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      Elizabeth Bennet sat upon her favorite settee with two young children nestled in her arms. William and Marianna listened attentively as she read aloud from their favourite storybook. Her melodic voice seamlessly complemented the crackling of the fireplace in the background. They were the very picture of tranquillity and domestic bliss.

      "The little mice lived in a crack in the wall. But they hardly dared venture into the house," she read in her sweet voice. The children adored her, and story time was their favourite part of the evening.

      At the age of nineteen, Elizabeth had left her home in Hertfordshire to take a position as a Governess for the children at Pemberley, a grand country estate which Elizabeth was not entirely certain she belonged in. Her aunt, Mrs. Gardiner had arranged the employment, and Elizabeth was grateful to her, and grateful for the last two years she had spent in the house. 

      Though Elizabeth had been uncertain about leaving home to pursue such a career, being able to earn her own money and make her own way in the world was a profoundly exciting thing, and she could not refuse her aunt’s offer. 

      Thankfully, she had been well treated at Pemberley and the job was well suited to her disposition; she had always been told that she was an affectionate and loving person, and she found that she could be more patient with young children than any other person she encountered. Although her elder sister Jane might argue with her that she had no patience for their younger sisters… something that Elizabeth could not dispute. 

      She paused in her reading as the clock on the mantle chimed the hour. 

      "I'm afraid that is all for tonight, my loves," she said, “you played too long after supper!” She closed the book and set it aside as the children groaned in protest and wriggled in her arms. 

      The children had lost their mother two years ago, Alice Darcy had died giving birth to William, the youngest, and Elizabeth was the closest thing to a motherly figure they had in their lives.

      Elizabeth, for her part, loved the children as her own. She had begun her service in the Darcy household the year that William was born, and she had developed a deep fondness for the children and mourned with them when their mother died. She had brought William up since he was a babe, and she knew how special it was that she had been there for his first steps and first words.  

      However much Elizabeth loved children, and despite her maternal instincts, she did not have any offspring of her own, and she did not see the possibility of marriage or children in her own future. But for now, William and Marianna were all that she needed.

      She kissed them quickly and ushered them down the hallway to Pemberley’s nursery. When their mother had died it had been moved to a lower floor so that they could be nearer to their father, and Elizabeth had been thrilled to see him take more of an interest in his children. 

      However, the house was quiet and Fitzwilliam Darcy had been in London for the better part of a week with no indication of when he would return. And when the children asked if their father would kiss them goodnight she could only sigh and shake her head. 
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      Fitzwilliam Darcy hated dancing, and that evening was no exception. He had done his best to avoid the dance floor, and had spent the majority of the evening embroiled in discussions of business and investment in trade with whomever would stand still long enough. 

      "Wherever have you been, Mr. Darcy?" Caroline Bingley called out in what she had decided was a warm and sultry tone. "Are you going to deprive yourself of the pleasure of asking me to dance?" She smiled languidly, no doubt hoping to tempt him with her company. Her wiles might have worked on other men, but he could think of nothing he would enjoy less. 

      "It would be my pleasure, Miss Bingley, but it seems that we have company," he replied, pointing straight ahead to a figure approaching them. Charles Bingley, Caroline’s brother, strode through the crowd was Caroline’s brother and one of Darcy’s oldest and dearest friends.  

      "Did I interrupt something?" Charles chimed in, glancing back at forth between the two.

      “Mr. Darcy here was just about to ask me to dance," Caroline said with a smile, "but I daresay, this ball has begun to turn dreary as the night drags on. What is a lady to do for proper entertainment?"

      "I agree," said Charles, "In fact, I was just about to retire to the card room and came here to collect Darcy. What do you say, old chap?"

      "I think you shall have to go on without me,” Darcy replied. “I have been away from Pemberley for too long… I mean to return tomorrow." 

      "I daresay you will go to any length to avoid dancing," Caroline said, “One day you will be unable to escape my invitations…” She maintained eye contact with Mr. Darcy as she uttered the words and then punctuated her sentence with a dramatic bat of her long eyelashes. 

      "Indeed," he replied shortly. "Do enjoy your evening without me.” 

      Darcy walked quickly through the crowd of guests toward the doorway that would lead him out into the corridor and toward the front doors of Lord Bartholomew’s spacious London home. He had not wanted to accept this invitation, but Charles had insisted. He had spent entirely too much time at cards with his friend over the last week, and it had not escaped his notice that Charles Bingley’s gambling was becoming rather more obvious than he had ever known it. The man had horrible luck, but that did not seem to deter him from laying bets and playing late in to the night. Twice during that week Darcy had lent his friend money, knowing that he would never see it paid back. 

      His sister Caroline was another problem entirely. She had been chasing after him for years, but he had always assumed that it was a girlish infatuation—nothing more. However, during this visit she had made it very plain that her interest in him was of a far more serious nature, and he could not help but wonder what had prompted such a change.  

      Darcy was not blind; at the age of four-and-twenty, Caroline Bingley was the epitome of everything a young woman of her social class could hope to be. She was accomplished in several arts, played piano beautifully, and had an eye for fashion unlike any other young woman he had known previously, her gowns and manner of dressing remained the talk of the town long after memories of the ball had faded. But however much she was talked of, Darcy had known her as a child and a young woman, and she had always had a nastiness to her personality that he found repugnant and it had only grown more prominent as she had grown older. 

      Fitzwilliam Darcy also knew his own value. He was a man of great wealth with a vast estate in Derbyshire that was the envy of any gentleman of means. When his father had died, he had inheriting the estate and his fortune by the age of twenty. He was also a widower and a father of two young children. The Derbyshire estate he had inherited was very lucrative, and the tenant farms and his investments in foreign trade had boosted his annual income substantially.  

      Aside from his immense wealth, he was as handsome as he was rich, which made the gossips mad with delight. If they had only known how difficult it had been for Darcy to emerge back into society, perhaps they would be a little calmer in their speculations—but as it was, there was no shortage of opinion that he had been unmarried for far too long. 

      To keep his mind off of his despair and loneliness at the loss of his wife, Darcy had put all of his energy into the estate. Seeing his young children had only compounded his sadness, and he was grateful that Alice had brought on a governess to assist her with the children before her death. 

      Perhaps the gossip was correct, he thought as he wound his way through the guests. He had spent almost three years in mourning, and had only just returned to the London clubs he used to frequent when he was in the city. But it is still not the right time.

      He took his hat from Lord Bartholomew’s butler and placed it firmly upon his head. London was cold and wet. Entirely expected for a spring evening. He turned up the collar of his coat and stepped out into the darkness and strode toward the White Club where he had engaged rooms for his stay in London. 

      Being at the ball tonight had only galvanized his desire to return to the country. His business with his lawyer had been concluded the day before, and there was nothing holding him here except for Charles Bingley. He gritted his teeth at the thought of being forced to sit through another dinner with Caroline seated across from him. An invitation had already been extended, and he had already been told that Mr. Bingley’s eldest sister, Mrs. Hurst, and her odious husband would be in attendance. There was no invitation that he would be more cheered to decline. 

      Darcy walked briskly through the dark streets toward the White Club with a renewed vigor in his step. There was nothing in the world he loved so much as the return to Pemberley, and this time would be no different.  
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      Fitzwilliam Darcy sat upon a grass-covered hill overlooking Pemberley and tried to make sense of the last five years of his life. He had been born in this house, he had married Alice in this house… his children had been born here. 

      Alice’s death had affected him in ways more profound than he could possibly imagine. Melancholy coloured his heart as he thought back to the night where his heart was ripped out of chest. He still awoke in the night, drenched in sweat with his heart thumping in his chest. 

      Still, he knew that even though his heart was still stuck in the past, there were others who wanted him to move on from his grief. He was acutely aware of Caroline Bingley’s interest in him, and she had dropped hints on more than a few occasions. 

      But to think of Caroline Bingley as his wife? It was a ludicrous option. She was well respected in society, and the sister of his greatest friend, but he could not help but draw parallels between her and his departed wife. Where Alice had been motherly and nurturing toward their children, he could not imagine how Caroline would react to such an expectation. 

      Over the years, Caroline made no effort to conceal the fact that she did not enjoy being around children, and she had been very clear in stating that she thought of them as more of a nuisance than anything. He could not subject them to such treatment
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