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      The road into Meryton was lively with movement when we arrived that afternoon, the town fuller than usual owing to market day and the continued presence of the militia. Tradesmen shouted from open shopfronts, children darted recklessly between carts, and officers in scarlet coats lounged before the assembly rooms with all the careless ease of gentlemen who believed themselves objects of universal admiration.

      Lydia, who indeed believed them so, had scarcely waited for our carriage to stop before leaning halfway out the window in search of familiar faces.

      “There is Denny!” she cried, waving so enthusiastically that Jane caught hold of her sleeve lest she tumble directly into the street. “And Pratt beside him! Mama was quite wrong to think we should remain at home today. I knew there would be officers abroad.”

      “You knew there would be officers abroad every day of your life if given the opportunity,” I replied as our driver lowered the steps.

      Lydia laughed without the least offense and bounded from the carriage before either Jane or I had properly descended. Her maid hurried after her in visible alarm.

      “She will certainly exhaust that poor girl before the day is ended,” Jane said softly.

      “There are moments,” I answered, watching Lydia disappear almost immediately into the crowd surrounding two young lieutenants, “when I suspect Lydia was born for no purpose except the trial of other people’s patience.”

      Jane smiled, though her expression carried its usual gentleness rather than true reproach. She slipped her arm through mine as we began walking toward the milliner’s shop.

      The autumn air carried the sharp scent of rain upon distant fields, though the day itself remained fair. Meryton possessed its ordinary bustle, but there was an excitement in the town since Netherfield had at last become occupied again. Every second conversation seemed to include mention of Mr. Bingley, his agreeable manners, his fortune, or the elegance of his parties.

      Jane pretended not to notice such discussions whenever they arose, which of course ensured that everybody noticed them more.

      “You are very quiet today,” I said as we paused outside a haberdasher’s window. “I hope you are not becoming dangerously thoughtful.”

      Jane glanced down with a smile that touched her lips before she met my eyes again. A faint color had risen into her cheeks.

      “I believe,” she said carefully, “that I am very happy.”

      There was something so sincere in her manner that my teasing immediately softened.

      “And Mr. Bingley,” I asked, “has had no hand whatsoever in producing such happiness?”

      Jane lowered her gaze again, smoothing one glove against the other with nervous fingers.

      “He is the kindest man I have ever known,” she admitted. “There is such openness in his temper, such genuine consideration for everybody around him. I do not think he could willingly give pain to any creature.”

      “You admire him very much.”

      “I do.” Her smile widened despite her effort at composure. “And I believe he esteems me sincerely.”

      I squeezed her arm affectionately. “Then I shall endeavor not to dislike him for making my sister so insufferably content.”

      Jane laughed softly.

      “You cannot dislike anybody for long, Lizzy.”

      “On the contrary, I retain several very steady dislikes.”

      “Mr. Darcy among them?”

      The question surprised me sufficiently that I paused before answering.

      For many months I would have answered without hesitation. Yet something had altered between Mr. Darcy and myself since the unhappy affair involving Lydia and Mr. Wickham the previous year. I had once thought him proud beyond endurance, cold, disagreeable, and inclined to judge the entire world unworthy of his notice. Indeed, I had declared as much often enough.

      Lately, however, his conduct had become difficult to reconcile with my former opinions.

      “He has improved,” I said at last.

      Jane’s brows lifted with delicate amusement. “Improved?”

      “Or perhaps,” I admitted reluctantly, “I have understood him better.”

      Jane’s smile became positively radiant at this confession. “He has always admired you greatly.”

      “Jane!”

      “You know he has.” She said with a smile.

      I shook my head, though not with any real irritation.

      “Mr. Darcy has lately behaved with a degree of attentiveness I did not expect,” I confessed. “He listens when I speak, which is already a rare virtue in gentlemen. And he appears less determined to disapprove of every living person.”

      Jane laughed again. “I believe that is as close to affection as you are willing to speak of just now.”

      Before I could answer, Lydia suddenly reappeared beside us, breathless with excitement.

      “Lizzy, you cannot imagine what Captain Carter has just told me!” she exclaimed. “There is to be a gathering tomorrow evening at Colonel Forster’s, and nearly every officer in the regiment shall attend.”

      “Then Meryton may survive another day after all,” I replied.

      Lydia ignored my sarcasm entirely.

      “I must speak with Mrs. Forster at once. Sally, come along.”

      Without waiting for permission, she seized her maid by the wrist and vanished once more into the crowd.

      Jane sighed.

      “She ought not wander so continually.”

      “She has never yet discovered a rule she did not wish to break.”

      Still, there was nothing unusual in Lydia’s conduct. She disappeared and returned so frequently during any outing that I scarcely observed it after some time. Jane and I completed several errands, visited my aunt Philips briefly, and stopped at the dressmaker’s shop before realizing nearly an hour had passed since we had last seen Lydia.

      “She was to meet us here,” Jane said, glancing toward the street outside the confectioner’s shop where we waited.

      “She has likely found another officer willing to endure her conversation.”

      Yet even as I spoke, I felt the first faint stirrings of unease.

      The daylight had begun to soften toward evening. Crowds moved steadily through the streets, but there was no sign of Lydia’s bright bonnet or familiar laugh.

      Jane stepped outside, searching both directions along the lane.

      “Perhaps we ought to inquire after her maid,” she said quietly.

      At that exact moment Lydia’s maid came running toward us.

      I had never seen the girl so pale.

      Her bonnet hung half untied, and she struggled visibly for breath as she reached us.

      “Miss Bennet—Miss Elizabeth—” she gasped.

      Jane immediately caught hold of her arm. “What has happened?”

      The maid burst into tears.

      “She is gone, ma’am.”

      A dreadful coldness passed through me.

      “What do you mean gone?” I demanded.

      “We were walking near the lane beyond the shops—the quieter road near the old field—and Miss Lydia wished to speak with a gentleman in a carriage, only I could not properly see him—and then⁠—”

      The girl’s voice broke entirely.

      Jane steadied her gently. “You must try to tell us calmly.”

      “There was shouting,” the maid whispered. “And horses. I was pushed aside, ma’am. I fell. When I rose again the carriage had driven away.”

      Jane’s hand tightened painfully around mine.

      “No,” she breathed.

      “Take us there immediately,” I said.

      We followed the maid at once through increasingly empty lanes toward the edge of town. My heartbeat had become so fierce I could scarcely hear anything else. Every dreadful possibility pressed upon my mind at once, yet one name returned again and again with sickening force.

      Wickham.

      Though he had failed in his earlier attempt to ruin Lydia, I knew too well the charm he could exert and the recklessness he inspired. If he had returned…

      No. Something felt wrong, it felt…Different.

      The lane beyond Meryton was nearly deserted when we reached it. Mud from the previous night’s rain marked the roadside deeply, and fresh carriage tracks cut harshly across the ground.

      The maid pointed with trembling fingers.

      “There, ma’am.”

      Jane made a soft sound of distress beside me.

      Half-hidden in the mud lay Lydia’s bonnet.

      I bent quickly and picked it up. One ribbon had been torn nearly through. A little farther away rested a single glove, stained dark from the wet earth.

      My stomach twisted.

      Lydia would never willingly abandon either. She prized her appearance far too much.

      Jane pressed one hand against her mouth, her eyes shining with horror.

      “Lizzy…”

      I turned slowly toward the road stretching westward beyond the fields. The wind moved coldly through the hedgerows, carrying with it only silence.

      No woman ran away leaving signs of struggle scattered across a roadside.

      No woman fled voluntarily while her maid remained behind in terror.

      This was no foolish elopement.

      Lydia had been taken.
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      The evening had nearly settled over Netherfield when the letter arrived.

      Bingley and I had been in the library, though neither of us was particularly occupied by the books before us. The rain, which had threatened throughout the afternoon, had at last begun in earnest, striking steadily against the tall windows while the wind bent the trees beyond the lawns into restless motion.

      Bingley had been speaking of Jane Bennet for at least the greater part of an hour.

      I bore it with more patience than I might once have done.

      “She seemed quieter than usual at last we met,” he said, leaning forward in his chair with an expression of thoughtful concern. “Not unhappy, certainly, but distracted. I wonder whether something at Longbourn troubles her.”

      “You have discovered at last,” I replied dryly, “that Miss Bennet possesses thoughts independent of your own admiration.”

      He laughed easily. “You accuse me unjustly. I admire all her thoughts equally.”

      Before I could answer, hurried footsteps sounded beyond the library door. A moment later, the butler entered carrying a tray upon which rested a sealed letter.

      “For Mr. Bingley, sir. Delivered express from Longbourn.”

      Bingley was upon his feet instantly. A hopeful smile was evident as he crossed the room.

      Bingley unfolded the letter quickly. I watched the color drain from his face as his eyes moved across the page.

      “Good Gracious.”

      He looked up at me with unmistakable alarm.

      “It is from Jane.”

      I rose immediately. “What has happened?”

      “Lydia is missing.”

      For one terrible instant, Wickham’s name seemed to strike through my mind before Bingley even continued.

      “She disappeared in Meryton this afternoon.” His voice had become strained as he read further. “‘There are signs of struggle upon the roadside. We fear she may have been taken against her will.’”

      I took the letter from his hand.

      The writing was unmistakably Jane Bennet’s—steady even now, though I could see where the ink had blurred in places, as if written under considerable distress.

      Miss Lydia Bennet had vanished near the edge of Meryton. Her bonnet and glove had been discovered by her maid, abandoned beside the road. Witnesses reported a carriage leaving the area at speed. Elizabeth feared deliberate abduction rather than an elopement.

      Elizabeth feared.

      I read that line twice.

      My chest tightened with such sudden force that I set the paper down before I crushed it in my hand.

      Could this be the work of Wickham yet again?

      Though I had long ago settled his debts and secured his departure from the neighborhood after his attempted elopement with Lydia, I knew too well the sort of men with whom he associated. Men without honor seldom traveled alone for long.

      Bingley was already crossing the room.

      “We must go at once.”

      “Yes.” I responded quickly.

      I moved immediately toward the bell pull.

      When the servant appeared, I gave orders with a rapidity that admitted no delay.

      “Have my horse saddled immediately. Prepare additional mounts and traveling lamps. Wake

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        1. Miss Elizabeth Bennet
      


      		
        2. Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy
      


      		
        3. Elizabeth
      


      		
        4. Darcy
      


      		
        5. Elizabeth
      


      		
        6. Elizabeth
      


      		
        7. Darcy
      


      		
        8. Elizabeth
      


      		
        9. Darcy
      


      		
        10. Elizabeth
      


      		
        11. Darcy
      


      		
        12. Elizabeth
      


      		
        13. Elizabeth
      


      		
        More from Brightspine Press
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		More from Brightspine Press


    


  




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/english.jpg
RESCUE

AT DAWN

hr||||ng Plride & Prejudlce
Varlatlon






OEBPS/images/heading-swash-laverne-screen.png






