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      Since the murder of George Wickham hit The Times in August 1812, the street outside Darcy House in London buzzed for weeks with abnormal activity. Without the family in residence, the front path before the door contained a motley mix of men from sailors to coppersmiths, alternating from yells to jeers for most of the day. They stayed on the street side of the iron gate, blocking the walk and oftentimes congesting traffic. 

      Inside, Mr. Darcy’s staff kept life running, as usual, utilizing the back doors that led them down alleys to the far side of the block behind the carriage house. The mob had not braved the catacombs of Mayfair to Berkely and Piccadilly and its rivers of slop running between the city homes of great men.

      “Why have they nowhere to go? Where’s the Watchman?” the young footman Jack asked as he peeked out the front window. Arrested with fascination, the growing unrest stirred in him an equal part of admiration and disgust. He couldn’t fault the men wanting their due, but he found the display unsettling and against the rule of law. 

      Jack’s own situation was just as precarious. He was grateful the master’s sister had been taken to Kent as she had insisted he perform as her lover. While he missed the release of passion, he did not miss the discord. Mrs. Wickham’s moods were very unpredictable, and the position it had put him in with the rest of the staff and Mrs. Potter had left him without allies. Unsure if he would even have a job when the master returned, Jack sloughed off more than he worked, a policy that wouldn’t help his case if it was put before Mr. Darcy.

      “They’re angry. They’ve lost their money; spent where they shouldn’t, and believe Mr. Darcy shall fix it,” Mrs. Potter retorted as she also stole a wary glance at the escalating situation. 

      She agreed with Jack about the Watchman. Usually, the crowd would be dispersed every hour, but she had not seen such an effort since the previous day. The faces changed out in the masses as Catherine Potter warily observed most days from a window on the third floor when she was checking the maids’ work. But today felt different, there was a charge in the air, and even she felt uneasy. As she joined Jack to look over his shoulder, her intuition proved correct.

      A chunk of rotting cabbage sailed over the iron fence and landed near the front steps. The mob cheered and soon a second handful of rotting vegetation followed, more and more heaping upon the steps. Scowling, the housekeeper turned away and applied the same logic to the footman. 

      “The question is why do you have nowhere to work? Is the silver finished? Have the stores been dusted?”

      “That’s for the maids!” Jack scoffed, as Mrs. Potter gave him a glare of stark dismay.

      “The maids, is it?” She grabbed Jack by the crook of his arm as the stockier and more senior footman, Stephen, appeared. “Perhaps you’d prefer to find work elsewhere entirely!”

      “There you be! I wondered where you slagged off to!” The older footman tossed a polishing rag at Jack as Mrs. Potter released him, causing Jack to stumble a few steps towards the dining room.

      “The family is not even here. Who will know if we take a day off?” Jack asked, shaking the dirty rag he had involuntarily caught to prevent the filth from hitting his face.

      “Who will know? I will know! And the master will know. We tolerated long enough the tough spot Mrs. Wickham placed you in, but she’s gone and you either need to fall back in line or leave without a reference since you deserve none.” Mrs. Potter advanced on Jack’s position as Stephen stood next to her to close ranks. “Do not allow a brief liaison with a lonely woman to puff up your ego. I hear the factories are hiring on the Southside,” Mrs. Potter smiled as Jack sauntered off back to work and didn’t listen to more of the lecture. She muttered about how grueling factory work would be compared to the minor task of polishing silver even without her intended audience.

      A louder chanting began to echo from outside, and Stephen took sentry at the window to spy the growing tensions. The crowd started yelling in unison, “Open the gate!”

      “There’s more than yesterday,” he commented.

      Mrs. Potter frowned and sighed. For a spell, the two more senior staff members listened to the yelling. The unison would fall apart for a cacophony cry for justice, then swell again.

      “They cry for justice,” the senior footman remarked as a sharp burst of sound hit the door, startling them both. Then another report rang out, then three in a synchronized volley.

      “Are they throwing—”

      “Get away from the window!” Mrs. Potter yelled as Stephen just missed a heavy stone crashing through the glass. The four-inch half of brick landed with the shards on the pristine marble floor of the entryway. As they both ran, more rocks assaulted the door and front windows.

      “Will the gate hold?” he asked.

      “Who knows! You and the other footmen barricade the door. Use all of the ground floor furniture that you can find,” Mrs. Potter yelled as she continued into the dining room.

      “And where are you going?” Stephen roared as he ducked in reaction to the sound of another window breaking.

      “To find help!” she explained over her shoulder as she yanked open the door to the kitchen below.

      The two other footmen, who had been dutifully polishing silver, and Jack stared at Stephen with wide eyes as they could hear the glass breaking and stones starting to hit the windows behind them. 

      “Right, lads! Grab what you can and let’s block the door. They can throw all the rocks they want, but we’re not letting them in!”

      “And why not? Why are we saving this house that’s not even ours?” Jack argued as the two other footmen had begun to help Stephen but then paused as they became unsure about what to do.

      “Because it’s our necks! You think they’re coming in for a spot of tea? The Watchmen will come and clear the streets. But in the meantime, we need to barricade the door!” Stephen grunted as he picked up one of the heaviest of the dining chairs that sat at the head of the table. Another footman rushed over to help him lift it as the other grabbed the second of the double doors to push it open.

      Jack grunted and blew out the candles.

      “JACK!” the other footmen shouted.

      “Well if you want the house to bloody catch on fire then,” Jack shrugged, and the others looked sheepish. Snuffing the candles was a good idea to prevent catastrophe if one the candelabras were knocked over.

      As the group of four men began moving the contents of the dining room into the hall, they all prayed that the soldiers would arrive soon to disperse the crowd. And they blew out every candle they passed.

      

      Mrs. Potter issued orders to the kitchen staff to help above stairs and dashed out the back delivery door. She sent a hall boy ahead of her to run to the garrison, but for Catherine Potter, she knew more help than that would be needed.

      Two alleys down and a dash across Mount Street, Mrs. Potter and the maid she enlisted to go with her finally arrived at Matlock House. 

      “Shall we go around back?” the young maid asked, timidly. She had been in service long enough to know that the front doors were not for her kind.

      “No, there is no time.” Mrs. Potter marched up to the front door and used the knocker excessively until the butler opened the door. She didn’t wait for a greeting. “Darcy House is being attacked by a mob! Windows have been broken. Please, find the earl.”

      After they gained entrance, they found both the countess and the earl were in residence, making plans for their evening out to the theatre. Mrs. Potter relayed the circumstances of the Watchmen abandoning their post, and the earl grew incensed.

      “Rioting in the streets? What is Derby thinking?” Henry Fitzwilliam, the third Earl of Matlock, complained in a voice loud enough to frighten the poor maid from Darcy House.

      “Dear, let’s not place blame on another peer just yet. Why do we not send our guard with these ladies and you can send a personal message to the Blues. I cannot imagine the crown will want rioting so close to the palace.”

      “This is Northumberland’s doing!” The Earl of Matlock further accused and his wife, Margaret Fitzwilliam, cautioned her husband for his bombastic ways the same way she just had, and throughout their entire marriage. She stepped directly into his line of sight and nodded her head with a mock whistling gesture from her lips. As she blew out her breath, her husband  began to calm.

      “Yes, yes, my apologies, Mrs. Potter,” the earl offered his nephew’s housekeeper the respect she was due to her position. “We shall send you with a guard and hopefully disperse this rabble. Has anyone been hurt?”

      Mrs. Potter shook her head. “Not to my knowledge, your Lordship, but I cannot speak for circumstances now.”

      The earl nodded his head and instructed his butler to also send for Dr. Matthews. “In case anyone is unwell, or merely needs draughts of courage.”

      The butler escorted Mrs. Potter and the maid out towards the back as the alarm was raised for the men in Matlock’s employ to arm themselves and head towards Mayfair. 

      “I shall go directly to the Blues,” the earl spoke out loud, expecting his wife’s disapproval.

      “Yes, take the carriage, go directly. I did not wish to see this show anyway. The reviews have been lackluster.” Lady Matlock supported her husband’s plans.

      “And what will you do?” he asked, as he gave the order to a waiting footman for his carriage to still be readied for his new destination.

      “Someone must send word to Darcy. He left Scotland I believe, and should be in Hertfordshire with that friend of his.”

      The earl nodded as another footman brought him his hat and gloves.

      “With any luck, he can be here on the morrow. May the good Lord see fit to spare his dwelling,” Henry Fitzwilliam said, leaving his wife with a peck on her cheek.

      As Lady Matlock called her favorite footman, Seamus, to attend to her in the library as she wrote out the many letters, she also wished for him to write a letter to his brother, Declan, in Kent. Margaret Fitzwilliam did not care for the troubling signs brewing in London, and she would protect her family as much as she could manage. 
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      The Darcy carriage traveled efficiently from the happy frolicking days of the couple's Scottish wedding trip to the daunting mantle of family responsibility waiting for them in the south. Elizabeth Darcy sat on the bench across from her husband and insisted her maid, Higgins, join them for much of the journey. 

      Such a change occurred at the first stop when the dreadful silence marred most of the first leg of their journey. Mr. Darcy did not argue with the arrangement due to his wife's delicate condition. But it was not for symptoms of carrying a child that Mrs. Darcy wished to have Higgins near. Instead, the two women talked excessively about fashions and changes to Elizabeth's wardrobe for the change in residence and season. As Scotland's summer was cooler than the English summers, much of her clothing would work well for the autumn with new trimmings and a reduction of plaids.

      Between hours of chatter about gowns and bonnets and his wife's deafening silence, punctuated by the shortest answers when he asked her a direct question, Mr. Darcy's temper ran high at the last stop before they expected to reach Mr. Bingley's home. The early morning dew was long burned off by the sun when the last Darcy carriage was rigged with a new team so they could continue their travels. Mr. Darcy spied Elizabeth whispering earnestly with Higgins. Then Mrs. Darcy shooed her maid away. 

      Mr. Darcy walked up to the train of vehicles, after settling their bill with the innkeeper, and dared to make his wishes known.

      "I should like it very much if we rode alone," he said in his master of Pemberley voice, knowing better than to have his words be an actual demand.

      Elizabeth watched Higgins reach Simmons, the two women shared a conspiratorial nod, and then she smiled at her husband.

      "Of course we shall ride alone. I do not wish to arrive at Netherfield Park and let Caroline Bingley believe we are quarreling. I've instructed Higgins to ride with the other servants." Elizabeth stood with her chin jutted out in pride as to her the matter was settled. But not so for her husband. And so he did not reach up to open the door and assist his wife inside, a courtesy he had been performing since their wedding over the anvil.

      "You misunderstand me, Madam. I do not wish for us to ride alone for mere appearances that we are not quarreling. I wish for us not to be in a quarrel," Fitzwilliam explained.

      Elizabeth began to feel annoyed. Days of morning nausea coupled with the long travel and anxieties of seeing her family after such a tragedy at Longbourn did not leave much patience in reserve for her husband.

      "I, too, also do not wish to quarrel, but I cannot pretend that my feelings are settled on the entire matter. Would you prefer artifice?" she asked, unaffected by her husband's stormy expression.

      Mr. Darcy clenched his fists together and then raised one hand to pull open the carriage door. Elizabeth casually reached out her hand for his to take the first step and grabbed the strap above her head for the bulk of assistance to take her position inside the carriage.

      Mr. Darcy watched as his one act of opening the carriage door inspired a flutter of activity across the five vehicles traveling together in one long caravan. For such a trip, both Mr. and Mrs. Darcy had carried with them extensive luggage and obtained new belongings during their stay in Scotland. A sixth carriage with a mounted guard had peeled off the main road to head back to Pemberley with various letters for the Darcy staff there. 

      As Mr. Darcy looked up, he spied Elizabeth leaning forward and grinning at him with the bright countenance he remembered from before all their troubles. Her smile was all the encouragement Fitzwilliam Darcy needed to lift himself into the carriage, slam the door, and take his rightful seat next to his wife.

      Elizabeth twisted in her seat so that she faced her husband.

      "I am sorry that I have not yet managed to forgive you completely, I suppose."

      "I do not understand why you hold such a tender regard for my sister's husband." Mr. Darcy allowed old jealousies of Mr. Wickham to cloud his assessment of his wife's emotions. Truthfully, Elizabeth had barely met George Wickham before they had gone to Hertfordshire to appeal Mr. Bennet's blessing on their marriage.

      Elizabeth Darcy jerked as the carriage move forward, but would not allow a misunderstanding to grow between them. If her husband did not wish to be quarreling by the time they reached Netherfield Park, then she had to be honest. It was one of the virtues her father had instilled in her and she still respected her upbringing. Her rejection of her cousin's suit and running away with Mr. Darcy for an unorthodox path to matrimony had estranged Elizabeth from both of her parents, but she still loved them. 

      "I hold no additional regard for the late Mr. Wickham than I would for any man. From what I gather of the situation, he was a scoundrel of the first sort. But I have not reconciled my feelings about how little you consider my opinion. Furthermore, I have not had any counsel with my Aunt Gardiner or my sister, Jane," Elizabeth explained, believing her words sounded perfectly reasonable.

      Now it was Darcy's turn to angle towards his wife and begin to throw his logic her way. "So your charges are that I do not come to you for guidance, and in the same breath you tell me that you need guidance from your sister and aunt."

      "That is not fair," Elizabeth Darcy scoffed.

      "I am merely trying to understand your feelings, Mrs. Darcy. Are we to come to each other for insights on our most difficult dilemmas or are we not? I was mistaken to keep Mr. Wickham's death from you, but it was done so for your benefit. I did not wish to sully our happy times in Scotland. I had already believed that I had not courted you as you deserved and the resulting guilt influenced my decision heavily."

      Elizabeth pursed her lips. She did not appreciate her husband's verbal parry of her well-thought-out reasons for the emotional distance between them. She slowly began to turn away from him, but he reached out to cradle her elbow, and pulled her into an embrace. Elizabeth stiffened, but Mr. Darcy did not fall for such a false flag of communication. As he bent down to kiss his wife's forehead, he sighed, and slowly slid his right hand down her back to massage the area just above where she was seated to ease the aches from travel.

      Elizabeth leaned into him so that he reached more easily to rub her back. She moaned at the relief he provided.

      "Would you bar me from talking to my aunt and sister?" she asked with an earnest tone of honest inquiry.

      Mr. Darcy shook his head and continued to soothe his wife with his roaming hands.

      Elizabeth leaned back and looked up at the handsome face of her Fitzwilliam. "Perhaps we can make an accord.If we resolve to come to one another first about major issues affecting our family, we might still seek the counsel of others as we both deem it prudent?" Elizabeth arched an eyebrow as she waited for her husband to respond.

      Fitzwilliam Darcy stared into the eyes of his Elizabeth and marveled at her evenhanded suggestion for reconciliation. She had not risen to the bait of his fallacy, but instead turned the entire situation into one that worked in her favor. He would have to agree and in doing so, he would be giving her exactly what she wanted in the first place: a promise of loyalty to her above all others.

      "I believe your compromise has merits, Madam."

      "But do you agree? It is important to me, Fitzwilliam, that the behavior you are asking of me is the same I can rely upon from you."

      Mr. Darcy sighed and pressed their foreheads together, as an ill-timed bump in the road jostled them apart, then allowed them to reconnect with slightly more force than either found comfortable. As they both released each other to tend the minor injury, Elizabeth began to laugh.

      "I can recall when I found sitting in a carriage alone with you to be so utterly romantic," she said as she began to fix her skirts and sit straighter  in the seat on the bench. "Now I confess that I'm finding so much travel to be an utter bother!"

      Mr. Darcy slid closer to Elizabeth so that their legs were touching. He leaned and whispered into his wife's ear. "I would say that I agree with you Madam, but it would be a falsehood." He gently kissed her neck delicately  behind her ear and Elizabeth shuddered.

      After he trailed a few more kisses along her hairline, their lips met in a passionate kiss. Their hands and lips found many methods to release the growing tensions that remained from their argument in Scotland, and Elizabeth did not forget that her husband had not formally agreed to her suggestion that they always come to one another first. But her heart did not care at the moment. In her mind, what could be deliberated another day with words took second precedence over what passions and stirrings could be satisfied today.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Charles Bingley's lease on Netherfield Park would end in October after an emergency extension was agreed to by the parties. Jane Bingley stared at the long list of tasks left in her charge. Even with the extension, it would be a difficult feat to accomplish. The list ranged from a final inventory of the furnishings to help her uncle close out the property to convincing Kitty that some of her larger works of art should remain behind in the attic. They were painted in residence, after all. With so many between the Bennet and Bingley families set to leave the area, the number of wagons and carriages that could carry their belongings was finite. Jane's husband had offered to take responsibility for many of the items left to tackle, apologizing that both of his sisters had left so soon after the baptism of their twins. But Jane remained resolute to her duties.

      Truthfully, the excuse of preparing to depart Netherfield offered Jane one of the few breaks in her busy day as hostess to a full house, including her displaced family. Tears, with no inclination as to their reason, brimmed at the corners of her eyes. She looked away from her impossible list and gazed out the north-facing window. The long road stretching beyond the woods remained defiantly empty as it had for days though she earnestly expected her sister Elizabeth's arrival. The last message had indicated an imminent homecoming, but until she saw the express rider that typically preceded Mr. Darcy's travels, Jane tried her best to stymie her hope.

      The small parlor she used as her personal office was not decorated to Jane Bingley's tastes. Most of the furnishings outdated her by decades, upholstered in maroon velvets that were worn and the gilt framing long faded. It was furniture that she and her husband did not own. 

      Jane sighed and picked up her quill to add another notion to the section of her parchment that included her goals for once she and Mr. Bingley chose a house to purchase. Very carefully she inked: furniture for my study.

      A familiar, slightly uncomfortable ache began to plague her bosom, and Jane took one last look out the window before admitting to herself that her solitary time needed to end. Her daughter and son were due for their late morning feeding, and though their family did employ a wet nurse, with two mouths to feed Jane still provided much of the babes' sustenance as well.

      But when Jane reached the nursery, she was hindered in her efforts to reach her children by the presence of her mother.

      "I knew I would find you here. I've just come from your father's room, and he is much improved. I am certain with just one more week here at Netherfield, we shall be able to move into the Stevens' home and see to the rebuilding of Longbourn come spring." Mrs. Bennet renewed her ridiculous idea that opposed all of the plans the Bingleys held for the Bennets.

      "Mama please, not this again," Jane pleaded as she walked around her mother and picked up little Lynnie from her bassinet. Jane cooed at her daughter who was far more docile in temperament than her brother, Charlie.

      "I do not see why you always feed her first. You should not play favorites among your children," Mrs. Bennet advised, though it was a piece of advice Jane had never seen her mother honor.

      "Little Charles is still asleep. I feed the child that is awake when it is time to feed them, nothing else. When you say Papa is much improved, what do you mean?" Jane carried her daughter over to the rocking chair and allowed her specially sewn gown to fall at the bodice. Lynn wasted no time latching on and curled her little fist right around her mother's pinky. No matter how vexed Jane Bingley felt with her mother and her two sisters, Mary and Lydia, who also objected to moving so far away from Hertfordshire, comforting her children always brought her joy. She looked up at her mother expecting an answer, and Mrs. Bennet faltered.

      "Why would you trouble me with such a question? I have known your father for over two decades, and I know precisely when he is about to make a turn for the better. Mark my words, he shall walk again." Mrs. Bennet's words were shaky as she voiced them, and Jane reached up to stroke her daughter's cheek as the babe fed.

      Jane gulped before she braved telling her mother about the expected arrival of the Darcys that very day.

      "But with the distance being so far, it also could be tomorrow or the next day," Jane tempered the news so her mother did not fall into a fit. "Once Lizzie arrives, I am certain that we can determine an appropriate solution for all. You know Papa would wish for us all to remain together, Mama. There is just no house available in the nearby countryside large enough for all of us."

      "If we rebuilt Longbourn . . ." Mrs. Bennet trailed off and though she liked to get her own way, even Fanny Bennet was intelligent enough to reason Longbourn would not be large enough to house two families. And it would never pass to Mr. Bingley, so there would be no incentive for him to reside there and take up the reins. 

      So instead, she changed her mind entirely. 

      "But Pemberley is so far!" Mrs. Bennet complained, loudly enough to wake up her grandson. 

      The nursemaid immediately stood up from where she was folding laundry in the corner and picked up the child to see to his needs, but Mrs. Bennet intervened. "No, no, go take Lynnie from Mrs. Bingley," Mrs. Bennet stated as she picked up her grandson and brought the child to her daughter.

      Jane groaned, but not wishing to have another argument, she kissed Lynn's forehead and surrendered her to the wetnurse. Adjusting her gown, she accepted her son from her mother and offered him her other breast. Jane thought to point out to her mother that her insistence on her feeding both children doubled her work while sparing the nursemaid, but truthfully, Jane did not mind. The difficult part would be traveling so far with the children so young. Her Aunt Gardiner had given her more than a few horror stories of how messy traveling with babes could be.

      Once little Charlie was settled, though Jane had to adjust her position since her son did not prefer to nurse in the same attitude as his sister, she remembered her mother's objections.

      "Derbyshire is a good distance from our neighborhood, but Charles has assured me the home is more than adequate to provide all of us the time and comfort we all need. Papa will have a suite organized for his specific needs and convalescence. And think of how you will get to help Lizzie plan the entertainment and dinner parties only a home of that scale can provide."

      Mrs. Bennet crossed her arms since both children were being tended, there was little employment for her. There was not an extra chair in the nursery, and she saw the interview with her eldest daughter as unsatisfactory.

      "All of this is Lizzie's fault."

      Jane startled her son by jerking her head up to glare at her mother's outrageous accusation. Charlie began to cry as Jane offered the child a soft apology and helped him settle once more.

      "Mother, if you are going to say such upsetting things, I beg you to please leave the nursery." Jane was firm in her words, reflecting on the reminder from her husband that if she did not wish for her mother to trample all over her, she had to assert herself as mistress in the household.

      "But I am speaking the truth, surely you can see that," Mrs. Bennet said, regulating her voice to a lower volume.         

      Jane's emotions began to sour as Charlie's feeding efforts pained her. The boy was likely working on his first tooth, and often gummed her delicate skin when it was time to feed. Jane shuddered at the shock of the pain and jostled Little Charlie to distract him from his aims of soothing his gums and return him to the task at hand. 

      "Because I know you will explain your ridiculous logic, I will humor this discussion. But if I find it to be without merit, you will not say such a statement to Lizzie or Mr. Darcy when they arrive."

      Jane's small allowance was all the opportunity Mrs. Bennet needed to air her grievances.

      "If Lizzie had married Mr. Collins, as your father and I instructed her to do so, Longborn would never have caught fire," Mrs. Bennet explained as though the trail from one statement to the next was entirely linear and well reasoned.

      Jane shook her head. "That makes no sense at all, Mama."

      "Does it not? If she had not upset your father so, there would be no discord in our family. You married Mr. Bingley, you were the obedient daughter. But not Lizzie! And even when she was confronted with the folly of her choices, she still ran away. How do we even know they are wedded? An elopement to Scotland! Your father had it on good authority that they went back to Pemberley and no further." Mrs. Bennet charged as Jane once again winced as Charlie misbehaved. Finding her patience to be at an end, Jane lifted her son to her other shoulder to burp as she looked over at the wetnurse with Lynn. Her daughter appeared to be finished, and Jane carefully stood to swap the children. Lynn happily gurgled in her mother's arms, as Jane began the necessary task that all babies required after feeding by changing her napkin.

      "For heaven's sake, call another maid!" Mrs. Bennet again insulted her daughter's care of her own children, and Jane ignored her.

      "Have you forgotten how viciously Mr. Collins beat Elizabeth in Kent? I saw her injuries, Mother, and I cannot agree with you that my sister should have married such a brute."

      Mrs. Bennet walked over to the pile of laundry the nurse had been folding and selected a clean gown to bring to her daughter for little Lynn.     

      "Do you think if Lizzie had married Mr. Collins, your father would've allowed her to move to Kent with him? Oh no, Janie, such an event would not have even occurred. No, your father intended for them to live at Longbourn and for Mr. Collins to give up his position with the Church."      

       Mrs. Bennet explained the plans for her least favorite daughter and did not add that she had been opposed to her husband's wishes. It would have fallen to her to allow Lizzie to help her with the day-to-day running of the household. Now, thanks to her headstrong daughter's ways, Mrs. Bennet did not even have a home to run.

      As another maid did appear to help tend the children, Jane shared a glance with the wetnurse that conveyed the woman would not carry tales elsewhere. A permanent position with the Bingley family depended upon her discretion.

      "Mama, let's retire to my parlor down the hall." Jane paused in placating her mother to kiss her children a temporary farewell. She and Charles always saw them before dinner. "I will call for refreshments, and we can discuss your concerns more thoroughly." Jane ushered her mother out and left Mrs. Bennet no choice but to retreat towards the door.

      "You see? I knew you would understand," Mrs. Bennet smugly left the nursery with her head high, confident that her eldest daughter would support her.

      Jane prayed that she could provide her mother with enough time to vent her spleen before the Darcys arrived and warn Lizzie of the lunacy before Mrs. Bennet offended others.
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      Within an hour of leaving the last inn, the surrounding countryside inspired a wave of nostalgia to overtake Elizabeth Darcy. A result from their temporary truce, she enjoyed her husband's comfort while the carriage returned her to Hertfordshire for the first time as a married woman. Thinking of home, she errantly worried that the carriage might not go past Longbourn if the driver chose the longer route to Netherfield Park through Meryton. Frantically, she asked her husband if he had spoken to the driver.

      "I do not wish to avoid seeing it, Fitzwilliam. Did you speak to the driver before we left?" she asked.

      Darcy hesitated. He did not need to ask his wife for clarification as he had anticipated her distress. But he stood on such fragile footing about making decisions without consulting her, that he did not wish to confess. He had indeed instructed the driver not to pass by the burnt remains of her childhood home. Mr. Darcy did not abide falsehoods, though any such deceit would also be imprudent as he could not conceal any lie when the carriage turned on the main road through Meryton in a few miles. 

      Her husband’s delay in response revealed the truth to Elizabeth. "You told him, didn't you? Stop him! Do something!" Elizabeth’s voice cracked from her panic. 

      Mr. Darcy considered refusing his wife's wishes. But something in the far reaches of his mind warned him that if anything, his wife was more than capable explaining her limits and telling him where they ended. If Elizabeth Darcy said she wanted her carriage to take a certain route, then by right of her status as one of the wealthiest women in England, her carriage would take that route.

      Darcy banged enthusiastically on the roof of the carriage with his walking stick and slowly their carriage came to a crawl, and then to a complete stop. With so many conveyances traveling in a line, the multiple drivers were well-trained in keeping a tight grouping for safety purposes. But such a formation also made any kind of last-minute maneuvers rather difficult.

      The door swung open as a coachman helped his employer, and Mr. Darcy stepped out upon the step to speak to the driver directly. 

      "There's been a change of plans and we will take the old road through Winslow Woods."

      "But sir, that will go right by–"

      "Yes, we are aware, but these are the wishes of your mistress. Would you care to tell Mrs. Darcy that we cannot make the turn?" Mr. Darcy challenged the driver, Holbein, good-naturedly as there was no question of the man's loyalty. Elizabeth had been instrumental in saving a close relative of the Darcy driver, so he quickly nodded and a young coachman was dispatched to explain the change to the other carriages.

      Mr. Darcy took a moment to brush off some of the dust from the road that had clung to his coat sleeve from stepping out of the carriage too soon after the stop. He rejoined Elizabeth in the carriage with gusto.

      As he dared to glance at Elizabeth's face, she smiled brightly at him as tears fell from the corners of her eyes.

      "Thank you, Fitzwilliam. Thank you ever so much. And in the future –"

      "In the future, yes, I should consult you before protecting your sensibilities. Though I would point out, Mrs. Darcy, you are crying. This is the very reaction I was hoping to avoid." Mr. Darcy dutifully handed his wife a handkerchief and she dabbed at the dampness on her cheeks.

      "Oh, but this could not have been avoided! I should very much like to have my first reaction in privacy. My entire family has seen what remains and I did not think I could bear hearing an account of the devastation without seeing it for myself." 

      Her explanation made Mr. Darcy feel a slight twinge of self-recrimination. He knew his wife to be a woman of good sense, caring of others. He privately resolved a personal conviction to respect her good qualities more in the future, for both of their sakes.

      Shortly after the carriage train began its journey once more, the lead carriage took a left turn at the fork. Elizabeth practically held her breath as she knew it would be less than a quarter hour before they would reach the edge of her father's lands. Jane's letter regarding the fire had been most vague about the blaze, and Elizabeth's imagination took a flight of fancy of wondering if the trees had burned, or perhaps the surrounding fields? There were so many questions, and she twisted Fitzwilliam's handkerchief between her fingers in nervous anticipation.

      “I was remiss in pointing out the very spot where we met,” her husband said and Elizabeth’s shoulders twitched as her emotions conflicted. She was equally amused and upset, so she merely pressed her lips into a thin line.

      “Indeed, one year ago I stumbled across the most delightful creature. . .” Mr. Darcy turned and nuzzled his nose along Elizabeth’s hairline, further stirring her emotions. When he kissed the delicate spot below her ear, he reminded his wife of how much he loved her. Elizabeth rested her head on his shoulder, keeping a watch out the window while her husband held her.

      When at last the trees cleared, the caravan of Darcy carriages passed by an empty gate and took the long winding drive up to the proper manor house of the small Longhorn estate. Elizabeth curiously looked out the window feeling very confused, but reasoned if her family was not in residence, perhaps no one guarded the gatehouse. Yet, the first tenant homes they passed showed no signs of activity whatsoever. At the fourth one, the occupants paused in the act of packing up a wagon to show a small amount of respect for the wealthy carriage passing by the property.

      "I don't understand. These families have been with us for generations. Why are they leaving, Fitzwilliam?" Elizabeth knew it'd been more than a month since the fire, but the loss of the tenants surprised her so the shock grew even worse.

      Mr. Darcy uncomfortably cleared his throat. It would pain him to explain the full scope of the situation, much of what he was able to guess from his own experiences. Bingley had also listed a few pieces of information in his letter that Jane had left out.

      "The tenants did not begin to leave because of the fire," Mr. Darcy said quietly.

      Elizabeth looked to her husband for a better explanation and he reached out his hand to hold hers.

      "Charles wrote to me, explaining the many misfortunes your family endured over the summer months. Two families received word from relatives of a better opportunity. With the scandal surrounding the Bennet name …" Mr. Darcy trailed off as it was the two of them directly responsible for the scandal. Elizabeth began to violently shake her head.

      "No, sir, that does not fall upon us. We came back and offered my father the opportunity to make things right. We wished to wed here in Hertfordshire, if only he would've given his blessing." Elizabeth bit her lower lip and looked away from her husband as the entire carriage train came to a stop. She'd been so busy talking about the tenants, that she had not caught the first glance of the charred remains of Longbourn. 

      Now, the woman who had been so insistent upon taking so many carriages and servants to the relic of her family's former glory, felt childish and insecure. She would have to leave the carriage and have her first glimpse the tragedy witnessed by so many in her husband’s employ. Elizabeth felt her blunder most terribly as Mrs. Darcy; a blunder her husband had attempted to save her from making.

      Mr. Darcy rightly guessed his wife’s distress had renewed and pulled back the curtain on his side of the carriage so that Elizabeth could see the eastern wall of the home in privacy.

      "I am grateful that you absolve us of responsibility,” he replied. “But I fear that some members of your family do not see the circumstances in the same light. Prior to the fire, there were whispers of your father being ill," Mr. Darcy paused as Elizabeth nodded. He breathed a sigh of relief that at least some of the more distressing news was not new to Elizabeth.

      "Longbourn has suffered a blow that many estates succumb to and it is not unique to a man of your father's position. With no son, the future blood, Longbourn’s success was mired in mystery and speculation. Add to the fact that the circumstances of your visiting Kent were circulated to some degree, bringing about unhelpful gossip about Mr. Collins—"

      "It was not gossip! The man is a brute!" Elizabeth interjected.

      Mr. Darcy squeezed his wife's hand. He nodded. "Yes, and no tenant wishes to work the land for such a brute. So I am afraid whether there had been a fire or not, Fate had conspired in many ways to bring great suffering to your family. But I swear to you that we will never leave them suffering." Mr. Darcy gulped as Elizabeth had froze when she saw the charred wall knocked down and the empty hole where her father’s study had been. Her husband’s words seemed to snap her out of her stupor and Elizabeth turned her head so swiftly and glared so sharply at her husband, that he felt it necessary to repeat his pledge. 

      "I swear to you."

      Elizabeth Darcy had held back her emotions for as long as she could manage. The romantic gesture of her husband to take on the burden of caring for her family was just too much. As she burst into tears, the Darcys embraced and Fitzwilliam held Elizabeth as she sobbed against his shoulder.

      Mr. Darcy spied two coachmen standing near the door unsure of what to do. They had rightly supposed not to open the carriage door as Mr. Darcy had not given the signal that he did when he wished for his carriage to be open upon his arrival with his walking stick. So they stood sentry and waited for instructions.

      As Elizabeth gathered her wits about her, she again used the much abused handkerchief her husband had gifted her, steeling herself for what must happen next.

      With a determined sigh, Elizabeth set her jaw in a dignified line as she pushed her shoulders back into a tall and proper posture.

      "Fitzwilliam?" She addressed her husband and waited for him to silently acknowledge that he heard her with a nod. "I'm ready. Please have them open the door."

      Mr. Darcy smiled at his wife and the choreography of the Darcy exit commenced. Mr. Darcy exited first, turned, and then gallantly assisted his wife down from the carriage. He noticed that Elizabeth was not wearing her usual slippers for travel, but a pair of high walking boots. In that moment, Mr. Darcy realized what Higgins and his wife had been giggling about and he marveled at his wife’s ability to set into motion exactly the outcome she wished. She reminded him of his Aunt Margaret, Countess of Matlock. 

      “Patrick, please tell Mr. Holbein the carriages should continue on to Netherfield Park,” Elizabeth began to give orders to the coachman who was a burly seventeen stone of all muscle built up from a youth of loading and unloading trunks. Patrick nodded, but didn’t move his feet until Mr. Darcy could weigh in. 

      "Mrs. Darcy?"

      Elizabeth Darcy sighed and smoothed her skirts. She bravely began to walk towards the charred hull of Longbourn’s front entrance. "Well, Mr. Darcy, it is not even a three mile walk so it should do us good. I'm ever so sick of carriages. And I dearly love the exercise." Elizabeth flashed her husband a smile to strengthen her resolve and he recognized the return of the mischievous miss he had fallen in love with a year ago.

      Darcy quickly motioned for Patrick to stay with Mrs. Darcy in her service as he made arrangements with his staff for some refreshments to come with them and for his horse, Alexander, to be untethered. He intended to walk with Elizabeth all the way to Netherfield, but he would not be such a fool to go without precautions to care for his wife in her condition. Still, he knew better than to argue with Mrs. Darcy. When she asked for a walk, the woman needed such exercise. While he had made such a mistake before, he would not repeat it just because she carried his child.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Darcy enjoyed tromping through the crisp autumn fields with her husband. Despite the difficulties of all around them, Elizabeth’s heart felt lighter that she and Fitzwilliam still made happy memories on their own terms. Their jaunt took little more than two hours before they arrived at Netherfield Park. Their caravan of carriages stood at a half count, clear evidence the unloading process was nearly completed.

      “I suppose we should not expect a grand reception," Elizabeth laughed and her Fitzwilliam joined her. “I wonder how cross they will all be?” She wrinkled her nose just as their boots hit the graveled drive. Mr. Darcy held his wife’s hand up for a kiss before releasing her so they both could don their gloves for polite society.

      Elizabeth wiggled her fingers into the delicate skins, then lifted her skirts in dismay. 

      "Oh I'm afraid there's not much I can do about that," she said, holding out her ankle at an angle to emphasize the hemline marred by mud. Then she laughed anew, recalling a time of more carefree days just a year ago when she regularly trekked the fields around Hertfordshire. 

      Mr. Darcy cleared his throat as Elizabeth allowed her hemline to fall back over her walking boots. He had genuinely enjoyed the exercise with his wife, and dearly wished to continue their solo walks. "I expect this visit we should go see that Oakham Mount of yours. Kitty's rendering of it has made me most curious of the prospect," Mr. Darcy finished his suggestion as they reached the steps of the grand house. 

      A footman had scurried ahead so that no sooner had they reached the top than they met the ‘grand reception.’ Various members of Elizabeth's family and Mr. Darcy's friend, Charles Bingley, had assembled in the doorway.

      "You had us so fooled!" Jane chided her younger sister who merely smirked and did not respond. "I should have known at the first chance to walk a familiar path you would alight from the carriage to do precisely that!" Jane laughed as the two sisters embraced for the first time as married women.

      Mrs. Bennet sniffled loudly behind her eldest daughter. 

      “It was a cruel trick, if you ask me. We were all in such anticipation for your arrival and then the carriage arrived completely empty! I feared the worst.” All eyes looked to Mrs. Bennet, half in solidarity and the other half in disbelief that she truly believed harm had come to the Darcys. But Mrs. Bennet doubled her complaints now that she held a captive audience. “The worst! I implored Mr. Bigley here to send riders right away, but no one listens to me. It is a happy chance that all is well," Mrs. Bennet gave her opinion most decidedly and looked to her youngest daughters to nod in agreement. 

      Elizabeth looked at Jane in bewilderment, but her elder sister merely shrugged.

      "Mama, surely one of Mr. Darcy’s staff explained that we took a picnic and a walk. And it is so very lovely to see you," Elizabeth paused as she had not reconciled with her mother since the ghastly night that she was thrown out of Longbourn after Jane's wedding. 

      Hesitantly, she walked forward but her mother stood stoutly as Lizzie kissed her cheek. The collective gathering held their breath, and even Jane had wondered if their mother would shun Elizabeth. Instead, Mrs. Bennet sighed and leaned forward to kiss her daughter's cheek in return.

      "It has been so long, but I hope that we can put the time and trials behind us to celebrate with happiness." Elizabeth Darcy attempted to offer an olive branch, but it was too much.

      "Happiness? There is no happiness! Longbourn is lost. Your father lies in bed above, most grievously injured. How could you possibly think that I should be happy?" Mrs. Bennet clutched her handkerchief and turned away in a huff to storm off, with Lydia and Mary following behind her.

      Elizabeth was crestfallen. "My apologies—” she began, but Jane shushed her.

      "Come, there was no possible outcome to avoid awkwardness, but it is over now. I am certain you would love to refresh yourself upstairs," Jane said as Charles and Mr. Darcy interrupted their small discussion to explain they would retire to Mr. Bingley’s study. 

      Both men kissed their wives before leaving the ladies to their own devices, then Kitty rushed forward to squeeze Elizabeth with an embrace. 

      "Do you want to meet Charlie and Lynnie?" Kitty, having been selected as one of the godmothers, had grown exceptionally fond of her niece and nephew. Where Lydia and Mary found little reason to be in the nursery, Kitty had taken it upon herself to visit her charges, albeit spiritual guidance only, at least once per day.

      Elizabeth nodded enthusiastically and pressed her hand to her heart. "I should love nothing else, however I fear that I am not fit for the company of infants nor anyone else. Allow me to change my gown and I shall join you thereafter?" she asked and Kitty agreed to the plan.

      Jane escorted her newly arrived sister up the familiar stairs and directed her away from the same suite Lizzie used when she was still recovering from her injuries. 

      "We put you and Mr. Darcy in a wing to yourselves. With you so recently married, we thought you might enjoy the privacy," Jane explained.

      "And it keeps us away from Mama," Elizabeth observed and Jane sadly nodded in agreement.

      The two eldest daughters of the Bennet family walked slowly and Jane remained with her sister as she accepted Higgins’ assistance.

      "Charles and I wholly support you and Mr. Darcy. And we would not excuse any slight against our guests, but I beg you to please have patience. Mama has lost everything, or so she feels, and… “Jane trailed off, unsure how to explain to Elizabeth that their mother still blamed her troubles on her second daughter in a most irrational way.

      Higgins assisted Elizabeth to a bench in front of an enormous bad covered in linens of the finest peach silk. Truthfully, Elizabeth found this room more tastefully decorated than the last room she had slept in before marrying Mr. Darcy. When Higgins removed her mistress’ walking boots, Elizabeth’s swollen, sore feet were revealed and with a bloodied right toe.

      "Lizzie!" Jane scolded her sister upon seeing her injury, but Elizabeth shrugged it off.

      "It hardly hurts. Perhaps I shall soak them for a few moments?" Elizabeth asked, as her maid dashed off to retrieve some salts and warm water in a basin for her mistress.

      "Did Mr. Darcy know that your foot was injured?" Jane asked, still slightly concerned that perhaps her sister's new husband did not care for her as he should, but Elizabeth shook her head emphatically.

      "No, no, the walk was my design. I know better than to take such a distance in new boots, but I needed to see Longbourn." 

      Jane nodded in sympathy at the appropriate moments as Elizabeth explained how she wished to see the tragedy alone. When she finished explaining her feelings on the matter, Elizabeth shrugged one last time and look down at her injured feet. 

      "Perhaps I allowed myself a slight penance. The pain in my toes echoed the pains in my heart. Somehow that made it more bearable."

      "Surely you do not blame yourself as well!" Jane said with an astonished tone that both Elizabeth and her mother could hold the same logic.

      “Blame myself? Of course not! But I was not here, Jane. When you take ever so much upon your shoulders…” But Elizabeth didn’t finish her platitudes because she wondered who did blame her. 

      “Why should I blame myself?" Elizabeth asked as Higgins returned with the supplies needed to soothe her injured feet.

      Jane looked down at Higgins and raised an eyebrow but Elizabeth scoffed.

      "It's Betsy Higgins, Jane. I trust this woman with all of my secrets. And so have you. She has never betrayed us." Elizabeth endorsed her personal maid to hear whatever it was Jane wished to impart, and shyly, Higgins looked up to give her mistress a brief smile before turning back to her duties.

      "You should not, that is I do not blame you. But Mama…" Jane trailed off again but Elizabeth was still confused. Finally, Jane clenched her fists and took in a sharp breath so she could push the words out as they would not be pleasant. "Mama erroneously believes that if you had married Mr. Collins, Longbourn would never have burned."

      Elizabeth cried out as the warm water and salt stung her feet and at such a preposterous idea that she would ever have married Mr. Collins.

      Jane tried to explain their mother’s ridiculous notion and both of the sisters would have laughed if it wasn't so very painful to speak out loud. Elizabeth remained quiet until Jane walked over to sit next to her on the bench. She looped an arm around her favorite sister, the very one that she had missed so much over the last few months. Lizzie leaned her head against Jane’s shoulder. 

      The affection broke Elizabeth’s stalwart resolve and she began to sob as she had not allowed herself to dissemble all through the terrible day. Finding solace in Jane’s company, Elizabeth wondered how everything was always her fault and never their parents’ poor judgement? The newly minted Mrs. Darcy realized that if their father had saved even a small fraction of his income, none of his daughters would have been required to marry a man as odious as Mr. Collins. 

      Suddenly, Elizabeth did not feel like Mrs. Darcy at all, but Elizabeth Bennet once more, always inadequate in the eyes of her mother. 

      “Oh, please, do not cry, or I shall start crying, and then I will have to change my gown," Jane explained and Elizabeth looked at her with astonishment. Jane smiled meekly and pointed at her bosom. They had spent more than enough time at the Gardiner town home in London to know when their aunt was nursing a babe, her emotions would sometimes cause an embarrassment. 

      "I suppose this may be as good a time as any to say there is reason to suspect I am with child," Elizabeth said quietly and Jane squealed with delight. The two sisters’ tears were forgotten and they talked excitedly about why Elizabeth suspected such. They lost themselves in tales of Scotland and Mr. Wickham’s death, so that an hour passed with little thought. They didn’t forget about poor Kitty, though, and sent Higgins to explain Mrs. Darcy’s difficulty with her new boots. The twins would be brought to the suite and Higgins was to also inquire if Miss Kitty wished to join her sisters. But when she finally found her mistress’ sister happily sketching in her studio, Kitty politely sent her regrets.

      Now that all of the Bennet sisters were together, Catherine Bennet wanted to capture it the only way she knew how; with ink and paint. There would be many long carriage rides to move to Pemberley where she could learn of the latest family gossip. But the late afternoon light was dwindling and she never liked the sketches she did by candlelight once the dawn returned.
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      Entering the study of his closest friend Charles Bingley, Fitzwilliam Darcy unexpectedly felt a small stab of melancholy. Until he had crossed the threshold where they might speak of the sensitive matters surrounding the move of the Bennet family, Darcy had not appreciated this visit would likely be his last to Netherfield Park. Almost a year ago to the day, he had left London with his only aim being to conceal the loss of his sister, Georgiana. The emotions of the all-consuming events in the past year sharpened his focus on the subject at hand. 

      Darcy was distracted enough by his thoughts of nostalgia that he missed Charles’ first question as to his health. He had simply stood there, unmoving, and Charles let it go to see about pouring them both a drink.

      Charles handed Mr. Darcy a glass of brandy after he had not answered his query, and then suggested they sit over by the fire, away from the door and desk. Fitzwilliam nodded and for once followed Mr. Bingley's lead.

      "I know you will wish to go over the facts and figures, but first I must implore you to speak with me about a happier subject. How was Scotland?" The ever affable Charles Bingley began a conversation to raise both of their spirits. Although Mrs. Bennet had been rather rude earlier, the truth was there was very little happiness to reflect upon in regards to Longbourn and its loss.

      Unfortunately, the disaster of the last few days at his Scottish estate were far from happy to Darcy's mind. He choked on his first sip of brandy, and Charles frowned.

      "Do not tell me you had a terrible time on your wedding trip?" Charles attempted to interpret his enigmatic friend's odd reaction. But Fitzwilliam shook his head.

      He set the offending glass of brandy on the table before him, and took a steadying breath. "Like most matters of the heart and home, it was a complicated endeavor. I failed to secure a true romantic excursion for Elizabeth because on the very eve of us leaving, I had received a letter from Georgiana. I became aware of Wickham's death long before my wife, and I have to confess she did not thank me first sparing her the distressing news so that she might celebrate being a new bride."

      Mr. Bingley winced and blew out a low whistling sound. He was well enough acquainted with the second Bennet daughter to know she would not appreciate being left out of any important decision. He had always planned for his sister by marriage to be included in the matters he would now discuss with Darcy. But it was Mrs. Bingley who had suggested they divide and conquer the Darcys so that their generosity was appreciated long before it could be scorned by Mrs. Bennet or either of her youngest daughters.

      Charles sighed. "Perhaps your wife will find reasons to be enamored with your efforts once more with Jane and Kitty in residence." Charles attempted to look on the bright side, but Mr. Darcy shrugged.

      "You do not have to be delicate with me, old friend. I could have guessed that Mrs. Bennet, though it is to a lesser degree that I know the younger sisters, would not take the plan of moving them all to Pemberley well. I suppose our wives are visiting with their father," Mr. Darcy guessed, and Mr. Bingley grimaced. "No?" Mr. Darcy was perplexed. Having been through the incredibly painful process of his own father dying of illness, he had imagined that Elizabeth would run straight to his sickbed.

      "He is sedated most of the evening hours. Jane will take Elizabeth in the morning, I am sure, for a visit. I'm afraid his pain is compounded by the circumstances of the injury, and without the laudanum, he further injures himself." Bingley gave Darcy the most salient points of Mr. Bennet's condition, and both men took a fortifying drink. They paused their conversation to feel the weight of responsibility losing Mr. Bennet would mean.

      Finally, Mr. Darcy finished his drink with an exaggerated gulp, and set the glass down. He stood from the uncomfortable chair left behind for the leasing tenants of Netherfield. "I believe I'll take those facts and figures now. Is there any hope of rebuilding Longbourn?" Mr. Darcy began to walk towards the chaotic piles of letters upon the desk. He chuckled to himself at the sloppy and heavily-blotted penmanship of Charles Bingley on many of the pieces of parchment.

      Mr. Bingley continued to sip his drink more slowly, but did rise to join his friend. "I am the least qualified to give you the particulars. It would be best if you sat down with Mr. Phillips."

      "The brother-in-law?" Mr. Darcy refreshed himself as to the connection and Bingley nodded.

      Mr. Phillips' status made Mr. Darcy realize that Bingley's own relations were missing. He hadn't liked the idea, but he was quite resigned to the knowledge that Bingley's unmarried sister, Caroline, would find a way to weasel herself an invitation to Pemberley as well.

      "Where are the Hursts? And -- " Mr. Darcy cleared his throat so that he would not be forced to precisely name Caroline, but Charles caught his drift.

      "That is the other subject we should speak about quickly before we are interrupted. I must stress that we have no evidence Caroline is responsible…" Bingley trailed off as Mr. Darcy looked at him without being able to guess the topic. So Mr. Bingley was forced to continue.

      Before he did, he refilled his beverage and helped himself to a good portion of it before continuing. "You know Hurst has connections to moneylending."

      Involuntarily, Mr. Darcy made an expression of disgust. A necessary evil for some men, the very nature of private loans was a profession scarcely above robbery in Darcy's mind.

      "It would appear that at some point over the summer, Caroline went to Hurst asking for Wickham to be handled. She held this irrational idea in her head that should she be successful in removing George Wickham from this existence, you would jilt Elizabeth Bennet and instead seek her hand in marriage." Charles closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose as his friend reacted most strongly to such a preposterous idea.

      "Has the woman gone mad?" Mr. Darcy exclaimed but Mr. Bingley shrugged.

      "To be quite frank, we are unsure. But—" Charles took another drink as he allowed Mr. Darcy to process such an alarming development. "We did all decide that Caroline was too much of a danger to herself and others, and when the news of Wickham's death reached her, she believed herself responsible. I don't believe that my sister is a murderess," Mr. Bingley hesitated and his friend continued the line of thinking.

      "But the very fact that she considers herself capable…" Mr. Darcy stood, stunned at such a revelation while Mr. Bingley nodded slowly.

      Suddenly worried for the safety of his wife, Mr. Darcy asked the question that he needed answered most. 

      "Where is Caroline now?"

      "Under lock and key at our great aunt's estate in Scarborough. Thankfully, with her age, not many will ask in society where she has flitted off to."

      Mr. Darcy placed a hand upon the man's shoulder in solidarity. Charles' head fell as he allowed himself a small expression of remorse over the difficult situation with his sister, and Mr. Darcy patted Bingley's upper arm in sympathy.

      "I have had to learn firsthand that we cannot control the women our sisters choose to become. The moment of realization can be utterly brutal. Do you mind if I share this with Elizabeth?" Mr. Darcy asked, in part to live up to the expectations of his wife, and then the other part to preserve her safety. If Caroline Bingley had indeed gone mad, and viewed Elizabeth as her greatest rival, Fitzwilliam Darcy did not trust that she would not seek an even more insane plot to become his wife.

      Charles sniffed and recaptured his countenance. He reached out a hand to shake Darcy's as a thank you for the man's support.

      "It is unnecessary. Jane is telling her as we speak, another topic she and I both resolved was necessary for the protection of all. And other than Kitty knowing that she is to report any mention or sight of my sister Caroline, the rest of the Bennets are being kept in ignorance." Mr. Darcy nodded as Charles explained. "Kitty believes that Caroline is angry she was not selected to be a godparent and has assumed the danger lies against the twins."

      At the mention of the babes, Mr. Darcy broke into a wide smile, which lifted the mood of his friend. 

      "Forgive me! I have failed in my duty to congratulate you!"

      Mr. Bingley blushed and then smiled. "The day of their birth was ghastly, I will not lie to you. But seeing the two of them and how Jane dotes upon them, I tell you, the business of having children is one that pays great dividends."

      Mr. Darcy offered to refresh Charles's drink and did not add that there was reason to suspect he too might become a father in the next year. If Elizabeth told Jane, the news would reach Bingley. And if she did not, the Bingleys would learn later when it was certain and Mr. Darcy would not risk his wife's ire.

      The two men continued in each other's company for another quarter hour before Mr. Darcy announced that he would like to change and refresh himself from his journey. With dinner to be served within the hour, it was only polite for both of them to see to their valets. 

      When they had reached the foyer, Charles was explaining where Darcy could find his trunks, and possibly his wife, in the east wing of the home when the butler, Higgins, approached them.

      "I'm terribly sorry, sir, but this has just arrived." 

      Higgins handed the express to Mr. Darcy who immediately opened the letter.

      As Darcy read, his face drained of color and Mr. Bingley became immediately concerned.

      "What's wrong? Is it Georgiana?" Charles began to guess and Mr. Darcy's shock soon turned to anger. He closed his eyes and took a breath before answering.

      "My home in London has been attacked," Mr. Darcy said in a flat tone of disbelief.
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      Lady Catherine de Bourgh found her niece Georgiana Wickham lacking in good sense, good company, and any respect for her mother's sister. Every interview with the girl proved futile, and Lady Catherine almost regretted sending for the child to be housed at Rosings. Thankfully, the eldest daughter of an earl, she always had held an ability to set aside personal feelings for a larger benefit if she merely endured an unpleasantness. Such tenacity had served her well in her loveless marriage to Sir Lewis de Bourgh through all of his affairs. Until Providence decided which babe would survive, Georgiana’s or her daughter's, Lady Catherine would not jeopardize her future comfort on the mere whim of exasperation.

      "And I am wretched. Do you know I have written to my friend, Miss Bingley, three times, and I have yet to receive a letter back. Loyalty is fleeting, it would appear, in all. Except you, of course, Aunt Catherine,” Georgiana complained  as part of her longer, cyclical speech about how wronged she had been. 

      Most days, Lady Catherine ignored the girl’s whining, but this morning she humored her niece for her own aims.

      "There always comes a time in a young woman's life where she learns that she must rely on her own ingenuity and strengths. If you knew of my life before you were born, child, you would learn we hold many great similarities. I was married off to a philandering baron, and when I asked my father for help, he would not come to my aid." Lady Catherine sniffed and very gently dabbed her serviette to the corner of her eyes as a show of heightened emotion. “I had to choose, you see, to waste away as the forgotten wife of a man too taken with drink and gambling to care for his wife and young daughter, or make my own way.”

      The complication for Lady Catherine's complaint in solidarity was that Sir Lewis’ affair with another woman led to the birth of Georgiana’s late husband. And George Wickham was infinitely more lovable in death than he ever was in life.

      "And Sir Lewis did not care for his son, either! Sending my poor Georgie away to never know the love of his parents," Georgiana ceased eating her morning meal and rubbed her midsection with thoughts of a different future for her child, the grandson of Sir Lewis de Bourgh. A strange tightening gripped her muscles, and then disappeared as quickly as it had come. She inhaled sharply, then ignored it. “Why did you not keep George here? He might have grown up to be such a better man than what upbringing a steward and his wife could provide.”

      Lady Catherine glared at the thoughtlessness of her niece to propose that she should have raised her husband’s bastard! The daughter of an earl, play nursemaid to the simpering offspring of her husband’s lover? It was not to be borne!

      “Tell me, if any of the other babes your late husband fathered in his wilder days come knocking on your door, will you take them in?” Lady Catherine asked Georgiana the hypothetical question to point out the child’s idiocy, but instead, the lack of maturity in her niece won out. She completely missed the comparison.

      “How could you ask me such a thing? In my condition? Of course I know George had other lovers, and it hurt most bitterly when he never came back for me. But I loved him! And I will make sure his son has the best in life even if his father was hated by so many!” Georgiana stood up in her dramatic manner, but winced again as another spasm clenched across her abdomen. Lady Catherine noticed the pains, but did not panic as the inexperienced Mrs. Wickham was beginning to do.

      “How long are the pains?”

      “They just come and go. That’s the second one since we sat down.”

      “And where does it hurt?” Lady Catherine asked, motioning for a footman in preparation to send for a midwife and Dr. Smeads. Georgiana indicated the top of her swollen belly, and then dragged her hands along to her sides.

      “Oh, nothing to worry about then, child. You have weeks to go. Those are just the false labors many a woman feels before her first born.” Lady Catherine shooed the poor, obedient footman away from the table just as he neared. “Sit down,” she demanded of Georgiana, who paused briefly before complying.

      Lady Catherine poured herself another cup of tea, and while Georgiana looked at her earnestly for a refill herself, her aunt placed the kettle down out of her niece’s reach. She lifted her cup and inhaled the pungent scent of oolong and orange peel, her favorite blend. Lady Catherine chuckled for a moment when she noticed her niece sulking.

      “What are your plans, girl?”

      Georgiana began to huff and Lady Catherine would have none of that.

      “Stop your selfish and childish ways. Think! I may have erroneously given you the impression that I brought you here out of some great acknowledgment of the bastard you carry.”

      “He’s not a bastard! We married!”

      Lady Catherine tutted her disapproval. “A happy coincidence without the blessing of anyone in your family. Your husband was murdered. What makes you believe you will be safe if you leave the protection of your family now? If you have any plans to run, I’d suggest you think twice.”

      Georgiana began to cry, but her tears did not move her aunt’s opinion.

      “I do not know what my plans are! Fitzwilliam will not let me have my dowry, and he will not let me come home to Pemberley!” The soon-to-be-mother wailed again as another pain tested her nerves. Her aunt seized upon her niece’s vulnerability.

      “Tell me about the scheme your husband was in.”

      Georgiana shook her head.

      “I do not know.”

      “Yes, you do, think! Who were your husband’s associates? Where was he when he was not with you?”

      Again, Georgiana shook her head and Lady Catherine banged upon the table.

      “I do not believe you are such a simpleton as this! You took a lover, yes, I know all about your behavior, young lady, and you are far from an innocent victim in all of this. A wife knows. She always knows where her lout of a husband lays his head.” Lady Catherine pointed her finger directly at Georgiana’s nose and her niece focused on the large ring adorning her knuckle.

      Slowly, Georgiana began to nod, without taking her eyes off the jewels.

      “Younge. Sally Younge.” She gulped and turned away from her aunt in disgrace, missing her aunt’s smile.

      Lady Catherine closed her eyes for a moment and chided herself for missing such an obvious connection. That woman her inept nephews had chosen as a companion, the woman who allowed her charge to run off in the first place. She should have thought to send her connections there for more information.

      “Good. Now leave it to me. My sources say your husband and brother are being blamed for this mining fraud. But we can turn the tables if we learn just a little more,” Lady Catherine again silently summoned a nearby footman with a beckoning of her fingers. “Take Mrs. Wickham upstairs and help see that she takes a rest,” were the only instructions Lady Catherine gave.

      Georgiana began to protest, but then she looked up and saw that the young man wasn’t unpleasing to the eye. Matter of fact, he was a sturdy lad looking to be in his twenties and he smiled when he offered Mrs. Wickham his hand. For a moment, Georgiana looked to her Aunt Catherine in disbelief that the woman would be so brazen about sending her niece off with a footman, practically declaring he take her to bed. But her aunt refused to meet her gaze and only flitted her hand in annoyance that they be gone.

      Refusing to acknowledge the wave of sadness in feeling unloved, Georgiana accepted the footman’s arm and leaned into his person as she took her steps.

      “Pray, what do they call you?” she asked, as he held open the door to the hallway for her.

      “Whatever name suits you, Mrs. Wickham.”
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      Anne Fitzwilliam took advantage of her husband's morning ride to visit a fast friend since all of the distressing events of the previous spring. Fighting a cough that would make her husband happier if she remained abed, Anne agreed more with Dr. Matthew's prognosis. He had prescribed Anne to always do any activity she felt up to accomplishing. As she already spent much of the week in bed, using such an excuse to avoid invitations from that main house of Rosings, even Anne felt a limit to resting.

      So when she instructed her maid Julia to order her phaeton harnessed for her enjoyment, none of the staff of the small Dowager cottage challenged the mistress. Truthfully, most staff found life much easier when the homes were not occupied by the master or mistress. Though the Fitzwilliams did not run their small domicile with an iron fist, and were generally loved for the respite from Lady Catherine's domain. Cook made an effort to pack Mrs. Fitzwilliam with a small basket of ginger cookies and wine.

      The moment Anne held the reins to her pony, liberation coursed through her veins. As a married woman, she no longer required a constant companion with her everywhere she went. Usually, she would ask Julia for her company and additional comfort, but the nature of her visit was so sensitive, Anne could not risk information getting back to her mother. Since her clandestine marriage to her cousin, Richard Fitzwilliam, and the horrific assault on her other cousin's intended, Elizabeth Bennet, the small estate of Rosings had become a battleground with lines sharply drawn. Some staff remained ever loyal to the queen of the castle, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, and by proxy her bully of a parson, Mr. Collins, who obeyed her every command. Others, especially those in the Dowager House and a few assigned to Hunsford Cottage put faith in the new blood rising, the Fitzwilliams, and the sympathetic Mrs. Collins. Only a small cadre, mostly staff with a keen eye for a life beyond service, remained as neutral as possible to not land on the wrong side of a quarrel. 

      Less than a quarter mile from the Dowager Cottage, her familiar horse friend recognized his longtime driver's touch. Anne drove with ease with no need for the whip. As much as she wished to urge her phaeton to the fastest speed, she kept the pace cautiously at a trotting clip. While an accident was rare, it was an outcome she was not willing to risk in her delicate condition. 

      She enjoyed the dwindling sunshine of the nearing autumn weather, and for a brief spell, rode alleviated from all of her cares. Anne Fitzwilliam wished Richard and she could live under the same roof as her mother in harmony, but the arrival of Georgiana Wickham had made such a reconciliation impossible. She dwelled on the feelings of neglect and betrayal stirring in her heart as the Last Will and Testament of her father placed the two cousins with child against one another. If Anne survived, along with her husband's heir that she carried, Rosings was hers. If not, then the estate would go to the line of her father's bastard son, the late George Wickham. And if no heir survived Anne or George, then the estate would pass back to the de Bourgh line through her father's brother, and her mother would become powerless. Truthfully, Anne wasn't certain her mother wished for her health and safety as she spent many days in the company of her niece, Georgiana, and rarely inquired about her daughter.

      When Anne arrived at her destination, her goal of discerning the welfare of Charlotte Collins tugged on her heart. Anne allowed Declan, a footman long in the employ of the Fitzwilliam family now assigned to remain at Rosings, to help hand her down from the phaeton. Charlotte stood in the front herb garden and waved eagerly at her friend. 

      "I should have come to you!" Charlotte admonished Anne, a young woman that she had served as a reading companion since becoming the parson's wife. Tending to Anne in her sickroom had been a wonderful escape from the temper of her husband, but that was before Declan had been placed in her service on a loaned basis.

      "If I had to look at those four walls any longer I can assure you they'd be sending me to Bedlam!" Anne embellished and the two women laughed as they entered the cottage.

      Anne allowed her eyes to adjust to the lower light as Charlotte's husband, William Collins, had kept an even tighter grip on the purse strings when his physical abuse of his wife and cousin were put to an end. Charlotte did not mind so much, as she had been raised in a household that did much the same with so many mouths to feed on a very meager interest on her father's savings so he could play the gentleman.

      "I have some tea leaves that I have tucked away, let me fetch them and we shall have a proper cup," Charlotte offered but Anne stopped her with a plea.

      "Oh, please do not waste your luxury on me. I find I scarcely keep anything down still, and I should hate to be ill. I come by design, however." Anne reached into the pockets of her skirt to pull out two clandestine letters from their mutual friend, Elizabeth Darcy. One for each of them.

      Unfortunately, in the months since Mr. Collins was set down, he had grown less circumspect about restricting Charlotte's movements and correspondence. Declan still served as a physical reminder in keeping Mr. Collins in check for the grossest of his behavior, but a lowly footman would not regularly challenge a man of the cloth without direct instructions from a much higher superior. So Charlotte suffered the emotional and monetary abuses that left no bruises or marks, but pained her all the same.

      Charlotte discreetly tucked the letter into her own skirt pocket just as her dastardly husband burst through the door.

      "Charlotte! I saw the gig–" Mr. Collins stopped as soon as he saw Anne Fitzwilliam in the front parlor and a small gurgle choked his next words. He attempted to stand straight as well as bow his head as he felt conflicting demands on his behavior. He had been instructed to respect Anne as the daughter of his patroness, Lady Catherine to Bourgh, for so long that he still struggled to keep up with the new dynamic between mother and daughter. As he had just come from the main house, his feelings of loyalty to Lady Catherine were strong and he struggled mightily between them and a long practiced habit.

      "Mr. Collins, how lovely to see you." Anne addressed the parson directly so that he was forced to express pleasantries back. But then he quickly remembered the reason he had rushed home so quickly.

      "Charlotte, her ladyship has decreed. We must pack at once."

      Charlotte's face blanched white. The main reason Anne had come was the news of Charlotte enduring a great disappointment. No woman so soon after a loss should have to travel anywhere, but Charlotte would not directly contradict her husband, and certainly not in front of company.

      "Where are we to go?" Charlotte asked innocently while Mrs. Fitzwilliam began to feel very protective over her friend.

      "Surely, Mr. Collins, your wife should stay behind–" Anne began but Mr. Collins interrupted

      "To Longbourn! Or rather, to your parents' home, Lucas Lodge. Hertfordshire!" Mr. Collins threw his hands up in the air as he grew flustered thinking again about the intelligence that Lady Catherine had just imparted. "Longhorn has burned, and we must make haste." Mr. Collins began to walk towards the stairs and reached out for his wife's arm, but she instinctively tucked her hand behind her back out of reach.

      "But of course we've known that Longbourn has burned. We received the distressing news two weeks ago in a letter from my sister," Charlotte said empathetically, still feeling terrible about the tragedy that had befallen the Bennets.

      "But my inheritance!" Mr. Collins exclaimed and stomped his foot as both ladies flinched at his ungentlemanly display. Then they looked at him most quizzically.

      Mrs. Fitzwilliam cleared her throat, knowing to tread carefully with a brute like Collins. "Mr. Collins, while I know you are to inherit Longbourn, is my understanding that Mr. Bennet has not perished. Is there news of his loss?" Anne clutched the small brooch holding her spencer together as she prepared herself to hear the very worst from the absolute worst sort of man. 

      Thankfully, there was no such news to report. But Mr. Collins was too cross to keep his speech delicate. "No, of course not, it's worse. The man has not died and Lady Catherine has learned they are all to leave for Pemberley. With no plans to rebuild!" Mr. Collins sharply nodded his head one time in the ladies' direction, then stomped up the stairs to find someone to yell at while he began his preparations to quit Hunsford.

      Charlotte urgently ushered Anne outside, then frantically opened Elizabeth's letter from her pocket as her back was pressed against the front door. She quickly read lines from her dearest friend and tried to commit them to memory. The letter talked of Lizzie's wonderful time in Scotland and all the challenges of holding a house party. As the letter had taken many weeks to travel the long distance from Scotland to Kent, and it was not sent by express, the missive did not include any information about Longbourn or the plans for the Bennet family. Just as quickly as she had opened it, Charlotte haphazardly folded the letter and handed it back to Anne. Her ally began to shake her head, but Charlotte insisted.

      "Please, keep it. We both know that Lizzie writes to me through you as a means of protection. She would be most cross with me if I carry her letters with me," Charlotte wistfully looked upstairs to see the sharp nose of her husband gazing out the window down at them. 

      Without a word, Mrs. Fitzwilliam crushed Charlotte to her chest in an embrace, then she whispered what she had come most to understand.

      "Did he cause you to lose the child?" Anne held Charlotte tightly and felt her gently shake her head against her shoulder.

      As the two women began to part, Mrs. Fitzwilliam searched her friend's face for any sign of additional distress. But Charlotte bit her lower lip and looked down. 

      "I was careless, while he was not at home." Charlotte continued to look down at the ground and gulped. Finally, she met Anne's eye and betrayed herself to a woman she wished so much would hold respect for her, but worried after this admission she would not. "I was careless with the stairs every time he left, you see. One day," Charlotte's voice quivered for the last line, and Anne could scarcely hear the last words, "my prayer was answered." 

      Without another thought, Anne embraced Charlotte again in what would appear to be two friends taking a long farewell. When at last she released Mrs. Collins, she made her friend make one last promise. Charlotte assured her she would do whatever Anne asked. Anne Fitzwilliam gave Charlotte Collins the best advice she could without judgment our condemnation.

      "At the right time, tell your mother as you have told me. But do not come back here. Categorically refuse to leave your parents' home with your husband, no matter what you have to do." Anne told her friend she would pray fervently for her safety and that Sir Lucas would remember what he witnessed when he was in Kent. Perhaps her father could stand stronger as a man in his own castle than when he had being intimidated by the wealth and grandeur of Rosings.

      Charlotte brushed away the fresh tears that had formed in her eyes, and she smiled brightly. All she had to do was mind her manners on the journey to Hertfordshire, a mere two days of keeping her husband happy, and then she could seek the sanctuary of her family's protection. Charlotte began to walk back to the front door with her burden lightened. Even if her father would not stand up for her, she held no question that her brother John would not allow her to go back to such a life. And she would spend a lifetime asking for God's forgiveness for what she had done.
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      Despite Fitzwilliam Darcy's instinct to rush off to London and face the crisis, his wife convinced him to wait at least one day before tearing off on another journey. With her wiles and sound logic, Elizabeth Darcy reminded her husband they had a growing list of responsibilities beyond their town home. She worried that it might not be safe; if a mob can attack a building, they can just as easily attack the very man they think at fault for their misfortune. She also argued that his aunt and uncle would surely send further correspondence because they would not have known their exact arrival date to Hertfordshire. Finally, her plea that he remained at least long enough to oversee the final arrangements for the massive move helped her husband to see reason. His own safety he was willing to risk, delegating to others was never comfortable for him. But leaving a job undone, that went against his very character and he finally relented.

      On the second day after their arrival, Elizabeth Darcy's intuition proved correct. Two additional missives arrived from the Earl of Matlock explaining the assault had been ceased the very night it began, and the town home was intact. Furthermore, an armed guard was placed on the sidewalk in front of the home, and the leaders of the rabble-rousers were arrested. The threat of hanging stymied the tempers of any man that would take their place, so for the moment, peace had been restored in Mayfair. It was not only for the Darcys' sake that the soldiers stood guard. The neighborhood housed a number of powerful and influential men and their families. The last thing any of Darcy's neighbors wished was for unrest to go unchecked and risk their property as well.

      But by the third day, there were no further arguments Elizabeth could use to keep Darcy by her side. Yet she refused to give up.

      "I only mean that I cannot bear the thought of being separated. Let me come with you, the Bingleys can handle the move," Elizabeth suggested as her husband inventoried his personal papers that would travel along in a case with him as they always did. Leaving behind important papers of identification and position could not only prove disastrous for him on the road, but also grant a scheming relative or friend access to Darcy funds. Elizabeth held up two letters for his silent acknowledgment she had written to Lady Matlock and her Aunt Gardiner. She added them into the case of papers, making sure her husband saw the addresses before she tucked them in.

      "My darling, it is simply the wrong direction. You told me I had to stay for the benefit of you and the child, and I did as you asked, but now I must leave. Only so that I can be back sooner."

      "London is not so far. I've made the trip dozens of times," Elizabeth countered but Mr. Darcy shook his head. He stepped towards his wife and gently cradled the sides of her abdomen that showed no signs yet of increasing as it was still much too early. The only sign of a potential heir was the loss of her courses and Elizabeth assured him they had been regular prior to their marriage.

      "It is unnecessary stress on you," he said without clarifying if he meant his wife or the potential child she carried. "If it were on the way to Pemberley, I would not hesitate to say yes. Besides, you sister Jane needs you. The Bingleys do not deserve to be hopelessly outnumbered." Mr. Darcy kissed his wife's cheek, a sign of affection that she leaned into and looped her arms around his neck.

      "And you're certain?" she asked. "Uncle Philip says there's no chance of rebuilding Longbourn?" Elizabeth asked again for the third time since Fitzwilliam's meeting with her uncle that very morning. It was not that she did not believe her husband, it was that she could not believe the reality. Her childhood home was lost forever.

      Mr. Darcy groaned, as his wife's proximity and touch made his body betray his schedule as well. Mrs. Darcy giggled and began to waltz her fingertips down his back. He suddenly twisted around to grasp her wrist and held fast.

      "Do you know what you are about, Mrs. Darcy?" He asked, caressing a sensitive spot on the inside of her wrist with her thumb, and she continued to giggle.

      "Come, you can be an hour later," she suggested, batting her eyelashes at him and pursing her lips into a perfect pout. 

      A desperate man, unsure of when he would next see his wife, took the invitation to kiss her. Passionately, their bodies melded together as neither could resist the romance of a last pairing before separation. A knock on the door made Elizabeth startle, but she did not cease in her attention to her husband's ear lobe as she tried to untie his cravat.

      "Leave us!" he roared as he pulled back and undid the offending knot himself. When the knocking came to an abrupt end, they laughed and Elizabeth practically jumped into her husband's arms as he lifted her toward the bed.

      "You promise you will be back as soon as you can?" she implored, gazing deeply into his eyes.

      "As soon as I am able."

      "And you promise not to get yourself hurt?" she began kissing his jawline as Mr. Darcy froze. Of course, his wife's concern was slightly grounded in sense, and the circumstances of their lovemaking made Darcy feel rather foolish for risking his life all in the name of honor and property. But his male mind turned the concern around to provide a defense so his ego could remain intact.

      "Do you promise not to get yourself hurt?" he repeated her question and Elizabeth scoffed. 

      "Me? I am not dashing to fight off a mob, sir!"

      "Neither am I. But I suddenly loathe the idea of leaving you so . . . unprotected," he whispered, now pressing her body deeper into the mattress, his warm breath upon her neck. 

      Elizabeth felt hot tears welling in her eyes as she allowed the stress and burden of the recent days to wash over her in the safety of her husband's embrace. He continued to nuzzle and kiss just along her hair line, and she sighed as she willed her thoughts of uncertainty to banish away once more.

      "I shall be with the Bingleys. Surely Charles can keep us safe," she said and stiffened so that her husband had to stop his actions and address her directly. He did so, looking down at her as one of his curls fell out of place just to the right of his eyes. "You will have no one. Unless you take Patrick and Simmons with you,” she said.

      Darcy groaned, adjusting his position as the additional stalling became more of a nuisance to his anatomy.

      "Simmons will go with me. Patrick will remain with you. And that way, if you even feel faint for a moment, I shall have no fear of you ever falling to the floor," Darcy reasoned.

      Elizabeth pushed hard against her husband so that he rolled off her person and she sat up. Her eyes narrowed as she realized she had been had. "You planned that all along! And you're going to order that man to follow me everywhere I go, aren't you?" She crossed her arms, an action which had the unfortunate consequence of tugging the fabric of her gown slightly lower so that more of her delicate bosom was exposed.

      Licking his lips, Mr. Darcy stretched out his hand and traced the line of her cleavage down from her clavicle to dip most suggestively beneath the thin silk of her shift. "I believe you afford me greater forethought than I possess," and he abruptly removed his hand to gingerly lift the hem of her gown up from her ankle, to her calf, and then knee. "Now, shall we make extra work for my man and your maid, or are you as keen as I am?"

      Elizabeth pouted for just a moment and her husband began to lift her gown from the other side. With a huffy flounce, she reached down to lift her skirts the rest of the way and show her husband she was just as keen as him, and more.

      By the time Mr. Darcy did meet his man, Simmons, and mount Alexander in the front courtyard, no one dared ask the great man why he was more than two hours later than the time he had given the stables. Elizabeth had kept a brave face when she farewelled her beau from the doorway of their suite, but when she watched him ride off to the south, she allowed herself a proper cry. She had not counted on separating from Fitzwilliam for any length of time just three months from when they married, and the taste of distance was most bitter.
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      With her husband gone, Elizabeth Darcy did take a rest. The bed felt too empty and she had struggled to sleep for very long. Only an hour had passed since she watched him ride off, and she did not feel fit for company with the rest of her family. Instead, she decided to tackle a visit she had not yet done alone since arriving at Netherfield Park: seeing her father. 

      Selecting a book of Shakespeare's plays, Elizabeth called her maid Higgins to help her prepare to be seen. From time with her husband, to crying and a nap, Elizabeth knew she looked afright without utilizing the mirror in the dressing room of her suite.

      When Jane had explained that the Darcys would be in a separate wing from the rest of her family, Elizabeth had not thought anything of it. After all, privacy and quiet was welcome to any newly married couple. But now that her husband was on his way to London, Elizabeth suddenly felt very isolated and unhappy by the sleeping arrangements. Briefly, she considered inviting Kitty to sleep with her as Higgins helped her change her gown. But then she worried such an invitation would be unseemly and a little insulting. As girls, she would never hesitate to share a bed with her sisters. But it seemed so awkward now that she was a married woman. She thought to ask Jane to move her room, but that would only create additional work for the staff and invite discord with her mother by increasing their proximity. No, Elizabeth Darcy would endure the solitary wing, and hope her nightmares did not return.

      "Would you like for me to replait your hair?" Higgins asked as a gentle way of explaining that Elizabeth's curls had come undone in the back. As a married woman, she could just as easily don a cap like her mother often wore, but Elizabeth was still a little vain about her youth. To her, only old married women wore such hair pieces and she did not wish to join those ranks with less than a year of marriage under her feet. When Mrs. Darcy nodded, Higgins began to pull the pins from Elizabeth’s hair and gently massaged her mistress' scalp. Being Mrs. Darcy came with so many expectations and responsibilities, that Elizabeth greatly relished the few perks the position held, such as having her hair done anytime she wished. 

      After just a few moments under her skillful maid's direction, Elizabeth looked quite smart as she gazed at her reflection in the mirror. Higgins gathered up the laundry and asked if there would be anything else before dinner? Elizabeth shook her head, clasping the book of Shakespeare's plays to her chest. She took a deep breath and watched her shoulders fall as she exhaled. She tried to see if she looked so remarkably different that her father might be alarmed. But apart from a slight fullness in her cheeks and glowing complexion, Elizabeth Darcy looked much like the same Lizzie Bennet that had spent hours reading with her father long before his injury.

      Without informing anyone as to her aims, Elizabeth walked quietly down the long corridor between the two wings, doing her best not to disturb anyone. While she did not believe that her mother would bar her entry to her father's sick room, neither did Elizabeth wish to give her mother the chance. One of her insecurities dwelled upon Fitzwilliam's departure bringing about a different conduct from her mother and two younger sisters since she was without the protection of her husband. Others might have found Elizabeth overly cautious on such a subject, but she remembered well the screaming and yelling that occurred the last time she and Fitzwilliam visited Longbourn just four months ago, begging to be married from the Meryton perish.

      As she neared the suite of rooms where her father recuperated, Elizabeth walked right past the nursery, the door wide open. Spying Jane tending to her children, her sister said not a word but only nodded in her direction before returning to her task of feeding little Lynn. Elizabeth continued in her plans undisturbed. When at last she reached the door to her father’s room, it was only open a quarter of an inch. Elizabeth wondered if she should knock or merely open it. She listened closely for any sounds of someone inside with her father, and upon hearing none, she eased the door open. She poked her head around much like a curious child would while searching for their favorite playmate. But her smile fell as soon as she realized her father was alone and gazing directly at her from his bed with his eyes wide open with panic.

      As Elizabeth stepped inside the room, her father began to thrash. So Elizabeth rushed directly to his side.

      "Papa, Papa I am here. Your Lizzie is here. There is nothing to be frightened of," Elizabeth begged as she could see the distress in her father's eyes. He calmed the moment she placed a hand upon his shoulder, but his mouth made the most pitiful cry that was more of a guttural moan because he could not form any words.

      Elizabeth sniffed to keep her own emotions under good regulation, then placed the book on the bedside table. She made her next task to help her father find a more comfortable position in the bed. She asked him, rhetorically, if he would like her to fluff his pillows and assist him in sitting up. When he made no sign of disagreement with his limited communication abilities, Elizabeth did just that. Her father's good hand began to motion as though he wished to write. 

      Excited that he would talk with her, Elizabeth dashed over to the small table across the room where ink and paper were left just for this very purpose. She proudly brought the parchment back holding the ink well and dipping the pen for her father. She watched him with great hope in her heart as he determinedly used his good hand to scratch a message before her very eyes.

      But her hope was dashed when at last he finished and she took the message from him. He looked at her with such anticipation in his own eyes that Elizabeth did not know how to tell him the letters he had written were complete gibberish. A bunch of Js and Ts with Rs, but no vowels whatsoever. Elizabeth gulped as she tried to understand what he was saying. She didn't wish to hurt him or set his recovery back by confessing she couldn't understand the note.

      "Perhaps I will save this for later," she said. "I shall carry it with me and treasure your note. In the meantime, I have brought one of your favorites. How would you like to hear a little bit of Hamlet?" Elizabeth asked and her father stoically accepted the kind way she concealed that his writing was undecipherable.

      She read for half an hour before her father's soft snores alerted her that he had fallen asleep without the benefit of a dose of laudanum. She considered for a moment waking him to give him such a dose, but realized that it was actually a better sign he did not need it. On that errant thought, she recalled her own injuries and the very physician that taught her how less laudanum was a good sign: Dr. Matthews.

      Elizabeth went back over to the writing table to pull out a fresh piece of parchment. She capped and shook the inkwell with gusto, sharpened the pen, and began to write with great determination. Her father would be made well.

      September 30, 1812 Netherfield Park, Hertfordshire, England

      Dr. Matthews, 

      I hope you will not find this letter to be untoward as most of your dealings have been with my husband, Fitzwilliam Darcy. However, I find that I am in need of your prodigious care and services, but not for my own benefit. Two months ago, my father was in a great fire and appears to have suffered apoplexy that has affected the mobility of one side. He attempts to communicate, through quill pen and even through speech, but alas, we cannot understand him. The words he writes are undecipherable, a jumble of letters that do not even make up a puzzle to solve. And the sounds can barely pass for speech, though at times he has great inflection. 

      I recall how helpful you were in my recovery. Although I was in pain and suffered my own head injury, I do recall you speaking of your research into the latest theories about the recovery of our minds when we suffer a concussion. If anyone can help my father recover a small part of his former self, it is you. We are set to leave for Pemberley in two weeks' time and I would like to extend an invitation for physician in residence. My husband is in London and will happily work out your fee, and I suspect have more than a few reasons to see wisdom in my plan. Not only is he as eager as I to see my father recover; our family in residence at Pemberley will increase after this move for my mother, father, four sisters, brother-in-law, and infant niece and nephew will be moving with us. There are also signs of another joining our ranks perhaps next spring.

      I know that six months of residence is much to ask, but I am certain my father, our household, and the surrounding countryside can benefit from  your talents. I also have it on good authority the library at Pemberley holds numerous medical texts and anatomical studies if monetary inducement is not enough. Please say that you will help your former, most stubborn patient and join our fold. Response to Fitzwilliam at Darcy House is sufficient.

      Regards,

      Elizabeth Rose Darcy

      After finishing her letter, she did not seal it so that she could send it via express enclosed in a note for her husband. Elizabeth would abide by their agreement to make all major decisions together and inquire whether  he agreed with her plan in her loving letter to him. Remembering how fond her husband and Bingley were of Dr. Matthews' company, she also thought an additional male presence at Pemberley would vastly improve the dinners and other diversions she would need to hold to keep her mother and sisters content. 

      As she reread over both missives for any mistakes, she rested her eyes on the line hinting as to her own condition. She knew the signs of impending motherhood well, and lamented that the only obvious one was the absence of her courses. Both Jane and her aunt had long warned her such a sign was not alone enough to raise hopes, but Elizabeth had not felt any of the others. Her bosom was not tender, and though she thought perhaps her complexion was improved, there were many reasons for that. Nor was she nauseous or finding eating a difficulty, beyond that first day after the disastrous ball in Scotland.

      Elizabeth took one last look at her father slumbering and bestowed a kiss upon his forehead. She held the two letters in her hand and would see them posted that afternoon. As for a clear answer on Dr. Matthews accepting her invitation or if her womb nurtured a child, Elizabeth would have to wait, and she could not count herself as one of God's most patient creatures.
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      Fitzwilliam Darcy and his man, Simmons, traveled the labyrinth of back alleys in London to reach the rear stables of his Mayfair town home. But even if he had taken the main thoroughfares, Mr. Darcy would have ridden through unmolested. The mobs had long been disbanded, and two soldiers routinely marched the walk on both sides of the street.

      The kitchen staff were quite startled at the sudden appearance of the master, and a low scullery maid was sent to fetch Mrs. Potter. Cook wrung her hands upon her apron.

      “Mr. Darcy, we are so glad to see you, sir. I’ll get a hot meal ready for you in no time!” she said, as the staff enjoyed a collective sigh of relief. Since the attack, two maids had quit for other households. Those who had remained worried that despite the soldiers, another mob would assemble at any moment. The presence of the master somehow felt reassuring, that he could act in ways they could not should danger present again. No one considered the home might be even more at risk with the very man the mobs wanted in residence.

      The housekeeper reached her employer just as he was emerging from the convenient staircase that led to the dining room.

      Mr. Darcy bowed his head in deference. "Mrs. Potter, I am to understand that you were instrumental in saving my home. I humbly thank you," Mr. Darcy gave his senior staff their due and Mrs. Potter's heart practically melted at his gentlemanlike ways.

      “Of course, sir, Mr. Arthur and the lads were the real heroes.” She attempted to deflect the accolades, but Mr. Darcy shook his head.

      "Nay, they might have moved the furniture, but I heard it was you who braved the madness and hurried to my uncle’s home. I am afraid without your bravery, we might not be standing in this home on this very day," Mr. Darcy involuntarily thought about the burned out shell of Longbourn from his memory with his wife. Although London had not seen riots to that degree in over a generation, the ease of lighting a match was always a threat to any home made of beam and plaster.

      In recognition of her service, Mr. Darcy invited Mrs. Potter to enjoy a cup of tea with him in his study after he changed. He wished to hear a full accounting not only from the letters, but from the men and women who survived the ordeal. 

      "And open a cask of wine on my order for the servants’ dinner this evening. Anyone present, no matter their role, I wish them toasted tonight and heartily thanked. There will also be a small bonus in the quarterly wages," Mr. Darcy finished as he carefully climbed the stairs to his suite with his man Simmons just ahead of him.

      After a soak in his claw-footed tub, Mr. Darcy met Mrs. Potter in the study. She apologized profusely that it might be best if he ate on a tray in his room or in the parlor.

      “I’m afraid the windows are still broken in some places on the first floor. We keep the doors to the dining room closed, but finding plate glass has been a challenge, sir.” Mrs. Potter wrung her hands, feeling a bit of a failure that the home was not in tip-top shape when the master arrived.

      “That’s quite alright. Inconvenient, but building materials have been harder to come by with the wars and building boom. We can close the shutters, and if outside pests are a nuisance, use oilcloth to close the opening.”

      “Oilcloth, sir?” Mrs. Potter had been raised in London, in the finer homes of the gentry all of her service years. She had been in Mr. Darcy’s employ long enough to know that when she did not understand a tradition or method from the main estate of Pemberley, to simply ask and save them both a great deal of trouble.

      Mr. Darcy nodded, with a small smirk. “You should be able to buy some in a draper’s shop, or reach out to Mr. Gardiner in Gracechurch Street. He might know of a supplier for both plate glass and oilcloth. There isn’t time to make it without an enormous stench,” Mr. Darcy remarked, impressing his housekeeper that the man prodigiously educated himself on all manner of topics in running his various homes.

      “Now, tell me what happened when the home was attacked. I’d like to know all before I speak with my uncle tomorrow.”

      Mrs. Potter explained how for days, the crowds milled around and jeered. 

      “Did you recognize anyone in the crowd? Anyone seem to come all the time?” Mr. Darcy asked, offering his housekeeper some sugar.

      “Well, no, sir. I didn’t spend all day looking, and any staff I caught skipping their tasks to gawk, I gave a stern talking-to,” Mrs. Potter shuddered as she remembered her own terror as the crowd grew larger and larger by the day. “Come to think of it, there was one man,” she squinted her eyes as she appeared to remember some information her employer could use.

      “Yes, anything at all that stood out could be helpful. Very powerful men are moving against my family and I mean to stop them.”

      “Oh, yes, sir. I have no doubt that you will!” Mrs. Potter cast her support unequivocally to the Darcy corner.

      “So this man, you say? What made you remember him?” Mr. Darcy prompted.

      “He never joined the crowds. He stood over there,” Mrs. Potter motioned toward the front door, “across the street and just watched. Smoking all day, rarely left.”

      “Did you see him send any messages or write anything down?” Mr. Darcy asked.

      Mrs. Potter shook her head.

      “No. He left each night and was back in the morning. Just watching.”

      Mr. Darcy asked for a description of the man and Mrs. Potter smiled.

      “Mr. Darcy, he’s standing out there now. I saw him while you were taking your bath,” Mrs. Potter explained and Mr. Darcy leapt up to rush to the front foyer. 

      The small panes of glass on either side of the front door were cracked, but intact. Gazing through a small area that was not shattered into a spiderweb pattern, Mr. Darcy could see the red glow of a lit cigarette. The man leaned against the home across the way, half concealed by the shadows of the long alley leading to Brook Street and Hanover Square.

      “Do not disturb him and we will see if he is there again, tomorrow. If so, I will find a way to detain him and question him,” Mr. Darcy stated, though Mrs. Potter had hung back and didn’t quite hear.

      “I’m sorry, sir?”

      Mr. Darcy turned around and walked away from the window into the hall. “I said do not share this with anyone, and I’ll see that the man is apprehended.”

      As there was nothing else Mrs. Potter could assist him with, Mr. Darcy again retired to his study. He penned a quick note and sent a hallboy to take it to the soldiers. In it, he said he had reason to believe one of the instigators of the mob was watching and waiting for the soldiers to leave, and described the man standing across the street. He asked that the man be taken into custody for questioning.

      Then, he pulled out a fresh piece of parchment and sighed. All of the anxiety he had carried on the trip to London and fear of what their home would look like, felt like an enormous burden now that his stress did not keep his worries in a state of tension. He smiled as he wrote Elizabeth’s name, and then began to detail there was not much in the home worse for the wear. He noted the house was practically bare in every room, thus far, and suggested that next year, after the babe was born, perhaps they could come to London for a proper visit. And bring Mrs. Bennet for her excellent taste in selecting furnishings.

      As Mr. Darcy again read that line, he laughed to himself. On the surface the line was most complimentary of his mother-in-law. The deeper meaning referred to a shared distaste for shopping with his wife, unless it was for books or gifts for his beloved.

      Ravenous, Mr. Darcy ate the meal brought to him by tray and sought an early night. He was not so young as he once was, and the long days of travel were finally catching up to him. Sleeping in one of his favorite beds, in a room he had long decorated to his particular tastes, were other incentives to give up lingering any longer. Until the man Mrs. Potter identified could be questioned, and he coordinated with his uncle about the motives and machinations of Northumberland, there was little else Mr. Darcy could do. As such a position of idleness was not his preferred status, for good measure, he took a handful of piled correspondence up with him to bed for review.
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      The next morning, Simmons woke his employer just as the sun was rising. While Mr. Darcy was never a man to sleep a good portion of the day away, unless he had allowed his drink to run away from his regulation the night before, he gladly accepted assistance in his dress more so than usual. He didn’t feel fully awake until the splash of water from the basin shocked his senses with the cold.

      “Wise, Simmons,” Mr. Darcy understood his valet’s aims. He hadn’t needed such tactics since the winter when he thought Elizabeth was marrying another.

      Choosing to wear one of his finest suits, Mr. Darcy skipped breaking his fast to leave with his man before much of Mayfair stirred. Word arrived just before daybreak that Mrs. Potter's keen senses of observation had proven fruitful. The soldiers apprehended the loiter and kept him in custody. But there was a complication due to the identity of the man’s employer

      "You're sure they said they will hold him?" Mr. Darcy asked Simmons as his fastest and lightest carriage had been rigged for the morning’s errand. Simmons reassured Mr. Darcy.

      "He did not take very many hours to break, either. So there is always the chance the man is not telling the truth." Simmons was never fond of using tactics of torture to urge a confession.

      Mr. Darcy’s valet, and Colonel Fitzwilliam’s former batman, had spent much of the night ferrying back and forth between the garrison holding the prisoner four blocks away and the town home on Mr. Darcy's orders. With his family's reputation and financial security on the line, Fitzwilliam Darcy could leave nothing to chance. He trusted Simmons. And he felt grateful to the man who could go places and witness things that a fine gentleman like Mr. Darcy had no business attending. In exchange, Simmons’ family of his mother and younger siblings wanted for nothing in their tenant home on the Matlock estate where Simmons grew up.

      "Tell me all that you know, again, if you will." Mr. Darcy closed his eyes, not to go back to sleep, but to think clearly. Simmons began:

      "The man claims to be in the employ of Lord Strange. He was to watch the movements of the household and had been doing so for many months. Originally he followed George Wickham, but after that man died,"

      "Was murdered," Darcy corrected, and Simmons nodded.

      "Yes, after the murder of George Wickham, he claims that no one told him to do otherwise. He was assigned to watch the town home and nothing else."

      "Did he say who he reports to?" Mr. Darcy asked and Simmons shook his head.

      "He took his beatings, and then I believe he realized the game was up. I would hazard to guess he realized any more information, his life will be forfeited," Simmons paused and his employer finished his thought.

      "But he would be open to financial persuasion," Mr. Darcy said not as a question, but as a declaration.

      Simmons did not need to respond as the carriage came to a halt. Mr. Darcy did not await ceremony before opening the door and exiting the vehicle while Simmons hurried behind him. Despite Mr. Darcy's long stride, the shorter man with years of experience in both the army and service, found a way to outstrip Mr. Darcy and reach Lieutenant Cross first.

      "Lieutenant," Mr. Darcy greeted the man who scarcely looked old enough to hold a pint, let alone hold a commission. But the many wars had drawn boys as young as fourteen and fifteen into the landed ranks when they most often had still been in school.

      "Mr. Darcy, sir? I was instructed to wait for you. This way," Lieutenant Cross led Mr. Darcy and his man Simmons through the rectangular maze. They passed cells of commonly drunk soldiers and a few other men isolated for whatever crime they had been accused. To Darcy’s surprise, they turned a corner and his uncle was there.

      "Darcy!" the Earl of Matlock greeted his nephew while Fitzwilliam stared utterly bewildered.

      "How did you know–"

      The Earl of Matlock clapped his nephew on the shoulder and interrupted the odd greeting. The officer in charge sitting at the crude table poised over a logbook with a quill pen dripping ink, raised an eyebrow.

      "I was just having a conversation here, with the most courageous and brave Lieutenant Colonel, how there was no need to formally document our presence this morning. We just have a few questions, after all," the earl winked at the surly man, rather round in filling out his robin’s breast colored uniform. He was not dashing like the other officers who moved up the ranks, and it was no wonder that he had been sat at post in the far corner of a derelict prison in the heart of London.

      The earl and Mr. Darcy followed Lieutenant Cross further down the hall while Simmons stayed a good few paces behind. When at last they were brought into the room with the prisoner, the extent of the man's injuries were quite visible as the sun's rays pierced between the bars over his head.

      "Gracious me!" The earl exclaimed, covering his mouth with a handkerchief for the stench. Darcy raised an eyebrow at his uncle rather amused at his weak stomach. He reasoned the earl might have a stronger constitution if he had followed his son, Richard, to all of the seedy places Fitzwilliam had visited over the years. 

      Mr. Darcy took a few paces toward the man that had been ordered to watch his home, then crouched down where the man lay in a heap on the floor.

      "Are you conscious?" he asked. The man moaned quietly. Fitzwilliam continued. "My name is Fitzwilliam Darcy. It is my home you are ordered to watch. I have no interest in seeing you pay for the crimes of another. If you can give me information on your employer, I shall make sure that you disappear and never have need to call on such work to make a living again. Do you understand?"

      The injured man moaned again and Darcy stood up, utterly exasperated. Why had the soldiers beaten him to such an injured state? And then it dawned on him. It was no accident this man getting caught. This was a setup.

      The Earl of Matlock talked excitedly with Lieutenant Cross, asking for much of the information that Darcy received from Simmons. Ftizwilliam had to think fast. He motioned for Simmons to come into the cell and whispered quietly to his valet. Simmons nodded, as he followed Mr. Darcy's logic. He dashed out of the cell and down the hall. Lieutenant Cross almost started after the valet, but then remembered the other men in the cell. His hesitation was all Mr. Darcy needed to see for confirmation.

      "Where the devil is he going?" The earl asked as Mr. Darcy announced he was finished and wished to leave. 

      "We need information, Darcy. Lieutenant Cross here was just telling me that they would be ever so willing for us to take custody of this lowlife."

      "That's not possible, my Lord. Come, we must leave. At once." Mr. Darcy turned to leave but Lieutenant Cross blocked his escape.

      "Mr. Darcy, I was to understand that, that is," the Lieutenant stumbled on his words as Mr. Darcy moved closer to the young whelp of an officer and gazed down at him.

      "Let me make a few hypothetical statements. Someone might have been given instructions to abuse this man within an inch of his life. And also instructed if my uncle or I appeared, suggest that if we paid a pretty coin, the prisoner was ours?" Mr. Darcy asked and his uncle let out an exasperated sigh.

      "Well of course, Nephew. That is how it is done." The Earl of Matlock spoke harshly and softly as he neared his kin but Mr. Darcy did not break his gaze with Lieutenant Cross.

      "I thank you for your time, Lieutenant. But my uncle and I will be leaving now, unless you would like a lot more trouble than necessary. I appreciate a soldier taking his orders, but do not make the mistake of inventing orders yourself and holding a member of Parliament, and a well respected gentlemen of this country, in this prison," Mr. Darcy explained in such a venomous tone, his uncle became very nervous. Thankfully, the Earl of Matlock kept his mouth shut and just as quickly as they had entered the garrison, Darcy escorted his uncle to his waiting carriage. Inside, Simmons was already seated.

      The door was slammed shut and they were halfway back to Darcy House before Fitzwilliam would answer any of his uncle’s questions about what on earth had just occurred. Then he gave his uncle a further slight of disrespect by addressing Simmons first.

      "Is it done?" Fitzwilliam asked and Simmons nodded.

      "Done! What's done? Nothing is done! We had the proof in our hands that Lord Strange was behind all of this, and you let him go!" The bombastic Earl of Matlock continued to vent his spleen while his nephew sat silent upon the bench across from him. When at last the earl had ran out of breath and they had arrived at the Matlock town home, Mr. Darcy finally explained.

      "Is of the utmost importance that you do nothing until I come tonight for dinner. Promise me you will not seek out any contact or more information?" Mr. Darcy asked earnestly and the earl began to nod, but then shook his head. 

      "Not until you explain to me why on earth we left that garrison!"

      Darcy closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. It was no wonder his family was such a mess of inquiry and scandals. The men of his uncle’s generation were so accustomed to universal deference and plain appearances, that they could not fathom an opponent two or three steps ahead of them.

      "I had Simmons write our names to the logbook," Mr. Darcy said and his uncle held his breath until his face turned violently red with rage.

      "Are you daft?" The Earl yelled, and the carriage lurched a bit as yelling from inside must have startled the driver and the horses had readjusted their position.

      "No," Mr. Darcy said coolly. "I refuse to be set up. You should thank me. Did it not occur to you the man who had George Wickham murdered would love nothing more then to make you or me responsible for the act? All they need is a link between us and that ledger. Because there is none, they will manufacture it. So they left that man watching my home, with who knows what things he has signed his name to that is in Lord Strange's position. Then we go to the garrison, giving our names, but not signing the visitor log, and bribing him out–"

      "We could have been ruined," the Earl said quietly as his nephew's words sunk in.

      "That is why I am asking you to do nothing today. Meet no one, aside from remaining with a staff member at all times so that you have an alibi," Mr. Darcy said and finally his uncle began to nod.

      “But if you do not want us blamed, why did you have our names written in the bloody book?”

      Fitzwilliam grinned. “The truth is the truth, and it will out. If this goes to a legal body, I had every right to question a man apprehended on my request. The prisoner did not disappear, and perhaps, God have mercy on his soul, Lord Strange will still snuff him out. But he would have to count on both soldiers to keep the secret, and we already know Lieutenant Cross holds some scruples.”

      The earl sighed as it was still very early in the morning for so many crosses, double crosses, and Lieutenant Crosses. But he suddenly felt very unneeded. 

      "And what will you do?" The earl asked as Fitzwilliam allowed the door to be opened for his uncle to be helped out of his carriage. 

      "I need to meet with some friends of my father. It's time I took advantage of the Darcy connections. Tell Aunt I will be at dinner." 

      And with that, the Earl of Matlock was dropped off at his town home, and Fitzwilliam was whisked away back to his own.

      Henry Fitzwilliam's steps faltered for a moment as the true weight of what happened, and what so nearly had happened, fully registered in his mind. He accepted a footman’s assistance up the steps into his home, and then walked to his study. It didn't matter that it was not even 8 o'clock in the morning, the Earl of Matlock poured himself a stiff drink and sat before the fire. 

      Then he stood up and fetched a pen and parchment. His mind raced and he scratched names and dates of anything to do with Northumberland and his deal for the loan. Based on what his nephew caught just at the right moment, Henry Fitzwilliam believed he had been an unwilling participant to the Duke of Northumberland's most dangerous game for a long while. And he wanted out before it was too late.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      The Dowager Cottage of Rosings had sat neglected for over thirty years before Anne and Richard Fitzwilliam made it their sanctuary. Their routine had become a very simple living for a married couple in the country. Having given up his commission in the cavalry, Richard Fitzwilliam spent a great deal of his free time riding his horse through the grounds of Rosings. When the familiar parks and runs no longer challenged him, he ventured further into the surrounding countryside. Where he had once been at odds with his aunt and overseeing the accounts and ledgers of the main house, their retreat to the Dowager Cottage had taken the former soldier away from the battle. 

      The peace and quiet was nice for two months, a healthy respite. But the last action one of His Majesty’s Finest had seen was fetching a wretched, confused, and spoiled young woman from London and that hardly boasted any danger at all. On days they were plagued by rain, Richard stalked the floors of the cottage, desperately trying to contain his sour mood. Born the second son of an earl, in his adulthood there had not been much time for leisure; Richard had had to earn his keep. And now that he was to play the country gentleman but with nothing to manage, apart from the love of his wife, Richard desperately missed his commission. 

      Anne’s preferred pastime was reading, though it had been over a month since she had procured anything new. Most of her life, since her early teen years when her father perished and she suffered a horrific bout of pneumonia that permanently weakened her lungs, Anne's mother had confined her to a bedroom for rest. Anne had not attended any balls, or seen any shows at the theater. In fact, she had never truly left the Rosings estate in over a decade.

      And therefore, tea in the small home had lately grown into a tense affair with two attendees wondering if this was all a married life would offer. Theirs had been a love match after many years courting through letters and sparse visits by Richard whenever he could manage to attend with his cousin, Fitzwilliam Darcy. But now that their battles with time, distance, and parental approval to wed were over, the Fitzwilliams found themselves in discomfort with the settling part of settling down.

      "I went to see Mrs. Collins before they departed," Anne announced, and she saw her husband scowl. But Richard was wise enough to not voice his displeasure that Anne had gone to the Parson’s cottage without him. “Declan was there, I was perfectly safe. And now they are both gone to Hertfordshire.”

      Richard tilted his head to one side. “Why have they left?”

      Anne shrugged. “It appears Mother learned Longbourn is not to be rebuilt.”

      Richard’s jaw slacked in understanding. His last letter from their cousin Darcy had outlined that the Bennet home had burned, Mr. Bennet was grievously injured, and the Bingleys were about to lose their home due to the lease expiring.

      “Can you imagine Pembereley? The house sits practically vacant for years and now it will house three families!” Richard found humor in his cousin’s lamentable position of host.

      Anne had been but twelve the last time she had visited the estate in Derbyshire with Mother, as they rarely traveled up north. She had never wondered why before, but now that she knew the truth of George Wickham’s parentage, she couldn’t blame her mother for never wishing to go and risk seeing her father’s bastard. Still, the idea of so much family and people to sit with in pleasant company was a yearning she felt keenly.

      “I imagine it will be a welcome party for Elizabeth; how nice to still be close to your sisters even after marriage,” Anne said, wistfully.

      Richard changed the subject to some fencing he noticed in disrepair on his morning ride, and Anne interrupted.

      “Oh, please do not see the steward. You know how Mother gets when she thinks we have meddled in her affairs,” Anne begged, but Richard snorted in disagreement.

      “Let her be angry. If our son is to inherit this estate, I shouldn’t want him to be in the same situation as Mr. Collins!” Richard’s tone was slightly harsher than he intended, a default to barking orders at his inferiors. When Anne did not respond, he realized he had hurt her feelings and promptly apologized. 

      “I am sorry, I didn't mean to let my temper show.”

      “No, no, it is quite alright,” Anne dismissed her husband’s apology. “I was stunned because you are absolutely correct. I am the first in line for this estate, not Georgiana. And yet she sits by mother’s side, probably planning new furnishings for the first floor parlor and future improvements to the outbuildings past the south pasture,” Anne continued enumerating many parts of the estate, some in need of desperate attention and repair, some less so. 

      Amused, Richard drank his tea and listened intently to his wife’s pique, so long as it was directed at someone else.

      “And what have I done? I let that girl chase me off, make me uncomfortable in my own home. The home of my childhood!” 

      “Err, we did move to this cottage before Georgiana arrived,” Richard carefully pointed out, but his wife was unmoved.

      “And we stopped going to dinner after. And why should we spend our accounts when Mother puts out a spread to feed ten men easily, every night?”

      Richard furrowed his brow as he had been in support of his wife’s anger, even finding it righteous. But now it sounded like she was about to say they would start dining with her mother at Rosings, and Richard did not care to harm his peace of mind for a portion of game pie.

      “Dearest, what are you proposing?” he asked, hesitantly.

      “That we take back our surrender!”

      Richard cringed. This was worse than he thought. “You are not saying you wish to move back into Rosings . . . ” he trailed off, and Anne laughed as she shook her head.

      “No, that would be folly. But we are going to dinner! I shall send a note over,” Anne said and stood, leaving Richard dumbfounded. He was so relieved when she said they were not moving back, he had forgotten to lodge a complaint against the plans for dinner.

      Still, it was only one night, perhaps a few, and he was reasonably confident his wife would tire of the insults. His mother had been right, that when women are with children, there is no other job of the father-to-be but to make his wife happy. And so Richard would even shave for his mother-in-law’s company, and leave the cigars at home. But he would eat more than his portion of the tasty game pie when offered.
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      An unnerving sense a futility affected Fitzwilliam Darcy’s senses as his carriage dropped him at the Matlock town home. Only nine months earlier, he was there trying to arrange a marriage between his sister and that villain, George Wickham. A crisis that had first separated him from his beloved Elizabeth. And here he was, once again separated from Elizabeth, to fix another crisis, largely due to his sister’s choice of paramour. Even in death, George Wickham was a thorn in Fitzwilliam’s side. 

      Despite his foul mood, he graciously accepted the well wishes on his marriage from the butler, and handed over his hat and gloves upon entering the foyer. His aunt and uncle always presented a nice spread, and so he held no anxieties about enjoying a fine meal. But he predicted the night would be very long, as there was much for him to discuss and plan.

      "Fitzwilliam! Always my punctual nephew," Margaret Fitzwilliam, Countess of Matlock, warmly greeted the young man that became her kin by marriage. Her husband was brother to Darcy's late mother, Anne Darcy.

      "Aunt Maggie," Darcy embraced his aunt and he chuckled to see such an unbridled happiness in her face. He'd forgotten that she was one of the few allies he possessed in his nuptials to Elizabeth. The two had met under less than ideal conditions, shortly after Elizabeth had been gravely injured in Kent by her cousin, Mr. Collins.

      Such a reminder prompted him to retrieve the letter for his aunt from his wife, and place it in her hand. Lady Matlock seemed amused that her new niece would use such a direct means of delivery when such resources were at her disposal. Another young woman of the Ton would be eager to demonstrate her power and position as the new Mrs. Darcy, but not the former Elizabeth Bennet.

      "Have you placed your wife on such a strict allowance, Fitzwilliam, that she is unable to send post?" Lady Matlock made the jest, and Mr. Darcy laughed.

      "Nay, I believe my wife is of such a sound and logical cut, that she holds no qualms in demoting me to her postmaster!" The oft-shy in strange company Fitzwilliam Darcy made a rare joke at his own expense with one of his favorite relatives. 

      Lady Matlock opened the letter and read the lines penned inside. She had tried to keep a straight face, like one would in a game of cards, but it turned out the new Mrs. Darcy was also quite skilled in her writing, and her comical request that the Matlocks keep Mr. Darcy out of trouble made the Countess chuckle in an outburst before she coughed and made a poor attempt to conceal the humor.

      "Aunt Maggie?" Mr. Darcy craned his neck to read the letter, and Lady Matlock found another admirable quality of Elizabeth Darcy: she did not permit her husband to read all of her letters before sending them.

      "It would appear your lovely wife and I are of the same mind. Prior to your arrival, you'll forgive that your uncle did discuss the events of the morning with me," Lady Matlock paused while her nephew nodded as the two of them began to walk towards the salon, "I was having my trunks prepared."

      A footman slid open the doors where Lord Matlock nursed a drink, and the atmosphere turned from jubilant to dejected almost as soon as they cross the threshold.

      Fitzwilliam did not wait for an invitation and walked over to the sideboard to help himself, just as James and Richard Fitzwilliam would in their parents home. 

      "I thought you would wish to stay in London?" Darcy presumed, before enjoying his drink.

      "Mmm, yes, I should love nothing more than to attend teas and dinners where the ladies whisper conjecture about my family for another six months." Lady Matlock’s sarcasm earned a look of empathy from her nephew. "No, as I was talking with your uncle, there is really little for me to do here. And without my presence, no one would think anything amiss if your uncle is not entertaining and living the life of the enthusiastic earl," Lady Matlock explained and Fitzwilliam looked at his unhappy uncle sinking even lower in the armchair.

      "The Crown has recalled Parliament,” he said, swirling his drink and then knocking the rest of it back. "We are to open in November."

      The news of Parliament reopening was crushing. All afternoon, Mr. Darcy had renewed his contacts with men his father had wisely introduced him to in his early twenties, before the elder Darcy succumbed to his illness. Most of them had agreed to take a meeting with Darcy, but almost all insisted on a neutral territory such as White’s or Watier’s. With Parliament reopening, there was no question the wheels were in motion to insist on a formal investigation into the mining scandal.

      But still, this did not answer about his aunt. If she were to run back to Matlock, it could be just as disastrous as staying in London for it would appear out of the ordinary. Lady Matlock had never routinely stayed in the countryside while her husband was seeing to his politics. She had been a pillar of the “little season’s” social set for two decades; her absence would not go unnoticed. 

      "Where shall you go, Aunt Maggie?"

      Lady Matlock dearly loved her nephew, and found him to be one of the most intelligent men of her acquaintance. But sometimes, Fitzwilliam just did not understand a woman's world, and how should he? It was not a place he routinely traveled in.

      "Why Pemberley, of course. I had already resolved to invite myself, and then your clever wife gave me one with a stroke of her pen." Lady Matlock beamed at her nephew, full of approval in his choice of a partner for life.

      Mr. Darcy was speechless. Laid out so logically before him, he could not argue such an arrangement was not both brilliant, and necessary. No one would question Lady Matlock offering household management support to a newly married woman in her family. The more Darcy involved himself with the investigation with his uncle, the more he realized it unlikely he could return to his wife's side as soon as he had hoped. 

      Without a doubt, Darcy believed his wife more than capable  of settling her family into their Derbyshire estate. He just disliked she would have to do it alone. But now, his aunt, who was at least familiar with Pemberley and greatly experienced in running a grand estate, would be there to support Elizabeth in all that she endeavored to do.

      Fitzwilliam Darcy raised his glass in his aunt’s direction, to make a small toast. "To you, Aunt Maggie, for always helping others even when they were not aware they so desperately needed it," Darcy said and then sipped a healthy mouthful.

      Due to the stress of the situation, or perhaps the months of unending chaos in their family, Lady Matlock approached her nephew, and offered him the affection of her hand upon his shoulder.

       "You're welcome," she said, and then bid adieu to gentlemen as she had many preparations to make in order to leave in the morning.

      Without his aunt in the room, Darcy began to inventory the rest of the familiar space while he finished his drink. His uncle said little, and Darcy was unsure of how to begin. To his relief, his uncle started by handing his nephew a piece of parchment.

      “I detailed the sequence of events and conversations I had with the duke,” he explained and Mr. Darcy was thoroughly impressed by the pages of notes and diagrams. 

      As he studied the way in which the Matlocks were twisted up into the financial dealings of Northumberland, Darcy began to reflect that he had been wrong about where his cousin Richard received all of his strategic thinking. Henry Fitzwilliam had been raised to perform as an amiable member of the peerage, respectable to those beneath him, non-threatening to those above. But the man also possessed a keen mind for puzzles, as evidenced by the lines before him.

      “I was a fool! A blasted fool! I should have wondered why in the very moment of my misfortune, there was Northumberland, ready for such a generous rescue,” the earl spat, yelling at himself, not Mr. Darcy.

      “Oh, give yourself more credit than that, sir,” Darcy replied, as he flipped between the pages. Conspicuously absent in the list of names his uncle had penned about the wedding between James and the duke’s shelved daughter was Northumberland’s heir, Baron Percy. 

      “Percy was not at his sister’s wedding?” Mr. Darcy asked, confirming the lack of his listing was not merely an oversight.

      Henry Fitzwilliam shook his head.

      “No, he was stuck in London, the excuse given of his acceleration,” the earl offered, repeating the same line he had swallowed.

      “How very interesting. Very interesting, indeed,” Mr. Darcy said, staring off into the empty space before him. 

      “Nephew, my day has been long and my comforts short. My wife leaves me for yours, and I am hungry. I followed your advice and now seek satisfaction. What have you learned?” The Earl of Matlock reminded Mr. Darcy that while he afforded his younger relation respect, it only carried so far. He was not a man accustomed to waiting for anything.

      Darcy grimaced. “Not much, I am afraid. Your notes here though are very helpful. I have a few interviews with a few of my father’s friends,”

      “Those questioning sort from the Royal Society?”

      Darcy nonchalantly nodded his head. “A few, but more importantly, I’ve heard from a close friend of the Prince Regent.”

      “Not those dandies!” The earl mocked the popular name for the men who frequented Watier’s, caring more about their dress, than their substance. “How did you manage that?” his uncle asked, genuinely curious as they were notoriously snobbish and kept their circle tight based on the strangest of ideals, none of which included money, but taste. The earl would never have classified his conservatively dressed nephew to be accepted into their lot.

      “Ah, a new friend taught me there is a supply of goods, particularly fabrics, that are exclusively available if you know the right importer,” Mr. Darcy hinted at Elizabeth’s relations in trade, and Henry Fitzwilliam waved him off.

      “We need my son. Sons. Both of them! I do not like this business of nearly being framed for murder.”

      Darcy nodded. Their family had splintered and become vulnerable.

      “I shall write a letter to Richard and demand he come to London,” Henry Fitzwilliam said, feeling the matter settled, but Darcy knew better. His last letter from Richard held undertones of a great military leader no longer interested in playing out the whims and fancies of men he did not consider to be his superior.

      “I agree we need Richard, but let me travel to Kent and persuade him in person. You need to go to Syon House and fetch James, and his new wife, I suppose.” Darcy suddenly realized it was unlucky there was so much need and not enough men. He would never change Lady Matlock’s plans to help Elizabeth, but it would have been nice to have her home and attract Lady Brahmington under the guise of learning her role as the future countess of Matlock.

      “What if they stay in Northumberland?” his uncle countered, and Darcy shrugged.

      “Then find a way, I suppose. But at the very least, meet with the Duke and play ignorant. Act as though nothing is amiss and let him believe our behavior this morning at the gaol was out of good breeding than distrust.”

      The earl reluctantly agreed and then demanded that they continue discussing things over dinner. 

      The meal had grown tense in parts, especially as they argued whether they believed Northumberland, Derby, and Strange had concocted all of this intrigue together, or had the crafty duke taken advantage when he had seen an opening. 

      The earl suspected a grand conspiracy, while Darcy thought that perhaps the scandal was more a case of Sun Tzu’s philosophy. He tried to explain to his uncle the finer points of how two adversaries could become allies against a shared threat, resisting the temptation to apply it to their own circumstances. But both men grew frustrated by too much real danger in their plans and lack of hypothetical that made such philosophical discussions safe to conduct.

      In the end, Mr. Darcy made sure to make his uncle feel as though he held the most important role to play in uncovering more evidence, and that he would play little more than an errand boy, fetching Richard from Kent. When the earl offered to write a letter on his behalf to his sister, Catherine, to arrange his visit, Mr. Darcy declined.

      “When has she ever offered us the courtesy of advance notice?” he asked and his uncle considered the question.

      “Why, never, now that I think on it.”

      “Then perhaps it’s time we give her the same courtesy.”
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      The sunniest parlor at Netherfield Park was full of mirth and good company. What was to be one of the last afternoons in Hertfordshire for the Bennets and Bingleys also served as a parting farewell to little Lynn’s namesake. Jane and Elizabeth had dressed smartly in complementary cut gowns of pale blue silk for Jane, and a hunter green for Elizabeth. Their Aunt Phillips, who had come to visit, wore a respectable frock with pink flowers in poplin. Her husband did well as the county solicitor all turned to for their legal needs. But Lynn Phillips was long past wearing silks except for the rare times she visited London with her husband and they took in the theater.

      "I see that my sister has continued her protest. I did wonder if she would put aside her silly notions of blame and come spend one last afternoon with me," Aunt Phillips sniffed as Jane and Elizabeth looked at one another with equal expressions of relief. To Elizabeth, although she had always known her mother to be the sister of Aunt Phillips, she had not thought about their adult relationship as sisters in comparison to her own with Jane until that very moment. Suddenly, Elizabeth felt empathy with her Aunt Phillips over her mother's behavior, but she distracted herself by spreading another teaspoon of orange marmalade on her biscuit.

      "Oh I'm sure Mama did not mean to insult," Jane began to explain. "It is only that the younger girls needed additions to their wardrobes before we leave for such travel. Mama took Mary, Kitty, and Lydia to Meryton for what could be made and delivered before the end of the week." Jane's voice sounded hollow in her explanation, as the words emphasized what Lynn Phillips had said all along. There were precious few days left before the wagons and carriages would depart Netherfield Park. After six generations at Longbourn, the Bennets would be gone.

      "What if you came along?" Elizabeth asked, brightly. She looked to her sister Jane for swift agreement, and her eldest sister nodded earnestly. "Help Mama settle in and come see Pemberley! Then perhaps Uncle Phillips could join us at Christmastime," Elizabeth ended wistfully, realizing that she was asking her aunt and uncle to separate much like she and her own husband were experiencing. Still, Elizabeth did know that married couples routinely spent time apart once they had been married for some years. She could not recall a time when her Aunt Phillips was not married since she had been the eldest of the Gardiner children. She thought that Aunt Phillips had married first, but she was not certain.

      Lynn Phillips politely declined, pouring herself another cup of tea. "I'm afraid my husband cannot spare me as the last quarter of the year is busiest. Rents to collect, properties to lease. And it always seems that people wish to place their affairs in order before the winter months. I suppose the fear of illness brings such an anxiety, but your uncle always laments that few people are worried about their legacies when the sun is shining brightly in the sky."

      The Bennet sisters Jane and Elizabeth laughed lightly, as they too had often heard their uncle complain much the same. The matter provided the perfect bridge into discussing what Elizabeth had most sought to confirm.

      "I know that Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy have inquired, but is it certain there is no obligation to rebuild Longbourn from the entailment?" Elizabeth asked and her aunt proudly smiled.

      While Lynn Phillips held no formal legal education, being married for so many decades to a country solicitor, she had naturally assisted her husband in many of the more mundane tasks of running his practice. Such an economy assisted him when money was short or a clerk could not be found. But Mrs. Phillips would never presume to offer legal advice, and she always prepared her statements thusly.

      "While it is not for me to say definitively, your uncle has explained that all hinges on the fact that Mr. Collins is not your father’s son. Had you a brother to inherit the estate, then things would have been most bleak. For I believe the papers did include language of great burden upon preserving the legacy as a means of enticing the next generation to sign such a restrictive contract."

      "Heir presumptive over heir apparent," Elizabeth stated the proper terms she had learned from reading her father's law books in his library. When she was younger, Elizabeth held a fantastical notion that she might find some way to break the entail so that her sister Jane might inherit. But as her Grandfather Bennet had been most careful to use the brightest legal minds in all of his dealings, there was no such hope with the entail placed upon Longbourn.

      "It is so very sad for Mr. Collins," Jane said in her characteristic empathy for all of God's creatures while Elizabeth's expression soured.

      "I should think not. The man deserves no consideration by us," Elizabeth said most harshly and Jane blanched.

      When Jane didn’t respond further, Elizabeth realized her harshness had killed the pleasant conversation. For the sake of her kin, she mollified her speech.

      “I only meant that after his terrible treatment of me, perhaps it is for the best. My husband said that the tenants began leaving the estate as early as this summer,” Elizabeth attempted again, but this appeared to anger her aunt.

      “Lizzie,” Jane admonished, and Elizabeth looked at her sister in complete astonishment. She could not understand what she had said to step a toe out of line this time.

      “You are young and idealistic. To you, the world is right or wrong, black or white. But with age comes wisdom, and the realization that one’s reputation takes years to form, and a single bad connection to ruin,” Lynn Phillips chastised her wealthy niece most poetically.

      Elizabeth, embarrassed, looked down at the remaining food on her plate, no longer hungry. 

      “I never meant to harm anyone. I love him, and he is a good man,” she stated, the often-repeated defense Elizabeth had used in her mind and verbally when she needed to justify her disapproving courtship with Mr. Darcy.

      “Ah, but that is the point, my dear,” Lynn Phillips said, in a much kinder voice so that Elizabeth looked up. “You and Jane have grown, Jane is a mother. And you will find that part of adulthood is any action you take, any deed you leave undone, has consequences you intend and do not. As I said, the world is not divided into right and wrong.”

      Jane beamed appreciatively at their aunt, as the last few months she had come to a new respect for a woman they visited less often than their younger sisters since Aunt Phillips kept her parlor busy. The fracture in the Bennet family had helped Jane learn her aunt was not merely a social busybody, but a very educated and witty woman. As she had not been blessed with children, she had filled her home with laughter and good cheer in another way. 

      But Elizabeth, without the benefit of Aunt Phillip’s company in isolation of the card games and social dinners, was still unclear. But she attempted to talk her way through.

      “So, what you mean is that marrying Mr. Darcy or not marrying Mr. Darcy would have had consequences either way, and we cannot help that?”

      Aunt Phillips shook her head. “No, I have not suggested a Determinist’s approach. We have Reason, we must use it. But consider that in doing what's right, even the purest pursuit of good, will have harmful consequences for another. Even if it’s only the person who might have taken your place,” she said, softly.

      Elizabeth had much to think about, as her aunt’s words were very provoking. Eager as she was to be back at Pemberley and feel at home, she felt remorseful that she had not spent more time in Aunt Phillips’ company. But then she remembered the resources at her disposal, and Elizabeth smiled.

      “I shall not take no for an answer. If Uncle is too busy this season to travel, then please, urge him to plan for spring or summer. And I shall invite the Gardiners, and you, mother, and Uncle Gardiner can be reunited, once more. On holiday!”

      Before Aunt Phillips could answer, the parlor door burst open and the younger Bennet daughters and their mother spilled into the room.

      “Jane, Jane! You shall never guess who we saw!” Lydia rushed to the side of her eldest sister, greeting Aunt Phillips on her way, and putting her back to Elizabeth.

      “I am sure that I cannot guess, so tell me quickly,” Jane humored Lydia.

      “The Collins’s! Yes, a fancy carriage rolled through Meryton as we were coming out of the milliners and the window was down. I saw very plainly Charlotte Collins and her husband, our cousin, inside. They didn’t stop, though,” Lydia said thoughtfully, then shrugged her shoulders, “They must be going to Lucas Lodge!”

      Elizabeth’s face drained of color and she felt the room begin to spin. She had scarcely closed her eyes than she felt a strong hand steady her elbow.

      “Mrs. Darcy?” the brown eyes of her personally assigned footman, Patrick, searched hers for distress.

      “Ooh, he is dreamy, Lizzie! La! Why would Mr. Darcy leave behind his handsome footman when he is away, isn’t he afraid--”

      “Shut your trap, Lydia Bennet, or so help me I shall shut it for you!” Lynn Phillips startled the niece she most often gave run of her parlor with a set down.

      Elizabeth’s throat felt very dry. “Fetch Higgins. I will be fine, Patrick,” she said, then to the larger party, “I have not slept well since Mr. Darcy had to see to our home in London,” she explained.

      Jane nodded sympathetically. “And the early weeks can be the hardest,” she started to say, then stopped, but it was too late.

      “Early weeks of what?” Mrs. Bennet demanded. “Are you breeding?” she demanded of her second eldest daughter and Elizabeth shivered. 

      For some reason, even though she knew her and her husband to be perfectly respectable in their marriage, her mother’s vulgar language made Elizabeth doubt herself.

      “It is too early to know,” she said, but Mrs. Bennet was not satisfied.

      She crossed her arms in a clear rebuke of her daughter’s words. “You expect us to believe you did not lay with Mr. Darcy until this summer when you ran off with him?”

      “Mama!” Kitty and Jane said in unison as Lydia and Mary merely watched the verbal sparring.

      “Staff in this very house witnessed you share a bed, missy. Your wealth does not excuse you from the Christian standards you were brought up to respect,” Mrs. Bennet hissed the last word as Higgins reached the parlor.

      Seeing her maid gave Elizabeth strength; strength to stand up to a woman who had thrown her out of her home less than a year prior.

      “You are unloving, unkind, and ignorant of my life from the moment you banished me from Longbourn. I came to offer refuge where I was given none. To offer resources where I was denied. And this is what you think of me?” Elizabeth glared at her mother wishing with all her might she was as tall as her husband and could intimidate them with height as he often did.

      Elizabeth reached out a hand for Higgins, who graciously helped her mistress to leave the room. They made it out of the parlor doors before Elizabeth grasped her head with her hands as a great ache tore through her mind. As she crouched to the floor, Higgins waved for Patrick, who had wisely not entered the parlor again but waited in the hall.

      “Tell Mr. Darcy I took ill, if you must. But not a word about my mother in your report, please.”

      Both servants promised to keep the secret and stayed with Elizabeth until a chamomile draught could be administered and she slumbered in the farthest wing of the home. Her nightmares did return that evening, after taking supper in her room, and it was left to poor Higgins to comfort her. 

      As Elizabeth spent half the night awake, afraid to go back to sleep and see that beastly man standing over her again, she decided to write a long letter to her Aunt Phillips. She apologized for not seeing her off, and wrote the whole account of her time with Mr. Darcy, leaving very little out. She ended her letter thanking her for the new philosophy to approach life, renewed the invitation to Pemberley more formally, and wished her aunt would not think too lowly of her after they left.

      When she went to sign the letter, a funny memory from her childhood flashed in her mind of she and Jane dressed in fine gowns for one of the earliest times she could remember. They were at Aunt Phillips’,enjoying tea, and Elizabeth had loved the strawberry tarts so well, she had smeared some on her lovely new dress. Her mother had been most cross, but not her Aunt Phillips, and Elizabeth recalled her aunt teasing her when she had promised to be good. 

      “Only if you promise to be berry good, Lizzie, berry, berry good for the rest of the afternoon,” her aunt had said.

      So Elizabeth signed her letter.

      

      Your Berry Good Niece,

      Elizabeth Bennet Darcy
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      Turmoil tore at Darcy’s heart as he received letters from Netherfield Park the morning he planned to leave for Kent. Elizabeth’s letter concerning Dr. Matthews made him laugh as he agreed with his wife’s sentiments. If he had not left Netherfield in such haste, and under great distraction, he had meant to propose a similar solution for Mr. Bennet’s long-term care. 

      When he opened the report from Patrick, he was less amused. The footman’s penmanship was haphazard, with the lines uneven as the lad had not much practice. And the wording was blunt that Mrs. Bennet had renewed arguing with Mrs. Darcy and the dizzying spells had returned. Thankfully, there was no report of Elizabeth falling again, in a full faint, and for that, Mr. Darcy was thankful as he bit his knuckle reading the worst of his footman’s tale.

      Wisely, he had saved the last of Elizabeth’s letters for after reading the footman’s and received a more couched, though truthful, account of her health and well-being with her mother. There was no denial that his absence had permitted Mrs. Bennet to behave bolder in her censure of her least favorite daughter, the one she now blamed for all of their misfortune. Such an assessment prompted Darcy to speak aloud, as though his wife were standing near to him instead of away at Netherfield.

      “Oh, her misfortunes have been great, indeed,” he remarked, thinking of how tempting it was to rescind the offer of sanctuary at Pemberley and force that old hag to truly feel the depths of her husband’s poor management.

      Instead, he set the letters from his wife aside so they would travel with him, and he reminded himself that Elizabeth was strong, loved her family, and was not without protection. In this spirit, he was able to pen his letter in response to her:

      

      My Dearest Elizabeth,

      

      I am vexed on your behalf, my darling, at the inhumane treatment you suffer at the hands of some of your relations. I should like to suggest you replace those misbehaving with some of mine, but I’m afraid I, too, am in short supply of dependable relations.

      I am grateful for your warnings about my safety in coming to London. No physical harm has come to me, the mobs were long dispersed and I’m afraid now the only threat to our home in town is the boredom of peace and tranquility. However, your concerns did place in my mind a certain heightened awareness of my surroundings, if only perhaps to prevent ceding the point to you and becoming harmed, that I was able to foil a plot of my enemies in this farce of a mining business setup by Lord Strange. I dare not commit more details to paper, but please know that your husband is well and dearly aches to be at your side.

      Unfortunately, there is need for me to call in Kent. I am repulsed and vehemently against spending any amount of time with my aunt Catherine or my sister. But I need to convince Richard to come to London and aid his father. 

      Have you ever studied the philosophy of war by Sun Tzu? If you have not, there is a copy of his treatises in the library at Pemberley. The tome is in French, but I am certain that will pose no challenge for you.

      I am most impressed by your care for the future to invite my Aunt Margaret’s aid in settling your family at our home. You should know, as I was present when she received your invitation, she was already planning to come to your side. Her delight in your letter was a happy moment for me to watch. She can be strong-minded, but I think she will greatly balance the opposition to your mother when your more “peace-at-all-costs” sisters lose their stomach to stand firm.

      I cannot wait to hold you in my arms, and tell you all that has transpired here. I aim to make my visit to Kent short and with any luck, should not arrive long behind you and your family in Derbyshire. 

      

      Your Loving Husband,

      Fitzwilliam Darcy

      

      As he sealed the letter, he laughed at his conversation about postal economy with his aunt. Although he could send his letter to Elizabeth through the regular post, he called for a messenger to take the letter in person. With any luck, Elizabeth would use the boy to send a letter back and it would be waiting for him when he was done in Kent.

      Giving Mrs. Potter strict instructions to go directly to Lord Matlock for any problems, and to ask that no one reveal he was not at home, but merely unavailable for visitors should anyone ask, Mr. Darcy mounted his steed Alexander back near the stables to meet his carriage over around the corner.

      “And Mrs. Potter, do document any and all who seek an audience with me. No matter who it is.”

      “Yes, sir,” Mrs. Potter agreed, shivering in the snap of cold October brought in the early morning before the sun had been given a proper chance to have his say.
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      The weather cooperated most admirably on the last afternoon in Hertfordshire for the extended Bennet family. After the disastrous tea with Aunt Phillips ended with such disharmony, Jane and Elizabeth had planned a grand picnic. Invitations were sent to as many of Meryton’s residents as possible who could attend such an event during the crucial harvest months. The previous year, Mr. Bingley had given a ball. And though the neighborhood was loathe to lose such an amiable addition, once married, there was less pain felt in his leaving with his wife and her family. 

      The Masters who ran the butcher shop closed their doors for the day, and many other merchants joined the grand festivities. Mrs. Long and her nieces came to wish the Bennet family well. Elizabeth sat close to Jane and Mr. Bingley, as well as the Phillips’, with Higgins and Patrick just off to her side. The picnic was awkward without the presence of Mr. Darcy, but the ring on her hand and acceptance by the Phillips’ and Bingleys went a long way in ceasing the wagging tongues regarding her status. Though a few refused to believe in the wondrous good fortune of the runaway Bennet daughter, most of the residents at least wished Elizabeth well.

      Still, Mrs. Long kept her nieces and herself at a distance and Elizabeth watched as Lydia and Mary laughed with the Long sisters.

      "I bet Pemberley is nothing but a drafty old castle. And Mr. Darcy took Lizzie there and she was so miserable that now she wants all of us to go so that we can suffer like she does!" Lydia earned the collective awe of the Longs while Mary Bennet merely shrugged her shoulders.

      But Kitty stood within earshot, utterly appalled her sister could say such things in public. That Mary did not check her was even worse. She politely abandoned her discussion of her paintings with Mr. Masters and his son, Albert, to intercede before her youngest sister embarrassed them all beyond repair. 

      "Lydia, you have no right to insult the home of Mr. Darcy. He is being so kind to take all of us in. Without him and Mr. Bingley, we would have nothing."

      Mary countered her sister with Scripture from the book of Timothy. “But they that will be rich fall into temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and hurtful lusts, which drown men in destruction and perdition.”

      But Kitty paid attention in church as well as Mary, and she continued the verse. “For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows. Yet, I do not witness you here, Mary Bennet, standing stark naked—” Kitty paused as the Long sisters began to giggle at the Bennet sisters arguing. 

      “So even you appreciate there is a difference between obscene wealth and basic necessities." Kitty, the artist, was not so fantastical in her talents that she could not hold a practical discussion.

      "If Mr. Darcy is so very rich, why does he not give away his wealth to the poor?" Lydia inquired, with the Long sisters nodding in agreement to her ridiculous ideas.

      "You should be ones to encourage her.” Kitty turned her attack on her sister’s audience. “Of all people who know what it is to rely on someone's charity, you know the future we face is uncertain." 

      The Long sisters had been brought to Hertfordshire just five years ago when there father was thrown in the debtor's prison and their mother died of fever. Both girls looked sheepishly at their benefactor, the aunt from their mother's side, and hung their heads in shame.

      "You’re such a bore, Kitty. You just don’t want to lose your precious paints. Come on Amelia and Henrietta,” Lydia said but her plans were ceased by a large commotion on the other side of the picnic.

      Elizabeth and Jane has been discussing the room arrangements at Pemberley, with Jane doing her best to follow along even though she had never been to the home. Mr. Bingley provided support to Elizabeth’s plans, when to everyone’s great surprise, Mrs. Bennet led a party including the Lucases and Mr. Collins to their area.

      Mr. Bingley hastily stood, placing himself between his wife and sister Elizabeth, and the incoming party assuming them to be well-wishers.

      “Sir William, what a pleasant surprise. I had hoped you would come to see us off. I have enjoyed your hospitality so very often, I’m afraid it will be one home of many that I will miss of Hertfordshire,” Mr. Bingley complimented.

      “We do not come to wish you well, we come for satisfaction!” Mr. Collins said, putting his father-in-law in the awkward position of discord upon arrival, a position two affable men like Bingley and Sir William abhorred.

      “I beg your pardon, Mr. Collins. I did not see you there, and I’m terribly sorry of your family’s loss,” Mr. Bingley tried to smooth things over while Sir William Lucas struggled to speak.

      Elizabeth’s cheeks grew flushed as she experienced an uncontrollable wave of anxiety spread across her body. Jane waved for Higgins, who rushed to Elizabeth’s side, and tended to her mistress. The movement caught the eye of Mrs. Bennet, and she pounced on the opportunity to embarrass Elizabeth.

      “Lizzie, will you not greet your cousin, Mr. Collins? Stand and be polite. He is our family!” Mrs. Bennet reached to grab Elizabeth’s arm, who remained frozen in panic upon the blanket spread for the picnic. Patrick jostled for position to protect his mistress, and the unfortunate consequence of Mrs. Bennet and he trying to occupy the same space at the same time knocked Elizabeth’s mother backward.

      Mrs. Bennet cried out and Lydia and Mary rushed to their mother’s aid.

      “Mama! Mama!” Mary yelled as Lydia began shouting that her mother had been attacked.

      Those who had seen the accident knew there was no malice, but they were outnumbered by those who had not witnessed the exact moment of Mrs. Bennet’s fall. The long-time resident of Longbourn wailed and cried as Mr. Bingley tried to calm his mother-in-law and assist her to stand. Some began turning on poor Patrick.

      Mr. Collins sneered down at Elizabeth Darcy with Mr. Bingley out of the way as John Lucas stepped into the fray to address the footman. He was one of those without a clear view of the altercation.

      “How dare you place your hands on a lady!” He started and the threat to poor Patrick made Elizabeth Darcy snap. She stood in front of her footman and challenged John Lucas directly.

      “Stop! Where is your sister?” she demanded, and the sudden appearance of the short, but mighty, Lizzie brought John Lucas to a still.

      “Lizzie, out of the way, this doesn’t concern you,” John began, flustered, but Elizabeth remained. To her, it was though no time had passed, and while she never felt any romantic feelings forJohn Lucas in the slightest, they did have a long friendship since childhood. She repeated herself.

      “Where is Charlotte?” she asked, breathlessly. And John winced, rubbing his ear in annoyance.

      “She didn’t wish to come, said she felt unwell.”

      “Did you see her this morning?” Elizabeth asked and Mr. Collins began to step forward, making Patrick vie to protect his mistress again. But Elizabeth held her palm flat to signal for Patrick to hold his ground. Mr. Collins stepped right up until his nose was practically touching Elizabeth’s.

      “Do not seek to spout your lies, Cousin. No one here will believe your false witness.”

      “They are not lies. They never were lies,” an unexpected voice spoke up and many looked to Jane Bingley, who rose elegantly from the blanket to stand by her sister. “John, if your sister is well, then Mr. Collins here will have no problem with you going home to see to her.”

      John Lucas might have been persuaded by Mr. Collins against one of his childhood friends, but two made the young man waiver in his decision.

      “Ask your sister Maria to see Charlotte in her shift. There will be scars, I’ve seen them,” Elizabeth said, to the gasp of many near enough to hear. 

      John Lucas looked at his father, Sir William, who appeared very uncomfortable. He tried to change the subject back to Longbourn.

      “If you are all so concerned for Charlotte, then you will understand why we are here. Yes, yes! Let’s not forget that it is your dearest friend who will be the next mistress of Longbourn, and may that be far into the future. You must see to it the home is rebuilt! The legacy of the Bennets must live on! Surely your husbands—” Sir William was interrupted by both Mr. Bingley and Elizbeth Darcy.

      “Sir William, why don’t you come inside and we can discuss—” Mr. Bingley managed before Elizabeth’s more shrill and louder voice won out.

      “What is wrong with men that they cannot accept responsibility for their actions? You LEFT poor Charlotte with that monster and then you LIED about what you yourself witnessed!” Elizabeth charged Sir William with all of the pure rage and frustration she had kept pent up for over half a year. 

      “And YOU,” she countered, pointing a finger at the sulking Collins, who did not yet have his escape resolved, “deserve not a penny from Mr. Bingley or Mr. Darcy! I’m glad Longbourn burnt to the ground, and when my father passes, you shall have all the burden and none of the benefit of an estate such as this. I wanted revenge on your treachery for so long, yes!” Elizabeth cried, looking up to the blue skies above her, “And I have been delivered. Vengeance is mine, I will repay, saith the Lord,” Lizzie began to hyperventilate and laugh at the same time as Mr. Collins tripped over his own two feet, down the hill. 

      The Lucases hurried away as John confronted his father, and for a moment, Elizabeth wished should could be a little bird and watch from the window the salvation, hopefully, that Charlotte would receive. When her gaze fell to her mother being coddled and placated by Mary and Lydia, Elizabeth’s heart grew cold.

      “I only wish others had been lost in the fire instead of the innocents who perished,” she whispered, but Jane heard her.

      “Lizzie, surely you don’t mean that,” her elder sister admonished.

      Elizabeth looked at Jane with a blank expression. “When you have the nightmares I do, you’ll understand.”

      The picnic ending in an even bigger disaster than the tea, Jane Bingley felt utterly defeated as she watched her sister walk away, attended by Higgins and Patrick. Her husband came to stand next to her as many of the guests took the outburst and leaving of so many parties as a signal for their own exit.

      Gently, Mr. Bingley  reached out rubbed his wife’s shoulder as she leaned her cheek against his hand.

      “It was a lovely picnic, Mrs. Bingley,” he complimented, and Jane laughed.

      “Right up to the moment that my mother and sister ruined it,” she said, nodding at various servants wordlessly indicating they should pack up the baskets and blankets.

      “Yes, they are a bit volatile, aren’t they? We do have our own carriage for the trip to Derbyshire, though!” Mr. Bingley said, with good cheer, waving at Kitty who was assisting the nursemaid with little Charlie and Lynn. 

      “That we do,” Jane agreed, aching for her children as she spied them across the field. “And Mama and Lizzie will be riding separately as well, so perhaps we shall still make it to Pemberley in one piece.”
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      For the better half of two weeks, Richard Fitzwilliam indulged his wife's sudden need to dine at the table of her childhood. The dinners were tolerable. Richard ascribed Lady Catherine's lack of open hostility to the surprising nature of his wife's infiltration. And his predictions were satisfied nearly the moment familiarity reigned.

      "I am curious," Georgiana Wickham began as she gazed across the table at her rival cousin for position, "what changed your heart to attend to your dear mother so prodigiously? When I arrived, you refused most of the invitations to the house, and I must say" Georgiana looked to her aunt for satisfaction,"if I had the choice to live in such a grand home as this, you would not find me laying my head down in that small cottage."

      Although Anne Fitzwilliam was inexperienced in the art of polite rudeness practiced in parlors and dinners in London, she was older and better read than her nemesis. She relied on the witty repartee the heroines in her favorite novels always used against such dastardly relations.

      "I am happy that perhaps you did not suffer the early stages of nausea as I have. I feel them to be mostly behind me given the timeline Dr. Matthews gave me. I thought it best to return to my mother's side. Women in her position can so easily be misled and taken advantage, that I know my mother relies upon me for support," Anne finished, and then helped herself to a satisfying bite of her favorite dish, creamed spinach, with the same confidence of any London lady Richard had encountered.

      Observing his aunt, Richard felt a foreboding sense of dread as he watched the woman's face alight with joy. She would not encourage or discourage her niece or her daughter, and instead basked in the glory of them fighting for her favor. The behavior made Richard feel ill, as it was the same expression he was forced to curry when he would visit with Darcy, just to ensure he could see his Anne.

      When he looked across the table at his wife, he saw her face suddenly full of distress, and he worried for her well-being. But then Anne spoke, and he soon realized it was not she who was in distress.

      "Georgiana? Are you quite well?" Anne asked, and involuntarily reached out her hand across the table, but it was far too wide for her to reach her cousin. Anne's movement was all Richard needed to turn in his chair and notice the absolute panic in his cousin’s face. Gone were the harsh lines of the jaded and spoiled brat who had usurped the sweet and kind young girl he had been guardian of for five years.

      "It hurts!" she uttered, as she cradled her protruding stomach. Richard followed her hands down and realized it was very likely that his cousin was going into the throes of labor.

      "Yes, dearie the business of bringing a child into this world is quite painful. But let's not allow that to disturb our dinner," Lady Catherine said, cold-heartedly.

      "Mother!" Anne chastised, as Georgiana huffed in relief that the pain had subsided.

      Lady Catherine glared at her ungrateful daughter. "Mind your tongue and remember at whose table you dine." Lady Catherine motioned for the dishes to be cleared away and for the next course to be brought out. Even Richard sat stunned at the unfeeling manner in which Lady Catherine ignored the needs of Georgiana.

      Just then, Georgiana groaned and ground her teeth and grasped Richard's hand. He marveled at the strength of her small bony fingers as they dug into his palm, fingers that had been strengthened by years of playing the pianoforte.

      Anne became disgusted, and threw her serviette at the fresh plate of food placed before her. She signalled for a footman to remove her chair, and her mother contradicted the order.

      "Do not move, I said we will finish our dinner and I meant it." Lady Catherine did wave for the footman holding the decanter of wine to refill her glass.

      "Aunt–" Richard began, but she glared at him with an equal expression of power.

      "As none of you at this table have had the experience of bringing life into this world, allow me to educate you on a few of the finer details." She shooed away the footman once her glass was full, and lifted the red wine to her lips. 

      Georgiana continued whimpering in her distress every few moments, and then catching her breath in the absolute shock of what was happening. Lady Catherine made a grand show of cutting her meat, and then eating a bite while the other members of the table did not touch their food, nor say a word.

      "Your cousin has been experiencing these pains for weeks," Lady Catherine said coolly and Georgiana violently shook her head.

      "Not like this!" She managed before her head drooped at the next contraction of pain and her moans became more guttural.

      "Do save the theatrics, you do not have an audience, and you will need that energy," Lady Catherine rolled her eyes while Richard became agitated.

      "We should send for the midwife," he began. Again, Lady Catherine shrugged.

      "She's already here."

      Anne looked at her mother in disbelief, as it was far easier to think of her as nothing more than the monster that cared for no one but herself.

      "And what about a doctor?" Richard asked uncertainly since the only doctor nearby was the same quack his aunt had used to keep his wife mostly unwell. Anne shook her head but her mother overruled them both.

      "He is already here."

      Anne was still unable to reconcile this version of her mother with the one that she had known all of her life. "Then why is he not at dinner?"

      Lady Catherine was aghast. "Invite Dr. Smeads to dinner when he is here in my employ? No, certainly not. What may be done in other households will not occur here, at least not under my management," Lady Catherine decreed.

      Both Anne and Richard had been so distracted questioning Lady Catherine that they had not noticed Georgiana's distress growing. She no longer moaned but continued breathing heavily and then holding her breath in silence as another contraction hit. Anne was horrified to see any woman, even one that was her direct rival, make such a face in anguish.

      There was nothing to do but to cease talking so that Lady Catherine could finish her meal as quickly as possible when suddenly, Georgiana began to shriek.

      "It's coming! It's coming!" she shouted, and Richard in his panic stood up from his chair to assist Georgiana away from the table. A dark spot appeared on the Oriental underneath her chair, and fluid continued to drip from the edge of the seat.

      Lady Catherine groaned in disgust. "It is merely your waters, child. Please take Mrs. Wickham upstairs. I have lost my appetite," Lady Catherine ordered. The footman instead helped Lady Catherine out of her chair so the woman might walk to the adjoining parlor and left the mess for others to handle before any helped Richard walk with Georgiana up the stairs.

      Every few steps they paused as the pains reduced Georgiana’s abilities and her knees buckled.

      “Anne!” Richard shouted, and the diminutive daughter of Lady Catherine and Sir Lewis de Bourgh used her adrenaline to move the heavy dining room chair out of her way.

      “Shhh, shhh” she calmed Georgiana, feeling the movements of her own child in her womb. Immediately, as Georgiana’s tear-stained face looked at Anne, she felt guilty that she could have ever been jealous of this girl’s plight. Widowed, friendless, and young, there was no threat to Anne from sixteen-year-old Georgiana Wickham.

      “Help me,” she whispered, and Anne kissed the top of her head. 

      “Lift her, and follow me,” Anne took command, knowing Rosings like the back of her hand. As she reached the second landing, a mischievous thought occurred and she led the men directly to the closest suite: the one hued in every combination of gold for the Sovereign should he ever visit.

      As Georgiana was settled in the bed and the midwife and Dr. Smeads arrived from a less than speedy footman’s message, Richard and his wife followed a maid to her former rooms. There, they both availed themselves of the basin as Georgiana’s screams filled the air.

      “I suppose there shall be a baby sooner than later,” Richard noted and his wife seemed very contemplative. He recognized how very distressing this must have all been for her and he reached for her. “I am just as frightened, my love, and I would give the world to never see you experience that.”

      Anne shuddered. “Please, don’t say that. I should experience that, I must. You heard my mother, the business of bringing life into this world is not painless.”

      Richard could not argue, though he felt excessively frustrated there was nothing he could do to protect his wife from harm.

      “Well, I am sure you’re off dinners at Rosings, now, eh?” Richard said as he walked over to Anne’s old bed and cheekily flounced his full weight upon it, nearly breaking the ancient beams that held the ropes.

      “Did you not attend the same dinner I did?” Anne asked, as Georgiana’s cries seemed to lessen. Perhaps they had administered a dose of laudanum. Anne wished she could be in the room, but she doubted such a thing would be allowed.

      Richard nodded, unsure of where his wife was carrying her thoughts. This time, he wanted to be ready to object if he needed to.

      “My mother could not have been any colder and calculating. Georgiana needs a mother,”

      “Careful, she’s becoming someone’s mother. You cannot forget her choices and behavior that landed her in that birthing room,” Richard suddenly recalled much of the angry, spiteful tantrums the girl had thrown in his and Darcy’s presence. Thinking about Darcy, Richard felt the stirrings of obligation. He would need to write to Darcy and tell him of the birth, once the baby and Georgiana saw the labor through.

      Ann tentatively joined her husband as he reached for her. She snuggled in his embrace and he kissed her forehead. His hand came to rest on Anne’s midsection that was now rounded most obviously on her small frame.

      “There is nothing to do but wait,” Richard said. But his wife corrected him.

      “Wait and pray, my love. Wait and pray for their safe delivery.”
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      Thomas George Lewis Wickham was born in the wee hours of October 3, in the year of our Lord 1812. Like his mother during the pains of his labor, the boy came into this world screaming and thrashing every limb under his control. He was healthy and stout, and when he was swaddled in a set of clean blankets and presented to his mother, it was love at first sight.

      As the midwife and maids helped Georgiana expel the last of the afterbirth, the new mother laid next to her son and feathered his face with the lightest of fairy kisses. Such affection was one of the only things she could ever remember about her own mother when she was a young girl.

      "Don't worry, little Thomas, the world might be set against us. So long as we have each other, we will be free." 

      The exhaustion and work of his birth overwhelmed her and she fell into a deep sleep. When they tried to move Thomas away from his mother, the boy howled until they set him right back again, and then he settled. A maid was ordered to watch them both. She was to make sure that Georgiana did not bleed out, and the babe was not crushed. 

      And so it was midmorning before Georgiana had been fully cleaned from the mess of birth, and Thomas, too, sponged. When at last she could sit up and hold her son in her arms, she immediately attempted what she had thought should come natural between any mother and child. She moved her shift aside and urged the child to feed, but his lips remained stubbornly closed. Very little, if any, milk was coming from her breast. As Georgiana grew frustrated, she began to cry, which made the child cry, and the midwife took pity on them both.

      "He does not know, missus, rub his lips just so they part, and then give yourself a wee pinch before brushing down, then back up into his mouth. He'll suckle," she advised. Georgiana attempted to do as the woman instructed.

      The first latching hurt, and Georgiana immediately pulled her breast away, but Thomas had tasted his mother's nectar, and he did not like being denied. Her second attempt was another failure, as the boy was getting so upset, he would not latch on again. Again, the midwife helped.

      "Use your finger first, lovey." 

      Georgiana tried once more. This time, Thomas calmed. Georgiana took a deep breath, and when his lips parted, she pinched her flesh so that it lay practically flat, then brushed his lip again with her skin before pulling up into his mouth. The latch stayed true, and though the sensation was an odd one, it did not hurt.

      "There you go, I knew ye would get it," the midwife said as she beamed at her young charge.

      Although Mrs. Wickham found the connection to her new son novel, she was not so bad at math that she could not calculate she would soon become a slave to the child's feeding unless he was given over to the wetnurse.

      "I shall do this feeding, but I should like the nurse to come as soon as she is able," Georgiana said and the midwife looked at her, rather quizzically.

      "The nurse?" The midwife asked as Lady Catherine had been most clear there was no need for a wetnurse to be called when she had inquired. Therefore, the midwife had not made any arrangements with the local women. Mrs. Wickham was on her own.

      "Yes, the wetnurse. Surely no one expects me to become a common cow?" Georgiana asked the midwife who shrugged. She did not wish to be the recipient of Mrs. Wickham's ire when she learned that there was no extra expense being paid for her or the child.

      "Let me go see where she can be found?" The midwife asked, confident that Mrs. Wickham was well on the road to recovery and no longer needed her services. Knowing what she knew of her ladyship, the midwife would seek to get her payment as soon as possible before some grievance of her service could be found.

      Downstairs, Fitzwilliam Darcy had arrived at Rosings, rather shocked to find Richard and Ann breaking their fast in the dining room. When Richard saw Darcy, he forgot his manners, stood from the table to rush at his cousin and greet him like a brother.

      "How did you know to come?" Richard asked, rather impressed that Fitzwilliam could hold such foresight as to arrive on the very day Georgiana gave birth.

      "Was I to be summoned?" Mr. Darcy asked. Anne and Richard looked at each other before nodding. "Why, what is wrong?" Fitzwilliam asked to spy involuntarily the empty seat where Lady Catherine usually sat. Before he could feel too much  excitement and begin assuming the worst for his aunt, Anne quickly answered that Georgiana had been delivered of a son that very morning.

      That was not entirely good news to Mr. Darcy, as he had hoped to stymie any request of hers to go to Pemberley as it being too close to her time for travel. Then again, she had just given birth that morning. There would still be many weeks until she was churched, and he could use the argument if he was pressed.

      Richard suddenly grew suspicious. "If you did not come because you thought Georgiana's time was near, what brings you to Rosings?" Richard asked and Darcy grew slightly uncomfortable.

      "I stopped at the Dowager Cottage first, but they said you two had spent the night here. So I came straight here to beg for an interview, I'm afraid," Mr. Darcy explained.

       The three cousins retired to a small library on the main floor for any hope of privacy. They all knew they could not trust any of the footmen in the dining room, so yet another meal at Rosings was cut short, and Richard was beginning to think his plans of eating all that he could were becoming a fool’s errand.

      To Ann, being in the library once more with her two male cousins felt equal parts thrilling and adventurous. For once, she was as much in the dark as her husband, and she couldn't wait to learn what intrigue Fitzwilliam was bringing to them.

      Mr. Darcy paced as Richard and Anne took a seat on the one sofa in the room. He watched as their forms naturally fit next to each other and he felt a stabbing ache of missing Elizabeth. Still, all of this was for her sake as well, as they were all in danger.

      "I could have sent a letter, but gauging by your last one, I did not think you would come. Your father and I are asking you, begging you to come back to London," Fitzwilliam said

      Unfortunately, Darcy had not worded the query quite well, and Richard assumed the invitation only extended to him.

      "You can tell my father I am not at his beck and call! And I am not leaving my wife’s side again while she's in such a delicate condition. I fetched Georgiana for you and brought her back," Richard was about to add that Darcy could not ask him to do that which he was unwilling to do, but that argument would hold no water. Darcy was very clearly present and Elizabeth was nowhere to be found. So whatever the task was, Darcy had indeed stepped up to do some of the work himself.

      Anne placed a calming hand on her husband's forearm. "Dearest, I don't think Darcy meant only for you to go to London," and threw Mr. Darcy a chance of redemption, and her cousin seized it.

      "Forgive me, I have been traveling so many miles, that I forgot myself. No, the invitation is not only to Richard. It would be infinitely better if the two of you would come to London and stay with your father."

      Darcy finally took a seat and laid out everything for Richard including the attack on Darcy House and the unfortunate morning at the gaol. Anne listened carefully, but held her tongue as the two men sparred back and forth with various ideas of the motives and machinations afoot.

      Finally, when the two of them had exhausted what they thought to be every scenario, their fairer cousin offered an angle neither one of them had ever considered.

      "You keep talking about all these men as though this is something they wish to do. But what if the Duke’s son and Lord Strange’s father are caught up in something neither one of them condone or wish to be involved in?"

      Darcy looked at Anne as though she had not followed the point, but her husband gave her respect and urged her to continue.

      "You mentioned briefly today, and a long time ago when I eavesdropped, that the Earl of Derby wanted Georgiana to marry his son, yes? But the man laid it out as a financial transaction. Lord Strange and Georgiana had never met," Anne said and her cousin Fitzwilliam began to understand the angle that his cousin could see that none of the men could.

      "So you think forcing a marriage to my sister was going to be the first way of solving the problem of his son running amok," Darcy theorized and Anne nodded. 

      Richard added to the theory.

      "Remember, your contact at the docks said that the elder Lord Stanley never came when the scheme was presented to the sailors. And Lord Stanley, the Earl of Derby, took away your shipments to give them to Carmichael."

      "Yes, rumor had it that he was sleeping with Carmichael's wife, she was his mistress," Darcy said, very agitatedly. And that was when Richard laughed.

      "What do you find so funny?" Darcy asked and Richard howled. Then he kissed his wife's hand and stood up.

      "I was with you that night, oh what a fool I was! I was so caught up in my own life, that I didn't realize that was the tack you were on when you needed to find Derby. Mrs. Carmichael is no more Derby's mistress than I am the King of England,"

      Darcy did not follow, so Richard continued to explain.

      "You refused any discussion to Derby about your sister, and he was a desperate man. When you went quiet and Georgiana went missing, he had no choice but to find funds as soon as possible. Everyone knows ships are hard to come by, and the Carmichaels, well, they’re the future of your relations the Gardiners, if they continue to do well.”

      Darcy rubbed his eyes as he could see it now, what Richard was laying out for him. The easiest explanation for how so many disjointed people and lives had come altogether was the dueling aims of Lord Strange to get out from under his father's control,  and the Duke of Northumberland, who took every opportunity he could to embarrass the Crown. But such action was unfavorable to his son, Baron Percy, as he was rising in the ranks of the Tory politics.

      "So you think we might still be able to salvage this mess if we approach the Earl of Derby, and Baron Percy?" Fitzwilliam asked and his two cousins nodded.

      But Darcy didn't say anything more as neither one of them had agreed to come to London. He waited as husband and wife looked at each other and seemed to communicate without words. Then Richard broke the silence.

      "In London, we can get you the best care and never have to deal with your mother," Richard said, not leading with the fact that moving back to London would please him most of all for the diversions and entertainments. He had fled the country for adventure as a young man, and his short experience at Rosings had proven to him he was a man of town, through and through. Or at least a man of action, until such time as he could have his own small plot of land to rule.

      "But what of Georgiana and the babe? I can't in good conscience leave her with Mother," Anne said and the two men slightly groaned.

      But Fitzwilliam was not uncaring. Now that the child was born, the three of them could very easily live in Darcy House as Fitzwilliam could trust his cousins to keep her in check. He was willing to try once more for her to demonstrate her maturity, eventually establishing her own residence, even though the last attempt had been a costly mess.

      "I can stay for a few days. We can talk to Georgiana together. The three of us. If we have to, would you be opposed to leaving your mother alone at Rosings?" Fitzwilliam asked as he wished to remain sensitive to Anne's feminine perspective. But on that account he had nothing to worry about.

      "Must we leave her at Rosings? What if we drove out to a field and left her there?" Anne suggested and the three cousins laughed most heartily. 

      Once again it felt as though they were turning the tide set against them. If they all worked together, they could preserve the future for the next generation or Darcys and Fitzwilliams.
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      The long caravan of Bennets, Bingleys, and Mrs. Darcy travelled at half the pace a much smaller grouping would accomplish. By the fourth day, Elizabeth had grown utterly sick of the inside of a carriage. The constant jostling and rocking made it very difficult for her to keep anything she ate down. Kitty and Higgins, who she rode with, did their best to distract her, but Elizabeth was one of the chief reasons they stopped so early in the day when there was still much light available to continue on.

      The other reason of course, was Mr. Bennet. Though Mr. Bingley had graciously hired a coach for Mr. and Mrs. Bennet so that Mr. Bennet may lay upon the bench, they could not put him completely to sleep, only manage his pain. The risk of falling was too great as his immobility made it impossible for him to steady himself. The road conditions were quite treacherous for it to be late in the travel season. Many of the inns they rested at had few rooms, and more than once Elizabeth and Kitty had been forced to share a room Mr. Bingley and Jane and the twins, while the younger Bennet sisters remained with their parents.

      "I've never seen the inns so full. I wonder why we are having such difficulty when we sent our plans well in advance?" Elizabeth missed her husband terribly who always seemed to find a way to fix these minor grievances. 

      Jane shrugged. Only Elizabeth held the experience of traveling up and down practically the entire length of England. Jane did not feel so educated as to remark on the popularity of where they had chosen to stay.

      Mr. Bingley had an answer. "It would appear that Parliament has been recalled. Many are on their way back to London from their country estates. The crowds should lessen as we get closer to Pemberley." 

      Elizabeth thanked him for the information. Just as the long train of two coaches, three carriages, and numerous wagons and carts was to continue, Mr. Holbein, Mr. Darcy's longtime driver, braved approaching his mistress.

      "Pardon my intrusion, ma'am. But might I have a word, Mrs. Darcy?" Mr. Holbein held his top hat in his hands while Elizabeth excused herself from the Bingleys.

      "Certainly, Holbein, whatever is on your mind, please speak it. How can I help you?" she asked.

      The driver stammered for a moment and then grimaced. He gently shook his head. "I'm afraid it's not me who needs the helping, you see. A few of the lads overheard Miss Lydia and Miss Mary. And while I shan’t repeat the words, as I feel such gossip is rarely helpful, I only wish to say that I'm afraid the coachmen didn't take too kindly to hearing such words about their mistress." Mr. Holbein waited as he allowed the intelligence to register. But Elizabeth had long known that Lydia and Mary were turncoats, and so she urged the driver to continue.

      "Pray, what have they done?" Elizabeth hoped whatever happened was not nearly the level of when Patrick had accidentally knocked her mother down. Elizabeth had interceded for the safety of her staff once, and though she would gladly do it again, she prayed fervently that she would not have to.

      "Well, everyone is being loaded, and I believe you'll find the basket of comforts and treats for Miss Lydia and Miss Mary have been removed to your carriage, ma'am." The old driver winked as Elizabeth nearly burst out laughing, when she remembered where she was. 

      Across the way, Lydia and Mary were fussing with their mother as her father was being loaded into the coach Elizabeth smirked with mirth at the prank of her coachmen.

      "Thank you, Mr. Holbein, please thank the coachmen on my behalf. Tell them they have my favor and at the next inn, make sure you all have an extra pint as well," Elizabeth ordered, utilizing her newly minted Mistress of Pemberley voice. Mr. Holbein replaced his hat upon his head so that he could ready the entire caravan for departure.

      Kitty reached Elizabeth, and Elizabeth whispered into Kitty's ear so that she too joined in on the fun, then she ran off to their shared carriage. Elizabeth planned to leave it all to the mischief, but she knew in her heart that the next leg of their journey would be quite grueling as the landscape would become hilly. Against her better judgment, Elizabeth Darcy followed Lydia and Mary to their carriage until her presence was noticed as they were about to board the vehicle. She caught up with them just as Mary sat inside, and Lydia stood on the rails.

      "Go away, we don't want you to ride with us," Lydia said as she threatened to slam the door, but Elizabeth grabbed the handle and held fast.

      "You may wish to reconsider how you speak to me as you board a carriage that my husband and I own," Elizabeth said quietly but Lydia only stuck her tongue out at her sister, and flounced back onto the seat, leaving the door open.

      Almost all were ready for departure, and it was Mr. Holbein watching his mistress standing outside the younger Bennet girls’ carriage that held up the command to leave.

      "What I mean to say," Elizabeth said, closing her eyes for a moment. She had not intended to rub it in their faces once more that she was rich and they were not. "What I mean to say is that I am terribly sorry the past year has been horrible. It was horrible for me in many parts as well, but then it was wonderful all the same. The moments I was with Mr. Darcy," Elizabeth explained, but Mary was not obliging.

      "You cannot buy our affections, Lizzie."

      "Is that what you think happened to me?" Elizabeth started, but then dismissed the question just as quickly as now was not the time or the place. "Tell me Mary, what exactly was supposed to happen? Would you have been happy if I had married Mr. Collins when you so desperately desired his attention every time you were in his company? Don't think I didn't see you throw yourself at him. I found it laughable as I knew the man had no value, not in areas that matter such as character and a good nature."

      The window to the coach for the Bennets opened. Mrs. Bennet peeked her head out to stare down the line and see Elizabeth harassing Lydia and Mary.

      "We are at your pleasure, Mrs. Darcy!" Mrs. Bennet shouted, and then pulled her head back in and slammed the window down.

      Elizabeth grew so agitated, she threw her hands up and abandoned Lydia and Mary to their smug positions of being defended by their mother. She marched forward to join Higgins and Kitty in her carriage.

      There were still a few moments before all the checks were made and the line of vehicles slowly continued on their lengthy journey to Pemberley.

      As they reached a speed that Kitty now recognized as the top limit they could manage on a good road, she braved asking Elizabeth to share her frustrations.

      "I tried!" Elizabeth said, exasperated. "Just approaching them made them insult me. Lydia claiming she did not wish for me to ride with her, as though that was my aim," Elizabeth said and Kitty raised her eyebrows, then pulled out her sketchbook. When Kitty said nothing, Elizabeth felt as though she might be missing something, so she begged her sister to speak to her.

      "Do you promise not to get angry with me?" Kitty asked. This took Elizabeth aback as she had thought they were on good terms.

      "Why ever should I get angry with you?" Elizabeth asked, her tone still highly electric from the distressing conversation with Lydia and Mary.

      Kitty shook her head, and gave a few lines of her sketch her most particular attention. "Perhaps you don't realize how forceful you speak to everyone," she said and Elizabeth did not argue against her, but merely listened.

      "I know your heart is in the right place. But to Lydia and Mary, you got to break all the rules and have the happily ever after. And me, well I'm a traitor for leaving the house all over silly paints, in their minds."

      Elizabeth dropped her jaw in awe of such a twisted view of events.

      "Have you spoken with them?" Elizabeth asked and Kitty shrugged.

      "Some, but mostly it's things that I have seen and heard them say when they think that I'm not paying attention." Kitty wiggled her sketchbook earning a broad smile from her elder sister. 

      Lizzie knew that she too was guilty of ignoring Kitty in a room when she was busy with her drawing, she assumed that Kitty would not like the conversation.

      "Did you know that Lydia was sweet on one of the soldiers in Colonel Forster's outfit?" Kitty asked and Elizabeth shook her head. "You wouldn't, because most of it happened after you had left." Kitty did not say thrown out, even though that was the more accurate term. "It was because of scandal and the gossip you see, that she was sent home from Brighton."

      Elizabeth frowned. She knew what it was like to feel all hope was lost over the man you thought you loved. But Lydia was only sixteen she pointed out, and Kitty reminded her she was but a few years older.

      "To Lydia, if you can run away with your beau, why can't she?" Kitty asked as though running away to get married was such a commonplace way of accomplishing the deed.

      Elizabeth felt uncomfortable, and Kitty seemed to sense as much. So she turned her sketchbook to show she had been drawing her formidable older sister, in profile, with an expression of sheer fortitude on her face.

      Elizabeth grinned of the likeness, then asked Kitty who else she was sketching.

      "I sketch all of you. Sometimes you’re crying, sometimes you're brave. But I find that the days of all of us being together are likely very short. I should always like to be able to sketch my sisters, even when you are away." Kitty's voice cracked with emotion. 

      Elizabeth used Higgins’ hand to cross the carriage to sit next to her younger sister and embrace her as she too felt the enormous weight of all that had transpired.

      She could not offer words of consolation to Kitty as her sister was correct. The days were numbered for how long the Bennet family would remain under one roof. Eventually Lydia and Mary would find men to marry and they would leave, as would Kitty. And Jane, already married, would be searching for a home as soon as they arrived with Mr. Bingley.

      The carriage fell into a pattern of rocking that lulled Elizabeth Darcy into a light nap. As she felt herself drifting off into sleep, she resolved that she would grant all of her family members more grace than they deserved. After all, such a concept was never something given when it was earned, but when it was needed. 

      And if Elizabeth Darcy did not want to live a lifetime of regret, she would do better to remember she had so much and her younger sisters had so little. Their swipes and insults were a buzzing little bee when she stood in a field full of gorgeous flowers.
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      “This is not to be borne! She is your sister!”

      Darcy made a mock bow to his aunt, rather enjoying her frustrations. “And you took her in, Madam. I shall authorize funds from her dowry, but no more than half the interest per annum,” he explained, firmly.

      “Why not all?” Lady Catherine de Bourgh slapped the fan in her hand impatiently. Her nephew remained silent. “Why not all? I demand an explanation!”

      Mr. Darcy shrugged his shoulders as Richard stood next to him, also unwilling to further discuss the matter. The two men had conducted business in Lady Catherine’s “court” enough times to know the woman argued in her drawing room, but held no power over them. Neither guardian of Georgiana would admit her dowry one of the few ways to both control the wayward young woman and provide a buffer should the mining scheme go against the family.

      “You should be grateful to Darcy, I suggested only a quarter,” Richard Fitzwilliam said to their aunt, earning a scowl in return. When it appeared there was nothing more to discuss on the matter, both men excused themselves to the hall.

      Glancing around for footmen, and spying none, they took a moment to coordinate their efforts.

      “Do you think it wise to leave tomorrow? I worry we are leaving too soon,” Richard speculated.

      “I am going above stairs now to discuss the options with Georgiana. I am sensitive to her condition, but time is of the essence. Parliament is already being called to session. We have perhaps one or two months to learn all that we can.” Darcy sighed, thinking of the danger he had narrowly escaped in London. “And it is best for her and the child if they remain out of Town,” Darcy reasoned and his cousin, Richard, nodded.

      “It just feels as though we are abandoning her, once again.”

      Darcy realized he and Richard held reversed positions from eight months’ prior. When Georgiana was first found with George Wickham, it was Richard who wanted the harshest existence for the two, and Darcy had relented. Now, Richard pleaded for mercy on Georgiana’s account, but her brother recalled her viciousness toward his wife and others, plus the distressing reports from Mrs. Potter in London concerning a young footman named Jack. 

      Darcy hadn’t dismissed the lad, as he had been quite clever and helpful in defending the Darcy home in London when it was attacked. But young Jack was in a very tenuous position. Darcy’s last instructions to Mrs. Potter had been to give the man a reference, but suggest to him it would be best if he sought a position elsewhere as soon as it could be arranged.

      “We are protecting her, and perhaps that is one area we misstepped before. We gave freedoms she should not have had, and the result is apparent. She should be safe here and out of trouble. Until we know. . . ” Darcy trailed off and Richard had to admit he was correct. There was too much uncertainty in every corner; the last thing they needed was a young mother running around London boasting of her son’s birth when sharks circled to feed.

      “I shall go see that Anne is packed.” Richard grasped Darcy’s forearm in solidarity and wished him luck above stairs.

      

      With a heavy heart, Fitzwilliam Darcy climbed the worn carpeted stairs up to the second floor of Rosings. Visions of his beloved Elizabeth when she'd been so grievously injured just a few months prior in the spring flashed through his mind. Thankfully, Georgiana would not be in the same suite, as no one had moved her from the golden lodgings.

      Taking a moment to inventory his dress, tugging his coat sleeves down, smoothing the back of his hair, Darcy reached for the door handle and then thought better of it. Gently, he knocked on the door and heard a small voice bid him to enter.

      A beautiful tableau of his sister sitting in bed greeted him. Her hair fell in loose locks down to her shoulders, which were bare as her child was at her breast. Mr. Darcy looked away, while Georgiana reassured her brother.

      "Just a moment, he's almost finished," she said. His tight little left fist held his mother's first finger, and Darcy watched as mother and child continued to gaze at one another. His heart broke for in that moment he saw that the girl his sister had been was long gone. In her place was a young, courageous woman who had become someone's mother.

      "I should be happy to return, truthfully, I came to offer you my farewell and congratulations, he looks to be very bonnie young man." Darcy complimented both his sister and his nephew. Nervously, he ran a finger between his neck and collar, and thought to tell Simmons to loosen his cravat tomorrow before travelling.

      "Farewell? I thought we would stay at least for the baptism. I had hoped to ask you to be his godfather," Georgiana remarked, but Mr. Darcy knew such an event was impossible.

      "I should be happy to be godfather to the boy, you can have me named in absentia," Darcy said, and he watched his sister flinch. She took care of the necessities of ending little Thomas’s feeding, while Darcy turned to look around the room and find something of usefulness that he could do. 

      Spying the child's cloths folded neatly on a table across the room, he brought a fresh one to assist her and then retreated. Darcy could help, but he would not take the soiled laundry to the pile.

      "Whatever made you decide on the name Thomas?" Mr. Darcy asked and his sister shrugged.

      “I just liked it," she explained and Darcy nodded.

      "Elizabeth's father's name is Thomas. It is a good name," he said. Georgiana broke her gaze from her son to look directly at her brother.

      "When can we come home to Pemberley?" Georgiana asked, but Mr. Darcy shook his head.

      "At the moment, it is not possible…. Perhaps if you apologize–"

      “Apologize? She wished me dead!"

      Mr. Darcy held up his hands hoping to keep Georgiana calm. "I am not certain why you say that, unless you are speaking of the ill-fated letter that she sent from Scotland."

      Georgiana nodded. "Yes! She said she hoped I joined my husband soon. What other meaning could she possibly have intended?"

      Mr. Darcy closed his eyes and covered half of his face with the palm of his left hand. He wondered how much he should tell his sister of the private communication between himself and his wife. On one hand, the truth was always preferable, however his sister may not be so fully reformed that she could not use the information against him and his wife at a later date. Still, Mr. Darcy opted to be a man of integrity over a man of intrigue.

      "It is my fault. While we were on our wedding trip, I did not wish to distress Mrs. Darcy. So I spoke vaguely in giving her the news about your husband and she assumed he merely ran off. When she was hoping for you to join him, she was praying fervently for reconciliation of the marriage she thought had splintered. I can assure you, your sister-in-law has your best intentions in mind. Actually she convinced me to allow you some of your funds," Mr. Darcy explained, but any hope he had of such an explanation making Georgiana happy, he was sorely mistaken.

      "I am a widowed mother. I should have access to all of my funds, for both my sake and my son’s." Georgiana said with her head held high, sitting straight up in the bed. For a moment, carrying herself with a regal air like the strong aristocratic women in her ancestry, Georgiana startled her brother. But he could not fall for such false vignettes. There were far too many livelihoods at stake.

      "I am afraid that it is for you and your son’s protection that I restrict your access at this time. You shall have £50 per month, with Aunt Catherine requiring £10 pounds for your room and board."

      "She's charging for room and board? Like I am some common woman upon the street taking her charity?" Georgiana asked to Mr. Darcy’s chagrin. Even he thought that their aunt was being rather obtuse and rude. Then again, he had lived with Georgiana in recent memory; she was not the most pleasant houseguest.

      Georgiana continued her touch of sweetness. She carefully rose and carried Thomas to the small bassinet, that look positively ancient, but served well in the circumstances.

      "Why is everyone being so unfair to me?" Georgiana asked with a strain into her voice.

      "I believe you possess a skewed view of how well your family has taken care of you," Mr. Darcy explained, coming to stand next to his sister so that he could take a better look at his nephew. The boy had a round cherub face and looked very much like his mother had when she was a babe. Inwardly, Darcy felt relieved. It would be far easier to love a relation that looked like his sister rather than Mr. Wickham. Darcy continued in helping his sister see reason.

      "We've given you so many chances, from helping you patch up your reputation with a marriage to even granting you use of the London town home. And you sold the contents," he kept his voice low so as not to wake the child, but his displeasure was apparent.

      Georgiana turned around to stare at her brother. "You have no idea how evil Wickham was…" she hissed and Mr. Darcy took a few paces backward, away from his sister.

      He held up his hands in a signal of surrender and grimaced. "There, see? You still refuse to take any responsibility for your actions. Who chose him? You.”

      "Because you for had forsaken me!" Georgiana's voice raised and she took an advancing step toward her brother.

      "I was working!" Darcy said, immediately regretting taking his sister's bait as Thomas let out a cry. Both Darcy siblings hushed their argument as they waited to see if the child would go back to sleep. Thankfully, he did and Mr. Darcy realized it was time to end his interview that had ended in a stalemate.

      "I am annoyed that Aunt Catherine has brokered such a deal, but take some time to rest and raise your son. The money should be plenty to provide you with a personal maid for your needs and a nurse for the boy."

      "What will I do here?" Georgiana asked, contemplating the enormous weight that motherhood would place upon her without the support of a husband.

      Carefully, Darcy approached his sister, and held out his arms to embrace her. He did not force such affection on Georgiana though, and when she took a half step in his direction, he crushed her with all of the relief he felt that both she and the child had been delivered safely. Such an outcome was an answer to his prayers.

      "Raise your son, your beautiful son, Georgiana. Remember that this is his grandfather's land. Let him come to know his legacy, whether it be for a few years of his early childhood, or Fate should decide that it is he who is to inherit all," Darcy's voice cracked on the last part of his speech, because to utter such words was to acknowledge that if Anne Fitzwilliam and her child perished, Georgiana’s son would become the rightful heir of Rosings. No one wished such misfortune on another, but truthfully, Rosings was a more appropriate home than Pemberley for Georgiana Wickham and her son, Thomas.

      After helping Georgiana back to bed so that she might rest, and then bending low to place a kiss upon his nephew’s forehead, Fitzwilliam Darcy left Rosings for the Dowager cottage with a reluctant feeling of relief.

      Georgiana would be provided enough funds to live comfortably at Rosings, and he would also make sure to send some gifts for both her and the child. But until his sister embraced some humility of her position, bringing her to Pemberley was ill advised. There were plenty of puffed up hens in the Bennet family likely already in residence. The last thing Mr. Darcy wished for was to add a greater burden on his wife’s shoulders.
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      The weather delayed the party of cousins departing Rosings by an additional day, and when at last they arrived at Matlock house, to Richard’s surprise, his father awaited with a welcome worthy of a prodigal son.

      "My boy, my boy!" The Earl of Matlock burst from the front door as Richard and Anne departed the Darcy carriage first, followed by Fitzwilliam behind them. 

      Uncle Henry had been a long favorite of Anne’s, always kind to her when he had visited Rosings. She accepted his effusions and congratulations, then beamed at her husband. Aside from the diversions the city was sure to offer, this was precisely the environment the newlyweds needed to lift their spirits.

      After being ushered inside, and offered refreshments, Anne politely declined the generous invitation to join the men in the study.

      "You gentlemen have your work, and I have mine," she said mysteriously as her hand rested on her abdomen. "Uncle Henry, is there any chance I could have a warm bath brought up?" Anne Fitzwilliam asked as her father-in-law heartily agreed.

      To the slight embarrassment of his father and cousin, Richard enjoyed a small tête-à-tête with his wife. He urgently whispered asking if she would like for him to go up upstairs and help her settle in, but she playfully slapped his hand away.

      "I am quite capable, husband. Besides, we did not come all this way just so that we could admire your parents’ fine home. Go! Show them what a masterful strategist looks like," she complimented.

      With a sheepish grin, Richard bid his wife adieu and followed his father and cousin into the study, where the eldest in the room wasted no time pouring himself a drink. There would be no servants inside as the three men convened. Mr. Darcy felt slightly apprehensive that his uncle’s demeanor had suddenly changed from affable to nervous.

      As the earl gulped his brandy, Darcy and Richard opted for the decanter tucked back in the cupboard. Richard poured them both a whiskey and they all sat in the worn leather chairs around the fire.

      "Grim news, I’m afraid," the earl opened, garnering the attention of both his son and nephew. "Your brother is not here. I dined at Syon House, as you instructed. And I believe I was convincing, but that old duke is no simpleton."

      Richard asked his father to go on, and the earl explained.

      "I should've expected your brother to come to London at his first chance, but Northumberland claimed that he elected to stay at Alnwick Castle with his wife. Had the audacity to say that we could not risk Viscount Brahmington finding his old haunts and habits."

      Mr. Darcy couched his words carefully. "Do you believe James to be kept there against his will?" he asked.

      The earl looked uncomfortable, but Richard was having none of it.

      "My brother is as good of an escape artist as any of us. If he didn't wish to be in Northumberland, he'd find a way to London. My guess is he is being kept happy and distracted," Richard said while both his father and cousin looked at him for further explanation. Richard cleared his throat. 

      "Yes, we have exchanged letters. James wrote to me to offer his congratulations, and gloat, I'm afraid, about the pleasing figures of the housemaids and exquisite dinners put on each night. And he was no fool, father. His wife leaves him to his own devices and he leaves her to hers. If there was no need for an heir, I would say the match was splendid." Richard explained and the other two nodded reluctantly. As they all took a drink, the earl found the courage to continue about his night at Syon.

      "He also spoke of you, Darcy," The earl opened and allowed his nephew to inquire for more information. "Yes, he believes you owe him lands in India?"

      "I most certainly do not!" Mr. Darcy exclaimed.

      "He claims you made a deal with him concerning Wickham–" 

      Darcy interrupted his uncle.

      "I asked for Wickham to be transported, not murdered! The man is the duke's nephew or was, so I thought that perhaps we would share a common goal of avoiding scandal. But I was mistaken in my calculations," Darcy said wistfully, but Richard interjected.

      "So the duke openly took credit for Wickham's demise? Were there any witnesses?" Richard asked and his father shook his head.

      "No, I'm afraid the dinner was very much a message being sent. I cannot say he went so far as to threaten me, but I did feel threatened that he holds my eldest son in custody, and hinted that if you do not sign over the lands in India, when the investigation begins in Parliament, he will offer it as evidence of you arranging for the murder of George Wickham," the earl finished. 

      The air grew heavy with silence as all three men contemplated the high-stakes of their circumstances.

      "I should see Baron Percy," Darcy finally said after a few moments. But his cousin disagreed with him.

      "No, you must leave," Richard said with finality. But, Darcy argued with him.

      "I could not possibly! All I have learned is that when I leave my affairs here, things go disastrously," Darcy began to explain but Richard waved his hand to make his cousin cease.

      "Do not equate this mess with your runaway sister. A young woman is impulsive and easily persuaded. We did nothing wrong except perhaps grant her privileges that she abused. But these men are cold and calculating. Your best defense, should it come to that, is that you not be seen in London running around scheming in arranging things yourself." Richard explained and look to his father for approval. The earl nodded.

      "Not you too?" Darcy asked, and his uncle closed his eyes and slowly nodded.

      "My son speaks wisdom on this. It is clear they will use whatever means available to them to foster conjecture and confusion. You came to London when you're home was attacked, and that is very rational. I do fear if you stay . . . continue to take meetings with old associates of your father's . . . it will provide too much opportunity for our enemies to cast you in an unbecoming light." Placing his empty glass upon the table, the earl pressed the fingertips of his hands together to make a point as sharp as the top of a pyramid. Richard decided to aid his father in convincing Darcy.

      But Fitzwilliam felt his anger rising, and so he did not listen as his cousin continued with the reasons for why he must leave.

      “While I appreciate your counsel, and realize that I am not the only one in danger here, I might remind you that my house was the only one attacked. Before I make any decision as to how I will best protect my family in the future, I require sleep." Darcy placed his empty glass upon the table, then addressed Richard specifically. "Come see me in the morning. I shall give my decision then."

      After Darcy left, the two Fitzwilliam men drowned their frustrations with another round of drinks. After the third and fourth round, father and son were well past burying the hatchet, and sloppily telling each other stories from their youth.

      Near dinnertime, Anne Fitzwilliam found both men sleeping off the effects of their reunion. She laughed at the commonalities between the way father and son both slept in chairs, their mouths slightly open with drool dribbling down their chin. Both held the uncanny habit of draping their left arm to hang down, while the right crossed over their chest.

      "Should I serve dinner, Mrs. Fitzwilliam?" the butler asked but Anne declined.

      "Have a tray sent up to my room, and have their valets wake them in two hours time that they both might be sent to bed.”

      "Yes, my lady," the butler answered,

      Anne felt stronger by the immediate deference granted to her by the Matlock staff. She tiptoed over to her husband’s sleeping form, and kissed his cheek, but he did not rouse. She left the study, took a deep breath and then walked across the hall to another room, the small library. Here, she inspected the shelves of books, and selected a new novel for her own entertainment. As far as Anne Fitzwilliam was concerned, after such a long day of travel, there was nothing nicer than a meal and a good story to keep one company.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Mr. Darcy had made his decision the night prior, but waited for his cousin and guests to arrive before departing for his estate in Derbyshire. As he predicted, all three men arrived at the appointed hour of nine o’clock in the morning, and he ushered them into his study for quick introductions.

      “Richard, you know Dr. Matthews, and this is his colleague, Dr. John Sims. I wished to have this interview so you might meet the doctor who can take over care of your wife,” Mr. Darcy explained, as Richard began to anger. The old man next to Dr. Matthews did not impress him.

      “Pardon me, Dr. Sims, but there is no need for a new physician for my wife,” Richard countered, but shook the man’s hand, nonetheless.

      Dr. Matthews coughed. He looked at Darcy rather incredulous that he had not warned his cousin. Dr. Sims, at sixty and three, was a long respected and admired authority of obstetrics.

      “I’m afraid there is. I am leaving with Mr. Darcy to Pemberley to offer care to Mr. Bennet and the surrounding countryside as needed,” Dr. Matthews explained.

      Richard began to ask his cousin for a private word, but Darcy refused.

      “Truthfully, Richard, Anne’s case is best handled by Dr. Sims. He has far more experience than Dr. Matthews in delivering women where complications exist.” 

      Richard still crossed his arms in front of his chest, skeptical. “We came to London in part for Anne to receive Dr. Matthews’ care.”

      “If I may,” Dr. Sims said, and he received a nod from Dr. Matthews and Mr. Darcy, but no such approval from the former colonel. Still, the man continued. “For thirty-two years, I have been appointed physician and male mid-wife at the Charity for Delivering Poor Married Women in their homes. I have lost count of the babes I have delivered in my lengthy career, but from what I understand from Dr. Matthews, your wife suffers from bouts of bronchial spasms, impairing her ability to breathe?”

      Richard nodded, still uncomfortable such an important decision concerning his wife’s care had been made without his input.

      “Ah yes, I know it well. Such affliction can cause the mother to cease breathing during delivery and the effects during the term of gestation on the child routinely yields a babe that is low in birth weight,” the elder Dr. Sims remarked, taking a seat near Mr. Darcy’s desk.

      “Richard, everything I learned about women and childbirth is from studying under Dr. Sims. My interests, however, lie with the miraculous ways our brains and nervous systems work together. I generally practice well in all areas of medicine, but if my wife was expecting, it would be Dr. Sims I begged to perform the delivery,” Dr. Matthews endorsed his mentor with the utmost sincerity.

      Feeling slightly convinced, Richard took a seat next to Dr. Sims, and began to ask him questions about diet and restrictions for a woman in Anne’s condition. As Dr. Sims laughed and explained to the nervous young father that he had long learned to leave the business of nurturing the child to the women, he was only there to direct efforts once active labor began.

      As the two men continued to talk, Mr. Darcy politely interrupted them to allow himself and Dr. Matthews to take their leave.

      “I have instructed Mrs. Potter to leave you free reign over the home, and if you and Anne should need respite, you are always welcome here,” Darcy gave his cousin the normal rights to his house and holdings as he always did.

      “Yes, yes, send word when you are safely arrived and tell my mother I send my greetings,” Richard said, as he wished to know more about Dr. Sims and his care for Anne.

      As Dr. Matthews and Mr. Darcy boarded the waiting carriage, already packed with both men’s trunks, a second vehicle joined the line. The wagon was full of packages and parcels, and a few large wooden crates.

      Dr. Matthews gestured to the wagon rather perplexed.

      “Never arrive empty-handed when you are arriving late. A lesson I learned from my father,” Darcy explained, as they each took a bench across from the other.

      “Wise. But didn’t Mrs. Darcy know you would be travelling to London?”

      “Yes,” Mr. Darcy answered, “but I was not there to carry her over the threshold for the first time as she took her place as Mrs. Darcy. And for that, I shall always be guilty. But gifts,” Mr. Darcy held up a finger to place emphasis on his plan, “gifts make it very difficult for anyone to remain angry for long.” 
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      Exhausted, exasperated, and expended, the long caravan of Mrs. Darcy, the Bingleys, and the Bennets arrived midmorning in front of the grand house of Pemberley. Only Elizabeth and Mr. Bingley held the pleasure of seeing the house before, and so for a few moments, Mrs. Bingley and the Bennet women simply gawked at the majestic marble columns that greeted them.

      "La, Lizzie, you didn't tell us it was a palace!" Lydia exclaimed as she clung to the arm of her sister, Mary. Elizabeth giggled as she whispered something to Higgins and then walked up the steps to greet Mrs. Reynolds personally.

      "Was everything managed from my letters?" Mrs. Darcy asked conspiratorially, and the longtime housekeeper of Pemberley nodded eagerly.

      "Welcome home, Mrs. Darcy. I'm so sorry the master is not with you, but I believe he is to leave London soon." As Elizabeth squeezed the hands of the housekeeper in greeting and then abandoned her to enter the foyer, she left Mrs. Reynolds to bark her orders and usher her family inside.

      But for Elizabeth, a bittersweet taste of regret stung her heart. She stepped into the grand marble foyer with its black and gray checkered floor to twirl around and take in the splendid display. She had crossed the threshold of her home as Mrs. Darcy for the first time. Alone. As soon as the emotion had struck her, she shuffled it aside. Such melancholy was a waste of energy when one was the wife of Fitzwilliam Darcy. And she would focus on the joys and benefits of her position, most especially in what she would get to do next.

      Charles Bingley caught Elizabeth’s eye, and the man touched his nose with his forefinger then pointed at Mrs. Darcy. That was the signal all was well and their plan was afoot. Mr. Bingley steered Jane and the children in one direction, while Elizabeth assembled her three sisters and mother in another.

      "Welcome to Pemberley," she began. "Although Fitzwilliam is not with us, he and I were both emphatically agreed that this home is to be your home. When we visited before marrying in Scotland, it was our dearest wish that the home could be full of life again," Elizabeth said.

      "Well it looks like you've received your wish," Kitty remarked, her neck craned as far back as she could manage to take in every detail of the frescoes on the ceiling. Elizabeth followed her sister's gaze and gaped in astonishment. Abstractly she had been aware of the painting above her, but only now with her artistic sister in residence did she take in the scenes of a bountiful harvest with cherubs and other Greek mythological figures.

      "Which one is my room?" Lydia asked, drawing Elizabeth’s attention back to her mischief.

      Elizabeth began to go up the stairs and then stopped, forcing her mother and sisters to pause on the first step.

      "The home has over 300 rooms. I will confess to you now that I have not visited all of them. However, I have instructed the staff to ready a number of spaces for our family. First is Mama," Elizabeth said triumphantly and she reached out her hand to her mother. To everyone's surprise, Mrs. Bennet took Elizabeth’s hand and they ascended the stairs together.

      Elizabeth continued to explain that they would primarily occupy the eastern wing of the house, with the family living in two stories. "In time, we can move my sisters down to the second floor, but there were not suitable accommodations for them unless you’d like your furnishings to look 100 years older or more?” Elizabeth asked over her shoulder with a ghoulish expression and her sisters laughed.

      "Is my suite on the third floor? I should dearly hope not, as that is quite a number of stairs," Mrs. Bennet began to fret, but Elizabeth patted her hand.

      "No, Mama, your room is next to Papa’s. We redesigned the rooms from Mr. Darcy’s and Miss Darcy’s youth to add an adjoining door, and I hope you will find the styling to your taste.” Elizabeth and her party entered the room quickly as the footmen bringing Mr. Bennet up stairs were right behind them. They were under the guidance of Mrs. Reynolds directly, so Elizabeth rested knowing that her father would be well sorted.

      The living arrangement placed the Bennets in the first suite of rooms of the eastern wing of the home. Mrs. Bennet's room did not look like a room for young girl, but the light lavender and lilac coloring was preserved. Upon spying her favorite color, Mrs. Bennet had tears well at the edges of her eyes. Elizabeth introduced her mother to a personal maid, named Nancy, and Mrs. Bennet graciously accepted the young woman's guidance in touring her new wardrobe and washroom.

      When she reached the vanity carved with accents of mahogany and white oak, her fingers shook as she touched the tortoise-shell brush set laid out upon the counter. Curious, she looked to her daughter.

      “They are not the same,” she explained, and Mrs. Bennet seemed to take a breath. But Elizabeth continued, “I wrote a most detailed description and the jeweler in the village was able to fabricate a similar set. Kitty also enclosed a sketch.”

      Mrs. Bennet whispered her thanks. Her set had originally been a gift from her father when she was a girl. Like many of their other possessions, the comb and brush set had been destroyed in the fire.

      When Elizabeth was satisfied that her mother had been placated, she explained to her that she would show the other girls their rooms.

      "Yes, do that, and then please come fetch me for tea. I'm afraid I will get lost," Mrs. Bennet said, as her daughters giggled and left their mother to explore her new accommodations. 

      For the remaining girls’ rooms, Elizabeth showed them to the third floor, and all three paused at the grand windows at the end of the wing looking out across the park. They could see a number of deer running across the open fields, and the leaves were just turning for they neared the end of October.

      "We were so silly, Lizzie. I was so wrong," Lydia began her penance, but Elizabeth only smiled at her sister.

      "Mary, I placed you and Lydia next to each other. Follow me." Elizabeth showed how another suite with adjoining rooms was decorated especially for her two sisters that had remained at Longbourn. Mary's room was decorated in verdant greens, with touches of velvet and gold. Elizabeth pointed out the writing desk with a journal and a number of religious texts selected from the library downstairs.

      Mary carefully picked up a leather bound volume and traced the title with her finger. 

      In disbelief she read it out loud, "Critical remarks on the Hebrew Scripture?"

      Elizabeth nodded. "And there are so many more down below. I also instructed the staff to set for you a small prayer bench by the window," and Elizabeth pointed out the dainty upholstered piece of furniture knee-high for Mary's use. "There is also a small chapel in the west wing, I am told. However, it has long been neglected and I was hoping that in your time here you might assist me in bringing it back into normal use," Elizabeth said and Mary nodded. But then she had a question.

      "But who is the parson?" Mary asked and Elizabeth shrugged.

      "I am told there is a small parish for the village, and the chapel here for the tenants closest to the main house has not been used in over a generation. Certainly, we have a living, and we could take interviews, but let’s begin that process when Mr. Darcy's home." Elizabeth reasoned and her most pious sister agreed.

      Impatiently, Lydia asked again to see her room. Elizabeth made a grand show of opening the adjoining door from Mary's suite to a sunny vista of yellows and whites. Lydia's room had the companion writing desk to Mary's, but instead of religious texts, Elizabeth had instructed for a number of novels to be brought up for Lydia's use. 

      "I have insured that they include romances and mysteries, and even a few ghost stories," Elizabeth said and Lydia attempted to be unaffected, but her eyes widened as large as saucers while gazing at all of the titles. Elizabeth also took care to introduce the maid that Lydia and Mary would share, a young woman named Jenny, and the two sisters seemed at peace with the arrangement. As Elizabeth was showing the new wardrobe and unique space to trim her bonnets and other accessories as Lydia was accustomed to doing, when finally, the fact that Kitty had been left for last made Lydia question how she was missing out.

      "Why doesn't Kitty share a maid with us?" Lydia asked, most annoyingly. Mary chided her, but Elizabeth didn't mind the impertinence.

      "It was unavoidable, you see. The wing stretches the length of this corridor. Your rooms are just above my suite with Mr. Darcy. Kitty is at the other end over Mama and Papa. And there is a hidden set of stairs to get there from the second floor. It would be undue work for a maid to rush between three suites of rooms with such a long hallway in between."

      After leaving Mary and Lydia to explore their rooms, as both of them politely declined to see Kitty’s until later, Elizabeth felt she had left truly the best for last. Finally in the hall alone, Elizabeth clasped Kitty’s hand and squeezed it.

      "I hope you do not mind I did not place you next to them," Elizabeth began to explain and Kitty shook her head.

      Both girls dashed down the hall like young misses, and Elizabeth breathlessly opened the door to Kitty’s suite that was decorated from floor-to-ceiling in a variety of floral patterns that all coordinated most expertly.

      "I had to place you down here, for the sunlight will be to its best advantage during the day and instead of a sister in your adjoining room," Elizabeth paused as Kitty’s maid Mathilde was waiting for them in the suite. 

      "You have an adjoining studio," Elizabeth said and the door was opened to reveal a wide space full of easels, a large working table, and all of the art supplies Kitty could ever imagine.

      "Why, there's enough here for an entire shop!" Kitty exclaimed and Elizabeth nodded.

      "Yes, I assigned Fitzwilliam the task of sending as many art supplies as he possibly could the moment we heard about Longbourn's unfortunate fire."

      Elizabeth had wished to spend more time with Kitty going over the finer points of her room, but her maid Higgins appeared with a message.

      "What is it?" Kitty asked

      In her excitement, Elizabeth responded "The best news, no," she stopped herself and re-explained, "the second best news. Lady Matlock has arrived!" 

      It took some time for Elizabeth and Higgins, with Kitty in tow, to return to the first floor where Lady Matlock and Mrs. Reynolds were in a long discussion in the foyer.

      As Elizabeth Darcy descended the stairs, Lady Matlock turned and looked up at her hostess making a small clap with her hands.

      "Brava, Mrs. Darcy, brava indeed!" Lady Matlock greeted Elizabeth at the bottom of the stairs and her sister Kitty stood silently awestruck that a countess was so familiar with her sister.

      "We have just arrived, and I'm afraid you have caught us rather out of sorts," Elizabeth said, but Lady Matlock waved such silly problems away.

      "Nonsense, I was just discussing with Mrs. Reynolds here that I can take my normal suite of rooms in the west wing. It shall place me next to the Bingleys, and I am so anxious to make their acquaintance," Lady Matlock said loud enough for those to hear. 

      As she and Elizabeth walked up the stairs, however, Lady Matlock asked conspiratorially if the dreadful Bingley sister Caroline had also tagged along and Elizabeth shook her head.

      "No, it appears that she has been put on the shelf, as they say, and joined her aunt in Scarborough," Elizabeth gave the preferred explanation for why Caroline Bingley had so swiftly dropped out of London society.

      "Good, good," Lady Matlock said, not revealing that she was privy to such intelligence from Louisa Hurst herself. "I should like–" Lady Matlock did not finish her thought as Elizabeth winced and slightly doubled over with the feeling of a cramping sensation in her abdomen.

      "Higgins!" Lady Matlock revealed that she knew the name of Elizabeth’s maid and the woman swiftly came to her mistress’ side.

      "Take her straight to bed," Lady Matlock ordered, and as Elizabeth began to protest the Countess of Matlock shook her head. "I will see that dinner and all of the arrangements are followed through. You must rest."
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      When Elizabeth reached her room, her maid assisted her out of her gown. Another distressing pain seized her midsection and Elizabeth grabbed the chamber pot. Her condition had made her bladder eager to empty on most days, but this time when she wiped the filth away, a small tinge of blood stained the cloth.

      Elizabeth began to cry and accepted Higgins’ help into bed. Suddenly, her bedroom door received a perfunctory knock and then opened with Jane entering.

      “Mr. Darcy’s aunt said I must see to you right away!” Jane looked distressed to see Elizbeth in bed, crying. “Whatever’s wrong, what hurts?”

      “I’m losing it,” Elizabeth cried, her face already wet and mucousy from sobbing. “I’m going to lose the baby, just like Charlotte!”

      “Nonsense!” Jane had known what kind of evidence occurred when a wife experienced a disappointment. Lizzie was hardly doubled over in pain. “Whatever made you think that?”

      Elizabeth accepted a handkerchief from Higgins and cleaned her face. She explained to Jane the cramp-like feeling and that there was blood. She pointed vaguely to the chamber pot Higgins had just lifted to dispose, but Jane motioned for her to lift the cloth. Jane could spy the small dark spot on the cloth,

      “Was it bright red?”

      The maid shook her head.

      Frowning, Jane Bingley grew angry as she had left her crying children to rush to her sister’s aid. There was nothing else but urine in the pot, and she was too sleep-deprived to suffer her sister’s dramatics.

      “Do you remember when I thought I was losing the baby? Babies.” Jane corrected herself.

      “Y-y-yes,” Elizabeth stammered.

      “The twins made me nauseous, far more than you have experienced, and when we traveled from London to Netherfield Park, I had the same as you.”Jane dismissed Higgins, but then called after her for tea to be brought up. 

      Higgins curtsied and handed the chamber pot to a lower maid, then expertly entered Mrs. Darcy’s dressing room to use one of two access points for the house bell system in the mistress’ quarters. The elaborate system of ropes running through the walls would alert a pantry maid on the first floor who could send the message to the kitchens. Reading the piece of parchment placed next to the pull cord with the proper codes, Higgins rang the bell four times for a tray with tea and refreshments for Mrs. Darcy.

      When she returned, Mrs. Bingley and Mrs. Darcy were laughing, and Mrs. Darcy brightened to see her long-time companion since Netherfield Park.

      “Higgins, Mrs. Bingley says there is nothing to worry about as yet. The small spot of blood and cramping is likely exhaustion and lack of liquids during our traveling days.” Mrs. Darcy smiled as she sat up in her bed with more energy now that she knew she was not actively losing the child, and that a small amount of blood now and then was fairly normal.

      “Perhaps, after I nap, I can still attend dinner—”

      “No!” Jane admonished as Higgins had been shaking her head behind her former employer. 

      “Okay, okay, just promise you will not spike my tea with laudanum. Don’t think I forget this is how it all began when you put laudanum in my tea at Netherfield,” Elizabeth scolded her sister.

      Jane laughed. “And then, you thought Mr. Darcy was Mr. Bingley! Oh yes, I remember well. Oh I was so cross with that man! He nearly killed you, and the only thing that saved me from scratching his eyes out was how very sorry he was.”

      “Was he?” Elizabeth asked, as she never tired of hearing about how he had seen to her care after the accident.

      “He sulked in that hallway, never leaving. He had been standing there for hours before someone, perhaps a footman, sent a chair for him,” Jane continued to laugh with Lizzie as it had seemed so long ago, just a little over a year, but they had been through so much as a family. 

      The tray of tea was brought in and Jane marveled at the speed. Together, the sisters watched the choreography of the hall maid addressing Higgins first before approaching the bed with the tea. There was an elaborate hierarchy to the staff that Elizabeth observed briefly when they were at Pemberley, tried to rebel in Scotland, and now accepted as her life.

      “Mmm,” Elizabeth mumbled as she accepted the tray. She thanked the hall maid by name and the young girl beamed at her mistress. When at last they were alone again, Elizabeth began to explain.

      “See, you cannot dose my tea now,” Elizabeth said proudly as she slurped while Jane watched. “The house bells run all throughout, one bell calls Higgins, two bells calls any maid, three bells calls footmen,” Elizabeth sipped again, finding the house size ever so convenient that tea arrived at the perfect temperature to drink.

      “It shall take some getting used to, but I feel Mama shall have the system down in no time at all for her comforts,” Jane said, watching her sister closely.

      “Yes, Mrs. Reynolds and I selected the most experienced maid for Mama, and Nancy knows she can report to me any troubles,” Elizabeth said, with a yawn. When she opened her eyes again, she blinked a few times as she stared at her sister. Slowly, recognition dawned in Elizabeth’s mind.

      “Jane! How!” she managed groggily, as her sister helped Higgins remove the tray.

      “Oh, Lady Matlock and I worked together. I had told her to have a tray made ready with the tincture added. By the time we called it, and it arrived, you were so very thirsty from crying . . .” Jane coddled her sister as she tucked the quilt around her. 

      Elizabeth closed her eyes, most vexed by her sister. Here she was providing sanctuary to her entire family, and she had been outfoxed by her eldest sister and aunt by marriage.

      “When I wake up . . .” she started, but found the rest of the words too difficult to say.

      Jane gave her a kiss, ensured that Higgins would watch over her, and then returned to her own family in the other wing. As she walked, Jane was beginning to think she too needed a dose herself to find her desperately needed sleep.
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      Despite being confined to her bed, Elizabeth Darcy did not shirk her duties as mistress of Pemberley. Thankfully, on the first morning when she woke, she received a number of Fitzwilliam's letters that he had sent since leaving Netherfield Park at the end of September. Happily, Elizabeth had read them out of order, then sorted them in order, and read them again.

      She was reading the date of the last letter from Rosings with the plan to leave his aunt's estate no later than the fifteenth of October and began to count to herself. With the first of November the previous Sunday, Elizabeth eagerly realized that her husband had to arrive by month end!

      Mrs. Reynolds had offered to call the village apothecary to see to Mrs. Darcy, but she had declined. From her husband's last letter, she knew he would bring Dr. Matthews with him and there was no immediate danger to her health or the child she carried. As much as she disliked it, an agreement was brokered. So long as Mrs. Darcy remained abed until the master arrived, no one would force her to be examined by the apothecary.

      Mrs. Bennet complained after the first week at dinner as to the absence of her daughter. She insinuated that Elizabeth was perhaps being more dramatic than necessary. But where she had once swayed the opinions of Lydia and Mary, the first week at Pemberley had eroded all distrust the younger Bennets felt for the Darcys. 

      Mary spent much of her days in quiet contemplation or in the music room, as it was quite well furnished with numerous instruments, including a grand pianoforte. Lydia had read some of the novels in her room, braved the library to find more, and settled on Gothic romances and stories of ghosts hunting for revenge to be her favorites. She also joined Mary some afternoons. One afternoon after completing St. Irvyne by Mary Shelley, she felt too lazy to go back downstairs to the library and seek a new book, nor upstairs to fetch one from her bedroom. So by happenstance, and a distaste for walking, Lydia discovered herself to be  prodigiously skillful at the harp.

      Where Mary played by written music, Lydia would hold the harp and play almost by instinct and ear. So long as Mary played her piece a few times before, Lydia found the right strings to pluck in harmony with her sister’s playing. Mary was not a very emotive piano player, her focus always remained on the technical aspects of performing music. The addition of the harp allowed many to appreciate Mary's playing for a longer tenure than they had before, including Mrs. Bennet.

      Kitty had attempted to cheer her sister confined to bed with comical sketches and caricatures of various staff and family members in residence. Elizabeth, condoned such sketches so long as after they were shown to her, they were committed to the fire. Such a plan never risked offense to the subject. 

      Kitty even taught Elizabeth how to find patience to sketch basic shapes. By the end of her first week of confinement, Mrs. Darcy had managed a very passing vase of flowers under Kitty's instruction.

      Just as Elizabeth was beginning to believe she might go crazy being so confined to bed, she attempted to bargain with Lady Matlock one morning when the countess had come to see her hostess. Elizabeth tried to explain that she was not quite certain she was with child.

      This surprised Lady matlock in the extreme. To her, there was no denying from simply looking at Mrs. Darcy the woman possessed the glow and effusive complexion many a blushing bride boasted a few months after their marriage.

      "My dear, it is November. When did you last have your courses?" Elizabeth confessed at that had been at the end of June, nearly four months ago.

      "And did you not suffer many bouts of nausea? I heard your maid described the journey was very difficult for you,"

      Elizabeth admitted as much to Lady Matlock, then the woman seemed convinced. But still, Lizzie grew frustrated.

      "But I feel nothing, Lady Matlock," she fussed and the woman scolded her for forgetting to call her Aunt Maggie when they were alone. So Elizabeth repeated after her. "Aunt Maggie."

      Lady Matlock patted the upper thigh of Mrs. Darcy so that she would slide over on the bed and the woman could take a seat.

      "My child, I have birthed four children in my lifetime, three of whom survived. My youngest boy, you've never met as he's been away at school. But he shall join us for the Christmas holidays," Lady Matlock explained. "Until one has children, the first flutters of a child's quickening are easily mistaken for the digestion of a bad plate of fish," Lady Matlock said pulling a face as Elizabeth giggled. "When he is ready, your child will make his presence known. Give it a little more time, you will finally experience that miracle that comes from a happy marriage." The wiser woman gave Elizabeth the motherly advice her own mother was unwilling to provide. 

      Lady Matlock also came with an additional gift for Elizabeth. With a double knock, Mrs. Reynolds entered the room with two maids carrying a number of ledgers and leather-bound books that appeared to be journals.

      "My lady, Mrs. Darcy, I have brought the materials you have requested, Lady Matlock," Mrs. Reynolds said and the maids dutifully carried the heavy tomes to the table next to Elizabeth's bed. 

      Impressed, Elizabeth realized that the book she had been reading was mysteriously absent when she awoke from her morning rest, and now it was replaced with giant leather-bound books of parchment.

      "Mrs. Darcy, may I introduce you to Pemberley's books." Lady Matlock smiled and Elizabeth suddenly realized what had been brought to her. 

      As she gingerly picked up the topmost ledger, she opened it to recognize immediately her husband's penmanship on various lines of the ledger. Incomes, rents, salaries to various staff, and bills paid to the butcher and other tradesmen in the village, filled page after page to Elizabeth's delight. Involuntarily, she spread her hand over the page and rested it gently against the ink, as though she were somehow closer to her husband by the very act of touching work he had finished.

      Lady Matlock nudged the book away from Elizabeth to inspect it for herself and scowled.

      "Sloppy work, Darcy. I am surprised," Lady Matlock critiqued the ledger and Elizabeth asked her to explain. Instead, Lady Matlock motioned for the maid to move the the next book and to give Elizabeth the third ledger down.

      When Elizabeth opened this ledger, the ink was far more faded and the penmanship a lighter hand that her husband's. However, the letter formation was similar and the entries far more specific. 

      3H. Of ham F. Evers -19 £ 8 s

      15 cndls dine 23 June 1789 -5 £ 3p 

      Elizabeth looked at Lady Matlock with her eyes wide. Here was the work of her predecessor, Mr. Darcy's mother.

      Lady Matlock nodded to acknowledge Elizabeth’s understanding. "Yes, you see, a well-run household has very specific ledgers kept. To the men, the bill to the butcher or the draper, is nothing but the cheque that is written. But for the woman who runs the household, each line item is an instance of care for her family. An opportunity for luxury or economy, as were the need." Lady Matlock gulped as her family’s financial worries had not been so long ago that she was quite accustomed to how fast fortunes changed. One moment a lady could be hosting a dinner with thirty guests and the room ablaze in candles, and the next she is accepting every possible invitation out so as to keep her pantry bill low.

      "Mrs. Reynolds, how often did Lady Anne meet with you to maintain these ledgers?" Elizabeth asked. Mrs. Reynolds closed her eyes to remember.

      "When she was not ill, we frequently met every day. But as her illness progressed, she did her best to review them each week," Mrs. Reynolds explained.

      Lady Matlock asked how often Mr. Darcy tended to the ledgers, and Mrs. Reynolds laughed. Then apologized, but Lady Matlock and Mrs. Darcy had not taken offense.

      "The master reviews the ledgers when he is in residence, and then he often falls to every fortnight. If he goes longer than a month, I do bring the ledgers to him for his attention," Mrs. Reynolds explained, and Mrs. Darcy and Lady Matlock shared a laugh.

      "Well then, as I feel I have much to learn, would it be too difficult Mrs. Reynolds for you and I to meet twice a day, perhaps ten in the morning and three in the afternoon?" Mrs. Darcy asked, adding that if either one of them needed to adjust the time for that day, she was perfectly amenable to such action.

      Mrs. Reynolds nodded, and agreed with her mistress that such a plan would have the ledgers back in proper order in no time.

      "There is one other matter," Lady Matlock said, but hesitated. "But I'm afraid this one you are not going to be able to conduct as easily from your bed. So it may have to wait."

      "What is it? Whatever it is, if it's a service Pemberley needs and under the purview of the mistress, I shall find a way," Elizabeth stated and Lady Matlock and Mrs. Reynolds shared a look of solidarity. Elizabeth inquired as to the meaning of the look, and Lady Matlock spoke.

      "There was a small bet between myself and Mrs. Reynolds and I'm afraid to say that I have lost."

      "Oh dear," Elizabeth said, "what was the wager?"

      Mrs. Reynolds explained. “Her ladyship has to now assist in the task.”

      Elizabeth began to worry the task would be quite onerous, indeed, but it was nothing of the sort.

      “The inventory,” Lady Matlock pronounced and Elizabeth knew what the word meant, but was unclear as to the scope.

      “The last time Pemberley was properly inventoried was when Lady Anne married George Darcy. It is custom to perform such a task at least every ten years.”

      “And it’s been nearly thirty,” Elizabeth did the sum quickly in her head as her husband was nearing his third decade of life.

      “Precisely.”

      “Well, that does not sound so terrible, and if I was permitted to walk to one room per day . . .”

      “Absolutely not. But as I have lost the bet and I am a woman of my word, I will enlist the help of your unmarried sisters. And I shall invite your mother to help supervise them,” Lady Matlock said, with a smile. Elizabeth giggled as she imagined how very irritating it would be to inventory her family’s wealth when her mother had treated her so poorly.

      “But there’s three hundred rooms. Even at a room per day,” Elizabeth realized how very dreadful the inventory sounded. She had not even considered the count would need to be done at all of the Darcy properties, and include the outbuildings of Pemberley.

      “Oh, the staff will help with the mundane. Our focus shall be the antiquities and artwork. But yes, it can take the better part of two to three years to complete, if one is most prodigious,” Lady Matlock sighed as she had just completed Matlock’s inventory a year ago. It had proved helpful, as identifying pieces to sell for quick cash, discreetly, of course, had not been a chore. 

      “Well, then if this is all,” Elizabeth stretched and felt irritated that it seemed to her the longer one laid in bed, the more tired one felt. “I propose that you leave the ledgers here and we can meet this afternoon. And the inventory may start tomorrow?”

      Lady Matlock clucked her tongue. “Nonsense, it’s already underway. If the mistress works, her unmarried sisters can as well.”
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      "You must have a spare axle," Mr. Darcy argued with the poor innkeeper at The Gray Sheep, the last inn he hardly ever stopped at before his home at Pemberley. Ten miles behind them, the Darcy carriage had hit a rut and the front axle had snapped in two. Luckily, no man or horse was seriously injured as the carriage had been travelling slowly to accommodate the rough road conditions. 

      Mr. Darcy, Dr. Matthews, and Simmons had mounted horses to ride to the next inn in Kympton. But after pulling the carriage and riding the ten miles, the beasts were spent and turned into the stables for rest.

      "Do you have any additional horses?" Dr. Matthews asked, and again the innkeeper shook his head.

      "The horses we have just arrived, not one hour before you. We hoped to have them rested for you to exchange your team, Mr. Darcy, so you could continue home.

      Home. The word rang in Darcy's ears as they were but four miles from the post of his drive. Then another mile after that. A measly 5 miles stood between him and his Elizabeth and he was running out of options to reach her.

      "Well, it appears we are staying the night in Kympton," Dr. Matthews tried to say enthusiastically, but Darcy held a strange glint in his eye.

      "What say you if we walk?" Mr. Darcy asked, feeling his wife’s voice in his head talk to him about how small a distance of a few miles truly was.

      Dr. Matthews did not seem convinced. 

      "How far are we from Pemberley?" Dr. Matthews asked, and Mr. Darcy smiled.

      "If we take the road, five miles. But as the crow flies, I believe we can do it in three."

      With little choice but to follow his employer, both Dr. Matthews and Simmons accepted the innkeeper’s assistance of pouches of wine and a loaf of bread each. A message was sent back to the carriage that an axle would be brought in a few hours and then the carriage and wagon would stop at Kympton for the night. But for the merry band of three men, they would carry on by foot.

      The first mile felt rather invigorating. The three men tramped through the autumn forests as close to the road as possible, only daring to cut across property Mr. Darcy knew to belong to the church. They swapped stories of their boyhood adventures and how when younger, they had never hesitated to take some grand detour off in whichever direction they chose.

      "I'm afraid to say, I received such a chastisement for that one, I can assure you. For not only had I left when my mother had given me chores to do, I lost my way and spent the night in some barn before finding my way again in the morning," Dr. Matthews shared, and the men laughed.

      By the second mile, they had changed to discussing politics. Mr. Darcy explained to Dr. Matthews some of the challenges facing his family with Wickham’s death, and his old friend allowed Darcy to vent his spleen. Instead of offering possible solutions to the puzzle, Dr. Matthews was merely supportive of Mr. Darcy’s handling thus far, and encouraging that his cousin and uncle in London would likely find more information than if he had stayed.

      They were out of stories and pleasant topics to discuss by the third mile. The exercise of walking such a distance after the stress of travel and riding horses drained the energy reserves of each man. Their wine was gone, and the terrain had become uphill in a most extreme angle. Every few steps, one man's boot would lose his footing, and he'd have to scramble with his hands to keep on pace.

      When at last they reached the top of the hill, Darcy gave a big sigh of relief as he could clearly see the twisty road winding up the hill to the very point where it crested when he and Elizabeth had arrived at the beginning of the summer. The sun had passed more than three quarters of the sky as the days grew shorter. Dr. Matthews took off first in an easy downhill jog towards the grand house they could see spread before them. Not to be outdone, Simmons and Mr. Darcy similarly joined him, and all was well until they reached the bottom of the hill. That was when Dr. Matthews took a horrific spill. 

      The man yelled out, and Simmons and Darcy hurried to his side, unclear of what he had injured with the way he had somersaulted.

      "Of all stupidity and irrationality!" Dr. Matthews began to shout. Darcy found his choice of expletives rather odd. 

      Dr. Matthews continued, "Throbbing pain and loss of feeling, I fear I have broken my ankle, but I hope I have merely sprained it."

      Darcy and Simmons looked at one another, and then at the long drive to Pemberley. Without a word, Mr. Darcy went around the backside of Dr. Matthews, and hoisted him up so that he could stand upon one foot. 

      Arm in arm, from Mr. Darcy the tallest to Dr. Matthews of a middling height and poor Simmons scarcely over five feet tall, they hobbled up the drive looking like band of misfits beleaguered by some battle. The boy at the gate house ran for the front door as he recognized his master, and a small cart reached them before they had halfway finished the distance to the front steps.

      "Well Mr. Darcy, I suppose I should be grateful that I have your hospitality for so long, for I fear I would be an imposition," Dr. Matthew said, gritting his teeth as he continued to babble on to avoid thinking about the pain.

      "How does one doctor themselves?" Mr. Darcy asked, and Dr. Matthews laughed.

      "Oh, we are the worst patients. For my mind races to all of the dangers one small accident can bring, when more than likely it is nothing more than a slight sprain and I will be on my feet in a week’s time.

      Mr. Darcy licked his lips as the wagon drew closer to the front door, the irony was not lost on him that poor Dr. Matthews was injured, thankfully not so grievously as Elizabeth had been when he had nearly run her over with his horse Alexander, but injured in a similar manner as he arrived at Pemberley. He knew his wife would find the humor in the circumstances, even if she would feel great sympathy for the man.

      When the wagon arrived, Mr. Darcy and Simmons helped poor Dr. Matthews down from the wagon, but two footmen came to help him up the stairs.

      "Well, Simmons, at least we made it home," Mr. Darcy said with a smile as he spied various inhabitants milling around the door at his arrival. Then Mr. Darcy’s smile fell when it was Lady Matlock who greeted him, and not his wife.

      "Where's Elizabeth?"
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      An incredible stench of horse manure and sweat caused Elizabeth Darcy to flinch as she slowly opened one eye from her afternoon rest. Her grogginess caused her to close it once more as her mind processed the picture that she saw to match the smell, which at first did not equate to anything in her recollection. Then when it did, her eyes flew open.

      "Fitzwilliam!" Elizabeth threw out her arms and surprised her husband who had been peering over her slumbering form. 

      Darcy groaned and practically fell atop his wife, then hastily pushed himself up with his hands so as not to injure her. 

      "You’re home, you’re home!" she kept saying, tightening her grip around him until finally he was forced to cry for mercy.

      "Unhand me, Madam. I cannot hold—" 

      Elizabeth released him and without the countermeasure of her strength pulling him down, Mr. Darcy's muscles sprung him away from the bed. He fumbled to keep his balance before he stood still. For a brief moment, he closed his eyes and shook his head. One day, when people told him that his wife is unwell, he would learn not to believe them that she was incapable of her normal strength and effusion around his person.

      Mrs. Darcy swung her legs around to get out of bed, and her husband tried to stop her, but Elizabeth was not agreeable. 

      "I am fine, I have been in this bed for more than two weeks. I refuse to lay a second longer. Is Dr. Matthews here?" Elizabeth asked as she walked over to pick up her robe, her legs feeling slightly shaky from the lack of activity, but she hid it well.

      Darcy stood in disbelief. Upon entering his home it was full of people, and his wife was not as he thought he would find her. His mind struggled to form words when his day had been so long and adventurous.

      Elizabeth grew concerned with her husband's lack of speech. "Fitzwilliam?" Elizabeth approached him carefully. "Dr. Matthews?"

      At last, Mr. Darcy found his tongue. But he did not use it to speak. Instead he approached his wife and kissed her most passionately to achieve the greeting he had envisioned so long in his mind. Elizabeth deepened their kiss, until her nostrils twitched at his smell, and she gently pulled back.

      "You need a bath," she said and her husband chuckled. He grasped her hand and pressed it to his lips.

      "In good time, in good time. Dr. Matthews had a slight accident, although that was after our first accident." Mr. Darcy explained and Elizabeth grew worried, but her husband shook his head. "All are fine, but much of the staff and our vehicles are spending the night in Kympton because an axle broke."

      Elizabeth was bewildered. "Then however did you get here?" Elizabeth began imagining some longtime friend of Mr. Darcy happening to pass by and offer the gentlemen a ride. She had missed the odd arrival by wagon. But instead, her husband had a surprise for her.

      "We walked!"

      Elizabeth gasped in amusement, and tried to laugh so hard so that her sounds came out breathy and nearly silent. Finally, she was able to giggle properly.

      "You walked? The great master of Pemberley and Carver House?" she asked.

      "The very same." Again he advanced on his wife to bestow kisses upon her, and Elizabeth squealed at both the affection, and the boyish prank of being so unfit for company.

      Elizabeth froze, and Mr. Darcy continued his affections until he realized that his wife was not playing along. Gently, he released her, and fixed on her face most quizzically.

      "Elizabeth?"

      Mrs. Darcy had closed her eyes and willed herself to feel it again. And as the room stilled around her, there it was. An unmistakable flutter in her womb: the miracle of marriage.

      Her eyes flew open and she practically jumped into her husband's arms, stench and all. 

      "He's here! He's really here!" she said and Mr. Darcy was confused. Dr. Matthews was most certainly not here, he was down on the first floor having his boot removed so he could examine his own ankle.

      As Darcy tried to look around, his wife placed her palms on both sides of his face to stop him.

      She directed his gaze down and then placed her right hand just over her abdomen.

      “I felt him, Fitzwilliam. He's here."
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      The peace at Pemberley became a tenuous issue the first week all who were invited or resided had finally arrived. Dr. Matthews’ ankle was not in fact sprained, but broken. Instead of hobbling to Elizabeth Darcy, she came to him, in the west wing, for her examination.

      When she detailed how long she had rested, over two weeks, and that there had been no additional pangs in her abdomen, nor blood, and that she had felt the child quicken, confidence was strong that a Darcy heir was on his way come spring. 

      Unfortunately, for the reunited couple, Dr. Matthews also prescribed a week of Mrs. Darcy partaking in her regular activities before resuming marital relations, out of caution. The Darcys took this advice in stride as it provided them another visit to their odd courtship where they slumbered next to each other without physical congress. That, however, only lasted a few hours before husband and wife discovered there were so many other avenues of pleasure available that would not place the child in harm’s way.

      Mrs. Bennet protested the lame doctor was unable to see to her husband, but Lady Matlock pointed out Mr. Bennet had survived the journey, and he could wait a few more weeks for Dr. Mathews’ care. The Bennet girls alternated between helping with the inventory, pursuing their individual hobbies and interests, and visiting with their father. The Bingleys managed to visit one property twelve miles to the north, but it was in such disrepair, they could not seek to purchase it.

      Finally the merry party, aside from Mr. Bennet, met in the dining room for Mrs. Darcy’s first dinner with all her guests. Dr. Matthews rested most of the day, but unlike his patients, granted himself the reprieve after a week of company at dinner with the aid of two footmen and a bedroom on the first floor. 

      The spread was not only perfectly planned for three courses, but Mrs. Darcy blushed at the head of the table across from her husband. She felt proud to know it was also the first meal properly noted in the ledger as her predecessor had done.

      “To Mrs. Darcy, my family and friends, and especially to our family yet to come!” Mr. Darcy raised his glass in a toast to acknowledge the presence of Dr. Matthews at his table and the large party of ten in his dining room. As Fitzwilliam drank his wine, he tried to remember the last time Pemberley’s table had been so full, and his memory failed him.

      “Mr. Darcy, how did your business in London get on?” Mrs. Bennet asked, as she had been seated in a place of honor to his right.

      “Well, as you saw Mother Bennet, the wagon was full when I arrived,” he said, and he winked at his wife.

      True to his word, Mr. Darcy had purchased gifts for everyone in the family. Each Bennet daughter received a set of pearls with matching earrings from the Darcys. Lydia had assumed such a gift meant there would be a ball, and the Darcys reluctantly agreed to host a Yuletide festivity. Mrs. Bennet received a large crate of the latest hand creams and perfumes from Bond Street. To everyone’s misfortune, she had taken to wearing the scents a little too strongly in her toilette. Mrs. Darcy discussed the problem with Nancy, Mrs. Bennet’s maid.

      For the Bingleys, their gifts had taken up the most space. The Darcys had purchased matching cradles for the twins to be taken with them when they found a home. Mr. Darcy lamented not purchasing a new one for their child, but Elizabeth had said surely a craftsman on the estate could build one from their commission, or fix any found in the attics.

      The truth of why Mr. Darcy had gone to London had been kept mostly from the Bennets, and Elizabeth still saw no reason to change that policy.

      “What about the ball, Mr. Darcy? Will it be before Christmas or after Christmas?” Lydia asked.

      “Oh, after Christmas, I believe,” he answered, to his wife clearing her throat at the other end. “Before Christmas?” he tried again and Elizabeth nodded.

      “I should like to dance again with you before I am too large and plump!” Elizabeth said, teasingly, as all at the table knew there was no denying Mrs. Darcy was with child.

      “So long as you mind the punch bowl, Mrs. Darcy,” Mr. Darcy teased his wife right back as she scowled, then grinned, and no one present had any idea what he meant.

      “Well, of course she will mind the punch bowl. Lizzie knows a wonderful recipe, that’s been handed down from her grandmother,” Mrs. Bennet defended her daughter and her skill to throw a ball.

      Elizabeth Darcy choked on her wine, but recovered well. She looked incredulously at her mother, wondering if her ears had deceived her. Had her mother paid her a compliment?

      Feeling bold, Elizabeth addressed her mother.

      “Mama? Would you like to help me plan the ball?” she asked, uncharacteristically in a timid voice.

      Mrs. Bennet looked at her second daughter as though she had lost her senses. For a moment, Elizabeth panicked, thinking she has misstepped and now she was to be humiliated in front of everyone.

      “Of course I shall help you plan the ball! How else will you accomplish it in only a few weeks?”

      Mr. Darcy watched with a touch of sadness as his wife was still slightly embarrassed, but relieved that her mother had shown she cared. As Lydia began to talk about the ball to her sisters, and Kitty shyly asked Dr. Matthews if he thought he would be able to dance in a few week’s time, an express messenger arrived and took the message straight to Mr. Darcy, lined in black edging.

      With a lump in his throat, he saw no choice but to open the letter at the full table. Apart from Dr. Matthews, any and all at the table might be affected.

      As he tore open the letter, the news was difficult to share and keep a somber expression befitting the black edging.

      

      I am sorry to impart the news, but our aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, joined her Creator in her sleep, October 20th, in the year of our Lord, 1812. 

      

      Your Obedient Sister,

      GEORGIANA WICKHAM

      

      ******

      Thank you for reading The Miracles of Marriage. The saga shall continue in, Book 6, The Heart of Marriage.
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