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      Traveling with her aunt and uncle for the past several weeks had been a delight that Elizabeth Bennet had not entirely ben prepared for. Leaving the routine of life at Longbourn behind for a chance to see the northern countryside was, above all else, a chance for her to take stock of her life—but also what she held most important. Or, indeed, what she believed she should hold most important. 

      Despite her assurances to the contrary, Elizabeth could tell that her sister Jane had been pining after Mr. Bingley. The gentleman’s sudden, and still unexplained, departure from Netherfield Park just before Christmas had left the whole of Meryton in an uproar. Kitty and Lydia had moaned endlessly about being robbed of a ‘proper ball,’ but it was Jane who had been most wounded by his absence. 

      Elizabeth, for her own part, when she had discovered that it was the wish of Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy that such an event come to pass she had fumed and raged in private—unable to bear the weight of revealing such a secret to Jane, who would surely take it upon herself to doubt the quality of her affections for a gentleman who certainly did not deserve them. 

      In the months that had followed that terrible day at Hunsford, Elizabeth had done her very best to forget the name of Fitzwilliam Darcy, but her simmering anger for him had not been so easily forgotten, and his face appeared in her mind at the most inopportune moments to remind her of her anger once more.   

      Perhaps it is for the best, she reasoned. 

      If she forgot, she might forgive him without realizing it, and the memory helped to keep her resentment for him fresh in her mind. 

      What she did not approve of, was how often Mr. Darcy appeared in her dreams. Sometimes as a spectre looming in the background of another scene, and sometimes she was a prisoner of that same terrible day at Hunsford when he made his insulting proposal. To think that he had possessed the gall… the presumption to think that she would accept him… It was almost too much to bear. 

      Refusal had been the only honorable option available to her. 

      “Honorable,” she muttered bitterly. There was nothing honorable about him. 

      “What was that, Lizzy?” Mrs. Gardiner said absently. 

      The carriage rumbled down the road in the direction of the Lambton Inn, and Elizabeth had quite forgotten the fact that she was sharing the carriage with her aunt and uncle. 

      Elizabeth’s cheeks flushed with brief embarrassment. “It was nothing, I simply remembered something to put in my next letter to Jane,” she replied hastily. 

      “Dear Jane,” Mrs. Gardiner said sadly. “I do wish she had decided to accompany us.” 

      “As do I,” Elizabeth said. But Jane had declined her aunt’s invitation without giving a reason. Elizabeth knew it was on account of Mr. Bingley—if he should return to Netherfield Park while she was away, Jane would never forgive herself. And so, she had remained at Longbourn to pine all the more. Waiting for a gentleman who would not return. 

      If he ever did return, Elizabeth would have to bite her lip to keep from rebuking him in public. She would have some strong words for the gentleman, make no mistake about that. 

      Mrs. Gardiner smiled and patted Elizabeth’s hand. “I have a surprise for you, Lizzy. I was going to wait until tomorrow morning to tell you, but it did not seem fair to leave you unprepared.” 

      Elizabeth cast a sidelong glance at her uncle, but Mr. Gardiner lifted his hands in defense. “I had no part in this, Lizzy,” he said with a small laugh and Elizabeth turned her eyes to her aunt, who seemed to be fairly glowing with the excitement of her secret. 

       “What is it?” she asked cautiously. 

      “Our outing for tomorrow,” Mrs. Gardiner said breathlessly. “I have not seen this estate since I was a girl. But I have written to the housekeeper, and she assures me that we are very welcome for a tour.” 

      Elizabeth raised an eyebrow, but could not keep from smiling at her aunt’s enthusiasm. “And what estate is this?” she asked. “Do not make me guess! The last one I guessed was very far away from the mark and you were very disappointed in me!” 

      “I do not know how you could not guess that it was the former holiday chateau of the Countess of Roxburgh,” Mrs. Gardiner huffed dramatically. “Anyone could see it from the shape of the rose gardens.” 

      Elizabeth laughed even as a smile broke over her aunt’s face.

      “I promise you, this surprise is far more mundane,” Mrs. Gardiner said. “This estate belongs to someone who is very well known to you!” 

      “Indeed?” Elizabeth asked with interest. “But I do not know anyone with an estate in Derbyshire… unless my dear Charlotte has somehow acquired one through her marriage to Mr. Collins?” 

      “Oh, heavens no,” Mrs. Gardiner laughed. “I believe poor Charlotte has only acquired one estate through her marriage to Mr. Collins, and we shall not speak of that today.” 

      “No, indeed,” Elizabeth murmured, but then she smiled. “I will not guess, aunt,” she said. “You must tell me of your plans.” 

      “Alas, it seems as though I must,” Mrs. Gardiner sighed. “I have arranged for us to visit Pemberley—a grand estate that has been in this particular family for several generations.”

      “Pemberley?” Elizabeth choked out. It was not possible. How could this be?

      Mrs. Gardiner’s expression changed from excitement to nervous apprehension as she glanced at her husband and then back to her niece. “I had hoped that you would be pleased—”

      Elizabeth shook her head and tried to smile. “No… of course, it is a surprise, that is all.” 

      She had told no one of Mr. Darcy’s proposal, and as no one knew of the level of her dislike for Mr. Darcy, aside from herself, it was only natural of her aunt to believe that such a thing would be a welcome sort of surprise.  

      “I have always said that there is something of a puzzle to be solved in gentleman who are in possession of a grand estate,” Mrs. Gardiner continued. “What you do not learn about the gentleman through conversation and reputation, can sometimes be learned from the estate itself. I have only heard from your Mama about Mr. Darcy’s disagreeable personality—perhaps you may discover more about him from Pemberley.” 

      A sudden thought made Elizabeth’s blood turn cold in her veins. “But he will not be at home when we visit, surely,” she said. 

      Mrs. Gardiner shook her head. “I have been assured of that very thing,” she replied. “Mr. Darcy is not expected back to Pemberley for some weeks—Mrs. Reyolds was very clear that he had business to attend in London and would not be in residence when we arrived.” 

      Elizabeth breathed a sigh of relief and leaned back against the cushions of the carriage seat. A small mercy. She did not know if she could bear the sight of Mr. Darcy—not now, or ever… 

      The remainder of their journey to Lambton passed quickly, with Elizabeth doing her very best to remain present in the conversation, but always finding her mind wandering back to that very disagreeable gentleman and the mystery of Pemberley.
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      That evening in her room at the Lambton Inn, Elizabeth sat in her nightgown with her hair braided for sleep at a small wooden table which she had decided would be her writing desk. She lingered over a glass of red wine and a letter that she was writing to Jane. She had begun and discarded several letters and they littered the table and floor in crumpled balls. 

      Elizabeth sighed heavily and took another sip of wine. How would she begin such a letter? 

      
        
        Dearest Jane, 

        You will not believe it even when I tell you. I have been forced to endure a visit to the estate of the most disagreeable gentleman in all of England—

        

      

      “That will never do,” she muttered and scratched a line through her words with her quill. Ink splattered the page, her nightgown. and the back of her hand and Elizabeth sighed in frustration. 

      She rose from her chair and went to the bowl of washing water to try and wipe away the ink spots from the thin muslin of her nightgown, but it only blurred and sank deeper into the fine fabric. 

      “What a nuisance,” she sighed and turned her attention to the ink upon the back of her hand which came away from her skin with much less fuss. 

      She dropped the wet linen back onto the edge of the wash stand and returned to her seat at the small table. She crumpled the ruined letter into a ball and tossed it onto the table. It bounced away onto the floor and Elizabeth sighed heavily. She did not expect that her aunt’s revelation of the location of the coming day’s excursion would knock her sensibilities so far askew. But, here she was, sitting by the light of a low-burning candle with a half-empty glass of wine at her elbow and her head full of worries and anxious thoughts.

      Elizabeth rested her elbows upon the table and leaned her chin against her upturned palms. Whatever was she going to do about all this? 

       She closed her eyes and listened to the unexpected patter of rain that pelted the window glass as she tried to envision how the tour would be—the would arrive by carriage, no surprises there, and the housekeeper would meet them in the courtyard. Mrs. Reynolds would be kind and motherly in attitude, if a little snobbish in her welcome, and would take them on a tour of the house which would feature very little of the actual house and focus more upon the outward displays of the family’s wealth and position. A portrait gallery, perhaps, a music room… A chance to peep through the dining room doors to see the table set with fine china and crystal goblets awaiting a dinner party far grander than anything Elizabeth had ever experienced. 

       She sighed heavily. A sedate tour, with only the hint that Mr. Darcy could have been anywhere near the estate. Surely it would be as dark and forbidding as he, himself, was. The furnishings would be old fashioned and polished to a dark finish, and the dining room would surely have not seen guests for many a year. The garden would be a forgotten and overgrown tangle, and the pond, if there even was one, would be choked with weeds and neglect. 

      She smiled slightly at this image of Pemberley, this was how she imagined a disagreeable gentleman’s estate to look. It was only right to expect such a thing.

      Elizabeth’s eyes flew open at the sound of heavy footsteps outside the door of her room. It was late, and the Inn was quiet, and Elizabeth licked her lips nervously as she rose from her chair and took hesitant steps toward the door. 

      She laid her ear against the wooden door and heard a man’s voice. 

      “Do it, man. Knock on the door, she has a right to know…” 

       Elizabeth bit back a gasp of surprise as she realized that the voice was familiar. She could not quite place it, but she had heard it before, and the familiar shudder that ran down her spine brought a sense of expectation with it. 

      It could not be— 

      She pulled her ear away from the door just as the man’s knuckles rapped softly against the wood. She had been expecting the knock, but the sound startled her all the same. 

      “Miss Bennet? Miss Elizabeth Bennet?” 

      The man’s voice was hushed, but insistent and Elizabeth
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