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      As she shuffled through a stack of papers in the study, she spoke to herself in a voice filled with so much venom, the household staff was afraid to come anywhere near the room. She had been doing the same all day; grumbling out loud and using a series of words that would make a sailor blush. Her anger seemed to be building for the past year and when word came that Elizabeth Bennet was with child, it was as if she had been pushed over a cliff and landed in a sea of pure rage.

      “Natasha! NATASHA! Have you packed my trunk? I plan to leave first thing in the morning!”

      A young handmaid appeared in the doorway, her hands trembling with fear. “Yes, Miss. The coach will be ready to leave at 6am.”

      “I want it ready to leave at 5am! I would leave tonight if the footmen were not so useless! I must get to Lambton as soon as possible. I will not allow this humiliation to stand a moment longer. Scorned. SCORNED! All for that country girl, that… NOBODY!”

      Natasha tried to scurry away but her mistress shouted for her to come back.

      “I am not done with you, Natasha! I need you to find my pillow for the coach. And have you seen those papers my mother drew up when I was born? I am sure I left them on the desk.”

      The handmaid shook her head nervously. 

      “I have not stepped foot in the study, Miss, as you instructed. You said you did not want…”

      “I KNOW WHAT I SAID! Go find the housekeeper! Perhaps she can actually be of some use to me.”

      Natasha ran away from the study as quickly as she was able, leaving her mistress alone to continue to speak to herself.

      “He cursed me when he left me alone in this miserable old house. No man will come near me now. I will live out my years alone in this place like a ghost if I do not do something about it. This is all his fault. And that miserable wife of his. I will not tolerate it. I will NOT!”

      The housekeeper appeared in the doorway, though she was far less afraid of the young woman than the handmaid was.

      “Miss, would you like me to write ahead and let the gentleman know of your arrival?”

      “NO! I most certainly do not. My visit will be a surprise to both of them, and hopefully an unpleasant one. I will get my revenge. No matter what it takes.”

      As the woman laughed to herself in the study, Natasha stood in the hall, afraid of what her mistress was planning. That poor woman was with child. She could not let anything happen to them. But what could she do to prevent her mistress’s plot?

      What could she, a mere handmaid, do?
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The warm afternoon sun was shining on the garden at Pemberley as Elizabeth Darcy sat with a pillow behind her back and her book set on her stomach. Every so often, the baby would kick or roll, knocking her novel off to one side or the other. She would have to quickly grab for it before it hit the ground, where she would not be able to reach it. Unfortunately, that position was the only one in which she was comfortable. The doctor believed Elizabeth was seven months along in her pregnancy, but based on the weight she carried around on her back and ankles, it felt as if the baby could arrive any day now.

      Not long after they discovered she was with child, she began to grow as fast as a weed in the garden. As she had not been able to ride or care for the horses in months, she and Fitzwilliam made the decision to travel to Pemberley for the arrival of their first child, much to her mother’s disappointment. The caretakers would stay and mind Maplewood, though her favorite horse, Neriffe, came with them to Pemberley. Darcy also wanted Elizabeth to see his doctor, who had been tending to their family since he was a boy. As she did not particularly take to their family doctor in Meryton, she had no issue with his request.

      She did, however, deeply miss Maplewood. Yet when she and Darcy married, she knew they would not be able to stay there all year. They agreed on eight months at Pemberley, and four months at Maplewood in the summer, though whenever Elizabeth was well enough to travel, they could return for a few weeks if she missed the farm. Still,  since they returned Pemberley upon the discovery of her pregnancy, as overjoyed as she was, she felt useless.

      When they were at Maplewood, she could work in the stables, train new horses, and help take care of the estate. But Pemberley was fully supported by her husband’s wonderful staff, and they wouldn’t allow her to lift a finger regardless. Not that she could even if she wanted to; just getting to the chair outside was enough to require a nap some days. Elizabeth was continually surprised at just how tiring being pregnant actually was. She felt like she might doze off again when she heard the sound of footsteps coming around the corner.

      Will knelt down next to her and took her hand.

      “My darling! How long have you been out here? It is far too warm for you and our little gentleman.” 

      Elizabeth smiled at her husband’s sweet concern. He worried about them so.

      “It might be a little lady hiding in here, Will. I think you might be surprised. And I came outside because I was beginning to feel confined. I considered a nap but could not bear the thought of climbing the stairs. And thus, here I sit.”

      Darcy took both of her hands and helped hoist her onto her feet.

       “Come inside, my love. I will ask the cook to prepare you lunch. And you will eat in the drawing room, where it is more comfortable. I can just move a table next to the sofa.”

      Elizabeth kissed her husband on the cheek. 

      “You do not need to fuss over me so.”

      So much had changed in their time as husband and wife, even when their marriage was only one of convenience. She never imagined she would have a husband who cared for her so much, or loved her so deeply. It was like a dream she never thought she would be lucky enough to attain.

      Elizabeth followed Darcy into the house, walking slowly behind him, every step exhausting her in a way that was becoming frustrating. When she finally reached the most comfortable sofa in the drawing room and plopped down, she sighed.

      “There is one thing you could do for me, Will.”

      Darcy kissed the top of her hand.

      “Anything, Lizzy.”

      “My mother was going to mail me a package but I suspect she sent it to the postal office instead of the estate. She seems intent on making things difficult since we left Meryton. Could you ride into town and see if the package has arrived? I think she and Jane made something for the baby.” 

      Darcy kissed her once more.

      “Of course! I will return before you even notice I have departed.”

      Before he left, he stopped in the kitchen to have her lunch made, and then he charged out the door for his horse to make his way to town. Elizabeth truly thanked her lucky stars for her wonderful husband and their peaceful, wonderful life at Pemberley.

      What more could a woman hope for?
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      After a short ride from Pemberley, Darcy arrived at the post in Lambton and entered the small, dark building. The postman, a man named Simon, looked surprised to see Darcy standing in his office.

      “Mr. Darcy, is something the matter? Your mail is delivered to the estate, is it not?”

      “Yes, it usually is, Simon. But my wife’s mother prefers to make me ride into town to retrieve the things she posts. It is a game she enjoys playing. Do you have anything addressed to my wife?”

      The postman went into the back of the building, then returned a few moments later with a box wrapped in brown paper, as well as a letter.

      “This letter was addressed to you, Mr. Darcy. It arrived just this morning.”

      Darcy accepted the package and the letter and nodded thoughtfully. It was too dark for him to read anything inside, as there were only two small windows in the post office and both faced the buildings next door.

      “That’s unusual. My correspondence usually comes to the house. I will examine them outside. Many thanks, Simon.”

      He walked outside to his waiting horse, who seemed to be watching the passersby on the street with fascination. First, he tucked the package for Elizabeth into his saddle bag. Then, he finally took a look at the letter; he did not recognize the name on the envelope.

      
        
        N. Cooper, Kent

      

      

      That was not terribly specific. There had to be many “N. Coopers” living in Kent. But the letter was clearly addressed to him. Under normal circumstances, Darcy would wait until he returned home to read his letters, as he was afraid to leave Elizabeth alone for too long. But something about this letter told him that it could not wait. He used the knife he kept on his belt for protection on rides to break the seal, which had no image embedded within the wax. The note inside was brief.

      
        
        Mr. F. Darcy,

         

        I am writing to you today at great risk to employment, but I feel it is wrong that you should not be warned, given your wife’s condition. 

      

        

      
        I am a handmaiden in the employ of Miss Anne de Bourgh and she intends to come to Pemberley to seek revenge on you for marrying another. Please prepare yourself for her imminent arrival. 

      

        

      
        I wish you and Mrs. Darcy good health and good luck. May God look upon you and protect you. 

      

        

      
        Sincerely, 

        N. Cooper

      

      

      Darcy hastily folded up the letter and tucked it into his jacket pocket, as if hiding it from the light of day might make the truth of it go away. He knew deep in his heart when he married Elizabeth that Anne would not forgive him, though he hoped giving her Rosings Park would ease the pain. She had never cared for her mother and always said that she wished for her freedom. 

      Now, she had it, and instead of pursuing a life of her own, she was focused only on vengeance. Elizabeth would not take this news well... 

      He only hoped it would not frighten her in her fragile state.
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