mr. Bennet turned to her after kissing Jane’s cheek and she saw that his eyes, too, had grown red and watery.

      “Papa.”

      “Dearest Lizzy,” he whispered, voice thick with emotion.

      She shook her head, not knowing what to say. It was the happiest day of her life, but she felt a deep sense of loss too. She would miss her father dreadfully—their talks; the great amusement he derived from the absurd.

      He seemed to sense all that was flying through her mind. “You cannot stay at Longbourn forever, my dear. If you did, I fear your mother might drive you to wine.”

      Elizabeth laughed despite the bittersweet nature of the moment. “It is true.”

      “Of course it is,” he said, releasing her arm and kissing her on the cheek. “It makes me immensely happy that my dear little Lizzy has found a man as good as this fellow.”

      Smiling, she took her place beside Darcy, who glanced down at her with a look of such adoration that any doubts, should she have had them, would have dissipated on the spot.

      “Dearly beloved,” the reverend intoned.

      Elizabeth closed her eyes and opened them again, trying to convince herself that this was real. She glanced over at Jane, who looked serene. How often had they spoken about their weddings and future husbands, late at night when all the rest of Longbourn House was in a deep sleep? They could never have known that they would marry two men who were great friends. Not only that, but who could have predicted that they would marry on the same day? Elizabeth shook her head and told herself to focus on the moment; on the reverend’s words.

      Marriage is a serious matter, he was saying. Too often marriages were agreed to give advantage to one party or other, but they were like plants. The ones that flourished were the ones that were cared for and nourished.

      She looked up at Darcy, curious at the unusual direction of the reverend’s words. She had known him since she was a girl; he had christened her younger sisters. She had never before heard him speak in such a sentimental way.

      Darcy squeezed her hand, a slight smile playing at his lips.

      She looked away, not wanting to miss another moment of the ceremony. She caught sight of Jane and Bingley from the corner of her eye. Both of them were watching, wide smiles frozen on their faces. Elizabeth could not help but smile too. She blinked, praying that it would not turn out to be a dream when she opened her eyes.

      It was not. There was the reverend, and there was Darcy at her side.

      Pay attention, she told herself.

      But she could not. She was giddy with the sheer delight of it. It took all of her willpower to stand still on the spot and not go hurrying down the aisle, shrieking from pure joy.

      And then he was taking her hand and sliding on the simple gold band. And just like that, they were man and wife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a whole month before the Darcys returned to Pemberley. They had not intended to be away for so long, but they had found themselves lingering at Netherfield with the Bingleys and it was so pleasant that they could not tear themselves away. Finally, though, a certain restlessness had set in. It was a sorrowful farewell for Elizabeth, who was shocked at her new husband’s indifference.

      “I do not understand it, my dear. Will you not miss Bingley terribly?”

      “Of course I will.”

      “But you do not seem saddened by our departure.”

      He shook his head, seemingly perplexed. “Of course I am not. It is not far to go if I wish to see him.”

      She almost snorted her tea, but managed to stop herself just in time.

      “Goodness, my dear. What is the matter?”

      “You,” she said, laughing. “How can you say it is not far from here to Pemberley? I have made the journey myself. It is over a hundred miles if not two.”

      “It is not an unpleasant journey in a modern carriage.”

      She sighed. “I suppose that is true.” And it was. Life would be vastly different now with a carriage and a stable of horses at her disposal. She was still trying to get used to the idea.

      “Do not forget, we have the house in London too. For part of the year you will be a trifling distance from your family.”

      She found this even more ludicrous. “A trifling distance? Now you are being silly. Did they not teach you geography at Cambridge?”

      “My dear Mrs. Darcy, I see I was wrong when I assumed that marriage would calm you.”

      “Oh my goodness, you two,” Jane interrupted, replacing her teacup on its saucer. “Shall you ever stop haranguing each other? I must say, I have never met two people who were better suited to each other.”

      Elizabeth could not keep the smile from her face, even though she had been close to tears all morning. “Honestly, Jane. I will miss you terribly.”

      Jane, to her surprise, seemed as unaffected as Darcy. “It is as your husband says, my dear. The distances are much less significant now that we are married. And who knows? Perhaps we shall come to visit you soon at Pemberley. Or else we may meet in London.”

      Elizabeth nodded, beginning to feel better. “You must promise me.”

      Jane took her hand. “I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      The thought of seeing her dearest sister again soon made the journey back to Derbyshire far more pleasant. In fact, all three were so exhausted from their weeks of celebrations that they slept for most of the journey despite the bumpy carriage ride. Darcy’s groom found this most amusing indeed and the tale was soon shared around the servants at Pemberley, though it went no further than the walls of that estate. Darcy’s staff were fiercely loyal to the man they viewed as fair and decent for a landowner.

      On her first morning back at Pemberley, Elizabeth woke surprising earlier with a strange restless feeling in her chest. Unable to stay still any longer, she climbed out of bed even though it was still half dark. Though, being winter, it was already eight in the morning. This time, she had the good sense to wrap up well in a bulky coat Darcy wore for shooting.

      There was no need for discretion now. She threw open the huge front doors, which was more of an exertion than she had expected. She stood on the threshold taking in the estate. She had spent so many pleasurable hours walking there. During all that time she had never dared to believe that one day it might all be hers. Not that she cared about the estate as much as she cared about its master, but it was still a breath-taking sight to behold.

      She had intended to go walking in the grounds, but a rush of giddiness overtook her and she found herself hurrying down the steps and racing across the gravel and into the park. She did not know what carried her, for she was still bone tired from the journey, but something compelled her onwards until she was utterly breathless and her legs were weak. She stood, bent over with her fingers digging into her ribs, laughing uncontrollably even though it certainly wasn’t helping her to regain her breath.

      “What on earth are you doing?” a voice asked.

      Elizabeth looked up, startled. She had not expected anyone to be out so early on such a crisp morning. “It’s you.”

      Darcy loomed before her, astride his black stallion. “It is. I must say, I was pleased not to come across a letter on the hall table this time.”

      She flushed and laughed. “You thought I was running away? Of course I wasn’t, dear man.”

      “I did not think such a thing.”

      “I hope not. But why did you follow me if you weren’t afraid I was running off again?”

      He dismounted gracefully and led his horse to a tree by the reins. She smiled. “You at least saddled Duke this time.”

      “Oh, I instructed the stable boys to keep his tack close to his stall for just such occasions as these.”

      She threw her head back and laughed as he returned from tying up his horse and took her in his arms. “In case you had to hurry after me, do you mean? My dearest, darling Darcy, I was simply giddy with excitement and I don’t know what came over me. I intended to walk and then I got the maddest urge to run. You must not worry, I have no intention of ever leaving this place again unless it’s in a carriage with you.”

      “Oh I know it,” he muttered, kissing her forehead. His dark eyes twinkled in the pale light. “But that isn’t the reason I keep Duke ready to go.”

      “Why then?”

      He sighed exaggeratedly as if he was much put upon. “My darling wife, you cannot begin to understand how worried I was when I found you in the grounds that night, shivering and hurt. This morning I woke when you closed the door behind you and then I saw you from our window. Heaven knows, I did not wish for you to fall and injure yourself out here alone. It is frosty and slippery in places.”

      She shook her head, touched at his concern. “If it makes you feel better, I will restrain myself from running until conditions are improved and the days are brighter.”

      He kissed her again. “Do not say such things. I would never expect it of you. You have your strange habits and I love each and every one of them.”

      “What then?”

      He smiled and shrugged. “You must not be surprised when I come after you. I will be there to catch you, should you fall.”

      It was the most heartening thing she had ever heard; sweeter than she had ever imagined, even in her most romantic moments. “Oh, Darcy, that is the most touching, wonderful thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      “It does not bother you? I know the enjoyment you derive from being alone.”

      “It is different with you,” she whispered. “As comfortable as I am alone, I feel even more comfortable with you.”

      He sighed, his breath forming a stationary cloud in the still, frosty air. “It is the same for me. I love you, Elizabeth Darcy. Now, if you have had quite enough time out here in the freezing cold, may I suggest we retire indoors for some hot tea?”

      “Gladly,” she said, smiling.
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