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      Our arrival in Lambton was attended by every circumstance of ease and comfort that could render a journey agreeable. The morning had been mild, the roads tolerable, and my aunt in excellent spirits; my uncle, too, had declared himself satisfied with both the pace and the prospect. I shared in their contentment, for the country through which we passed seemed to improve with every mile, and the distant rise of wooded hills promised a beauty I was most eager to explore.

      “I declare, Lizzy,” my aunt said, as our carriage slowed upon entering the little town, “my childhood memories are renewed, there is a neatness here that recommends it immediately don’t you think? One feels that nothing disagreeable could take place in such a situation.”

      I smiled at her observation, though I thought, as I glanced from the window, that the town possessed not only neatness but a certain quiet reserve—as though its order were maintained not merely by habit, but by some mutual understanding among its inhabitants.

      “That may be so, Aunt,” I replied lightly, “yet even the most orderly places must have their share of interest. I cannot believe Lambton entirely free from gossip.”

      “Nor would I wish it so,” she returned, laughing. “A town without gossip would be a town without life.”

      We soon alighted at the inn, where we were received with the civility and prompt attention my uncle’s manner invariably secured. Our rooms were made ready without delay, and after a short interval, we descended to dine.

      The inn’s common room was neither crowded nor silent. A small company had gathered, some engaged in quiet conversation, others intent upon their meals. There was nothing in the scene to suggest anything beyond the ordinary comforts of provincial life; yet as we took our seats, I became aware—though I found myself unable to say why—of a certain constraint beneath the surface. Voices were lowered more often than raised; glances were exchanged with a frequency that hinted at some shared concern.

      I might have dismissed the impression as fanciful, had not a fragment of conversation, carried unintentionally to my ear, arrested my attention.

      “It cannot be right,” a woman near the hearth was saying, her tone subdued but earnest. “Not Mr. Darcy—no one who has lived under his management would credit it.”

      Her companion shook his head, his expression grave. “Right or not, the notices have been served. Three families already, and more expected. They say there are meetings—dangerous ones.”

      “Meetings!” the woman repeated, her hand tightening upon her cup. “Among those men? I would sooner believe the ground itself had turned against us.”

      I felt my breath catch, though I affected not to listen. My gaze remained upon my plate, yet my attention was wholly engaged.

      “Still,” the man continued, lowering his voice further, “the letters leave no room for doubt. There is talk of sedition—of unrest. Mr. Darcy cannot overlook such matters.”

      “Letters may say much,” she replied, with a firmness that belied her agitation. “But I would sooner trust what I have known these twenty years than what arrives without a name.”

      Their conversation ceased as another joined them, and I was left with more questions than answers.

      I did not speak of it at once, unwilling to appear overly curious upon so slight a foundation; yet the words lingered with me throughout the remainder of the meal, and when at last we returned to our sitting room, I could no longer refrain.

      “Aunt Gardiner,” I began, as she removed her gloves and settled herself comfortably, “have you heard any account of disturbances at Pemberley?”

      She looked up in mild surprise. “Disturbances? None of consequence. Why do you ask?”

      I hesitated only a moment. “There was mention, at dinner, of tenants dismissed—under circumstances not entirely clear. The word sedition was used.”

      My uncle, who had been examining a map upon the table, raised his head. “Sedition? At Pemberley?” He frowned slightly. “That would be a most extraordinary occurrence.”

      “So I thought,” I replied. “And yet the manner in which it was spoken suggested not mere rumor, but something more widely believed.”

      My aunt’s expression grew thoughtful. “I cannot reconcile such a report with what I have always heard of Mr. Darcy. His management has been praised uniformly.”

      “Indeed,” I said, though my mind was not entirely at ease. “It is precisely that reputation which renders the account so surprising.”

      “Perhaps,” my uncle suggested, “there is some misunderstanding. Country talk is apt to magnify small matters into great ones.”

      “Or,” I returned, more quietly, “there may be something which has not yet been properly understood.”

      My aunt regarded me with a gentle smile. “You are already inclined to investigate, I think.”

      “I am inclined,” I said, with an answering smile, “to be puzzled.”

      She laughed softly. “Then we must satisfy your curiosity. We had intended to visit Pemberley in any case; we shall do so tomorrow, if it is convenient.”

      My heart gave a small, involuntary leap—of anticipation, I told myself, and nothing more. “I should like it exceedingly.”

      The matter, thus resolved, ought to have rested; yet I found my thoughts returning to it again and again. That tenants should be dismissed was not, in itself, remarkable; that they should be dismissed under accusations so grave—and that such accusations should be received with evident doubt by those who spoke of them—was another thing entirely.

      The following morning was as fine as the preceding had been mild, and we set out early, the freshness of the air lending animation to our spirits. As we approached the grounds of Pemberley, I felt again that mingling of eagerness and apprehension which I had experienced upon my first visit; yet it was now accompanied by a new and less agreeable sensation—a sense that I was approaching not merely a place of beauty, but a place of uncertainty.

      The house appeared as it ever had—noble without ostentation, elegant without excess. The surrounding landscape retained its natural grace, and the approach was as pleasing as memory had preserved it. Nothing, in the outward aspect of the estate, suggested disorder or distress.

      As we descended from the carriage and were received by the housekeeper, I observed, in the servants who passed through the hall, a composure that seemed somewhat too deliberate. Their civility was unimpeachable; their movements orderly; but there was a restraint—a watchfulness—that I was unable to overlook.

      “Is anything amiss here?” I wondered, though I did not speak the question aloud.

      We were conducted through the principal rooms with all the attention due to visitors of my uncle’s standing, and for a time I allowed myself to be guided entirely by the pleasure of the scene. Yet even in the midst of admiration, my attention was drawn, more than once, to small particulars: a conversation abruptly concluded as we entered; a glance exchanged between two servants that conveyed more than it revealed; a tension, subtle yet persistent, that seemed to underlie the whole.

      At length, as we passed from one room to another, the door was opened to admit a gentleman whose appearance I could not mistake.

      Mr. Darcy.

      He stopped short upon perceiving us, his expression, for an instant, betraying a degree of surprise not wholly concealed by his habitual composure. Then, with a bow at once respectful and reserved, he approached.

      “Miss Bennet,” he said, his voice steady, though his gaze lingered upon me with a seriousness I did not recall from former meetings. “I did not realise I would have the pleasure of expecting you today.”

      “Nor had we the intention of surprising you,” I replied, returning his bow. “Our visit was arranged but this morning.”

      “I am honored by it,” he said, though the formality of his tone was more marked than I had anticipated.

      There was a brief pause, during which my aunt and uncle exchanged the customary civilities with him; yet I was sensible, even as I spoke, that something in his manner was altered. He was attentive, as ever, but less at ease—more guarded, perhaps, than the occasion seemed to require.

      When the general conversation had subsided, I found myself, almost without design, addressing the subject that had occupied my thoughts.

      “I hope,” I began, striving for a tone of light inquiry, “that we have not arrived at a moment of inconvenience. We heard, in Lambton, that there had been some… disturbances upon the estate.”

      If I had doubted the propriety of the question, Mr. Darcy’s reaction would have confirmed it. His posture, already upright, seemed to assume a greater rigidity; his expression, though composed, lost what little softness it had possessed.

      “There have been matters requiring attention,” he said, after a moment’s pause. “Nothing, however, that would give occasion to concern our visitors.”

      The words were civil; the tone, decidedly final.

      “I beg your pardon,” I said, though I was unable to entirely suppress my curiosity. “It is only that the reports we heard were somewhat alarming.”

      “Reports are often so,” he returned, his gaze meeting mine with a steadiness that admitted of no easy interpretation. “They are not always accurate.”

      “Nonetheless,” I ventured, “they must arise from something.”

      He inclined his head slightly. “From circumstance, Miss Bennet. And from the necessity, at times, of acting decisively.”

      There was a firmness in his manner that I had not before observed—a severity, restrained but unmistakable. More deliberate; a firmness that seemed to preclude further discussion.

      “I trust,” I said, after a moment, “that no injustice has been done.”

      His eyes rested upon me with an intensity that, for an instant, made me regret the question.

      “I trust so as well,” he replied.

      No more was said; yet the conversation, such as it had been, left me far from satisfied. If he had intended to reassure, he had failed. If he had intended to silence inquiry, he had succeeded only in heightening it.

      As we took our leave of him and continued through the house, I found my earlier uneasiness returning with renewed force.

      That Mr. Darcy should be involved in matters of such gravity was not, in itself, surprising; that he should meet them with such evident restraint—such unwillingness to explain—was another matter entirely.

      I found it impossible to reconcile the man before me with the one I believed I had come to understand.

      However—

      I found it impossible to believe him capable of the injustice implied.

      Between those two viewpoints, my thoughts remained suspended.

      By the time we quitted Pemberley and returned to Lambton, I had reached no conclusion—but I had formed a resolution.

      If there were truths to be discovered, they would not be offered freely.

      They must be sought.
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