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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      As Elizabeth Bennet took her first steps toward Vallencomb Manor, she allowed herself the luxury of one last deep breath before she knocked on the front door. When she accepted the position as governess for the Vallencomb children, she knew she would be living in one of the finest homes in Lambton. But she never anticipated anything like what lay before her.

      The stunning, expansive estate was surrounded by a lush green lawn. The smell of wildflowers from the field in the distance wafted in the air. Elizabeth walked across the emerald grass, the soft blades bending beneath her feet. She climbed the steps, feeling a nervous knot form deep in the pit of her stomach, and knocked.

      It took only seconds for a butler to answer. He was as tall as the columns out front and his cheery smile made Elizabeth feel right at home.

      "Miss Bennet, what a pleasure to meet you. Please, come into the parlor. I am to escort you to Mrs. Vallencomb."

      Elizabeth accepted the servant's outstretched arm, allowing him to lead her through a magnificent double doorway into a large, cozy room. It was decorated in a cheery yellow with a dark maroon trim and a blazing fire burned in the fireplace. Everywhere she looked, there was evidence that the Vallencombs, while a family of considerable means, were also as thick as thieves.

      The butler gestured for Elizabeth to sit on the sofa.

      “If you would wait here, Mrs. Vallencomb will be here shortly. If you need anything in the meantime, my name is Mr. Kemp. Welcome to Vallencomb Manor.”

      Mr. Kemp left Elizabeth to explore the parlor while she waited for the lady of the house. Like most parlors, the room was an extension of the formal dining room. A glossy mahogany table was spread with a gold damask cloth and set for tea. The china was porcelain and adorned with the Vallencomb family crest. Silver teapots sparkled in the center of the table.

      Elizabeth admired the room before her eyes were drawn to the portrait of a woman painted above the fireplace. She was striking with dark hair and eyes that beamed with life. Mrs. Vallencomb, no doubt. The portrait was quite remarkable with its rich, dark colors and bold strokes.

      Elizabeth rose from the sofa, hoping to get a better look and was amazed to notice that Mrs. Vallencomb was at the door.

      She was even more beautiful than the painting.

      "Do you enjoy art?" she asked in an accent that Elizabeth did not recognize.

      "I love it. Your portrait was done by a very talented painter," she replied.

      Mrs. Vallencomb smiled. "The painter has had a very successful career in Bath for the past few years."

      "His work is outstanding."

      When the two ladies were seated, a young woman poured them tea and left the room.

      “I am Mrs. Vallencomb. It is a pleasure to meet you, at last, Miss Bennet. I feel as if we are old friends after all our letters.”

      Elizabeth sipped her tea and nodded.

      "I am so sorry I could not come sooner. I received your letter last week, but my father was ill and I stayed to make certain he was well. My departure from Meryton was delayed, unfortunately."

      Mrs. Vallencomb shook her head with a smile.

      "We are simply glad to have you here now! And your father is well?"

      While she did not wish to discuss the matter at length, Elizabeth’s father was never far from her mind. Since the winter before when Mr. Bennet fell ill, and the spring when William Collins was killed in a carriage accident, the Bennet family were facing an uncertain future. When her dear friend Charlotte Lucas told her that the prestigious Vallencombs were in need of a governess, Elizabeth accepted the position without hesitation.

      “He is as well as to be expected, Mrs. Vallencomb, thank you for asking.”

      Her new employer stood and clapped her hands together happily.

      “I imagine you are ready to meet your charges?”

      “I am,” Elizabeth said as she jumped to her feed, excited in a way she had not been in ages.

      “First, follow me to your new room. Then you can meet the children.”

      Elizabeth froze in surprise. “My room? Will I not be staying with the children?”

      Mrs. Vallencomb laughed.

      “Of course not! Heavens. You will have your own room in the same hall as Lucille and Thomas. I had your things delivered ahead of you and some of the girls have already unpacked for you. Please, make yourself comfortable and then you can join the children and I in the nursery.”

      Elizabeth could not believe her good fortune. She heard many stories of horror from young women who became a governess for well-to-do families. Had she truly been lucky enough to find a wonderful family so easily?
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      Fitzwilliam Darcy sat patiently on the foot stool in his study, poking at the logs in the fire as his cousin continued an extended lecture that had been going on for some time now. He did not know the exact hour, but the sun had set some time ago. That did nothing to stop Chadwick from his task, however.

      “I do not understand your way of thinking, Will. Anne died two years ago, and Aunt Catherine a year before that. You are no longer bound to your promise. Lambton is full of young ladies who would give anything to be the mistress of Pemberley. Why are you so committed to life as a bachelor?”

      Darcy did not even hesitate. “I would rather live the life of a bachelor than be subject to the whims of some young, empty-headed chatterbox who is completely dependent on a man for income, protection, and direction in life.”

      Chadwick was quick to dismiss Darcy’s tongue in cheek description of marriage.

      “That is rather bleak, Will. There are some young ladies who would perfectly suit you.”

      Darcy tapped the fire iron against the hearth.

      “There are more young ladies who clearly do not suit me.”

      Chadwick tilted his head as if he were listening to someone speak a foreign language.

      “I do not know why you find the young ladies in this town so terribly distasteful.”

      “I am in no rush to marry, Chadwick” Darcy said. “I enjoy my independence.”

      His cousin sighed, as if he did not believe him.

      “I do not think that is the reason. Are you still in love with Anne?"

      Darcy laughed with such vigor, the sound of his laugh reverberated off the walls of the study. He did not mean to do so, but he could not help himself.

      “I will have you know, cousin, that I have never been in love.”

      Chadwick shook his head as he took a seat on the other side of the fire and stared at his cousin until it became uncomfortable.

      “What are you staring at, you odd fellow?” Darcy asked.

      “Nothing. I just cannot imagine that, having never experienced the love of a woman.”

      Darcy laughed again as he turned to his cousin.

      “Women are a distraction, old boy. They are not to be taken seriously.”

      Chadwick threw his hands in the air in frustration.

      "Please be sure to tell my lovely wife that the next time you see her. I am sure she will appreciate the sentiment."

      Darcy tossed the iron back onto the hearth and walked to the sideboard to pour himself another drink.

      “You are ridiculous.”

      Chadwick chuckled as he stood to his feet.

      “As I have said before, thank you. And speaking of my lovely wife, she has requested your presence at dinner tomorrow evening. Though referring to it as a request is a bit disingenuous. I think it was more of a demand.”

      “She demands?” Darcy asked with a laugh. “That is terribly presumptuous of her.”

      Chadwick shrugged as he made his way to the study door, at last prepared to leave Darcy to his peace.

      “Is she ever anything but? Besides, you are greatly missed at the manor. It has been ages since you stopped by for a visit. Do you have a more entertaining prior engagement?”

      “Unfortunately, I do not,” Darcy said with a sigh. “I will be there at six sharp. But please tell the lady of the house that I will not be staying long. I have business to attend to in town the next morning and will have to leave directly after supper.”

      Chadwick gave his cousin a pat on the back as he gathered his coat and hat.

      “We will consider ourselves lucky that you graced us with your presence at all, Will. Until tomorrow.”

      Once Darcy was alone at last, he felt like he could breathe once again. Why was it so difficult for his loved ones to understand how greatly he valued his solitude?
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      “No! I will not! You can not make me! No no no no no!”

      Elizabeth sighed as she attempted to help Thomas put his coat on for dinner. When Mrs. Vallencomb showed her the room where she would be staying, for a brief moment, she was overcome with joy. She never once imagined that she would have a room of her own that was so grand. Convinced that the day could only get better, she followed the lady of the house to the nursery, where she could hear little Thomas and Lucille playing.

      Except they were not playing, so much as shouting at one another as loudly as they were able.

      The moment Elizabeth was introduced to the eight-year-old Vallencomb twins, she knew that there was a reason the family seemed to have a difficult time keeping a governess. Thomas and Lucille were practically identical in every way: they had the same raven black hair, sparkling blue eyes, and matching dimples in their chin. And when they smiled, the smile did not seem quite genuine. It made Elizabeth uncomfortable the moment she met them…

      And rightly so.

      The second she attempted to encourage them to do anything, be it put away a toy, or stop hitting one another, or change for dinner, they began shouting at her. It took less than an hour for it to become clear that Thomas and Lucille Vallencomb were the most ill-behaved children she had ever met in her life.

      “But why should we change
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