
  
    [image: The Edge of Scandal]
  


  
    
      the edge of scandal

      A PRIDE AND PREJUDICE VARIATION

    

    
      
        ROSE YATES

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by Blue Flowers Press

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Elizabeth

      

      
        2. Elizabeth

      

      
        3. Elizabeth

      

      
        4. Darcy

      

      
        5. Elizabeth

      

      
        6. Elizabeth

      

      
        7. Elizabeth

      

      
        8. Darcy

      

      
        9. Darcy

      

      
        10. Elizabeth

      

      
        11. Elizabeth

      

      
        12. Elizabeth

      

    

    
      
        More from Blue Flowers Press

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            elizabeth

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat in the parlor at Longbourn, my fingers idly tracing the embroidered patterns on the cushion beside me. My mother's voice seemed to fill the room, a constant stream of words punctuated by frequent exclamations.

      "Lizzy, my dear," she said for what felt like the hundredth time, "you simply must understand the importance of finding a suitable husband! I fear that your independent nature may lead you astray."

      "Mama," I replied, trying to maintain an air of calm, "I am well aware of the societal expectations placed upon me. However, I cannot help but desire something more than a life defined solely by marriage."

      "Something more?" She echoed, her eyes widening with incredulity. "What could possibly be more important than securing your future and the future of your family?"

      "Is it so wrong to wish for personal fulfillment as well?" I asked, my voice betraying a hint of frustration. "Must our sole purpose as women be to marry well?"

      "Elizabeth!" my mother exclaimed, her face flushed with emotion. "Such notions are not proper for a young lady of your station!"

      "Forgive me, Mama," I said, forcing a smile. "I did not mean to cause offense."

      Mama swept out of the room with a huff, and as I was left alone, I found my thoughts drifting to the limited options available to me as a woman in society. It seemed that no matter how intelligent or accomplished I might be, my worth would always be measured by the man I married – if indeed I were fortunate enough to find one who met my mother's exacting standards.

      My trance was almost immediately interrupted by the sound of my parents' voices rising in the hallway outside the parlor. Curiosity piqued, I edged closer to the door, straining to hear their conversation.

      "Mr. Bingley's annual income is quite impressive, is it not?" my mother was saying, her voice a barely contained whisper. "And Mr. Darcy's is even more so! Just think of the life our girls could have if they were to marry one of them."

      "Mrs. Bennet," my father replied in a tone that revealed everything about his patience, "our daughters' happiness must come first. They are the silliest girls in all England, after all.”

      "Of course, Mr. Bennet," my mother said hastily. "But surely you must agree that a comfortable living would contribute to their happiness?"

      I leaned against the wall, my frustration mounting. It seemed that no matter where I turned, I was confronted by the same narrow-minded views on marriage and a woman's worth. How I longed for the freedom to chart my own course, to pursue my passions without judgement and the threat of ruin.
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      The following day, as my mother and sisters went into Meryton on some errands, I took the time to peruse the books in my father’s study. It was in this hallowed room that I often sought refuge  from my mother’s scheming and the noise of the household. I knew why my father guarded his time in this place, and I envied him for it. 

      As I traced my fingers along the spines of the dusty volumes, an unfamiliar title caught my eye: The Art of Fencing: A Guide for Gentlemen. I pulled the book from its shelf and settled into my father's worn leather armchair, allowing the weighty tome to fall open in my lap.

      "An accomplished young lady," I muttered with a sarcastic curl of my lips as I flipped through the pages, "must be proficient in music, singing, drawing, dancing, and…fencing?" The very thought seemed preposterous, yet a spark of determination ignited within me. Was it possible for a woman to excel in such a masculine pursuit? My heart raced at the prospect, and I suddenly found myself yearning for the freedom to explore this newfound passion.

      That afternoon, inspired by my reading and the very detailed illustrations showing form and specific movement, I armed myself with little more than a stick and my own courage, venturing out to a secluded field along the road to Meryton, amidst the swaying grasses and the whispers of the wind, I began to practice the movements detailed in the fencing manual. My initial attempts were clumsy and uncoordinated, but I often referred to my book which was open in the grass at my feet and refused to be deterred.

      "Lizzy Bennet is that you?!" a familiar voice called out from the nearby hedgerow. "It is! I thought you were one of the Waters boys! I must say, your technique is rather unorthodox."

      "Charlotte!" I exclaimed, my cheeks flushing with embarrassment at having been discovered. "What are you doing here?"

      "Merely taking my daily constitutional," my friend replied, her eyes twinkling with amusement. "And you, my dear friend? Practicing for some clandestine duel, perhaps?"

      "Hardly," I scoffed, though my heart secretly leapt at the idea. "It is merely an…alternative accomplishment."

      "Indeed," Charlotte said, her gaze thoughtful as she watched me resume my practice. "Well, I shall not keep you from your newfound pastime.”

      “Charlotte–” I called out. “You will not say anything–”

      Charlotte’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “I shall not,” she replied. “But should you need someone to vouch for your whereabouts or turn suspicion away from your next caper, you may rely on me.”

      "Thank you, Charlotte," I laughed, though I was touched by her offer of support. With a wave of my makeshift sword, I bid her farewell and continued to hone my skills.
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        * * *

      

      In the following weeks, my progress was slow but steady, and I began to feel a sense of mastery over my chosen weapon. It was during one such outing to Meryton that I overheard a group of gentlemen discussing the arrival of a skilled swordsman employed by the owner of a nearby estate to instruct his sons in the art of fencing. 

      “Sir Reginald Harcourt is coming here, to Meryton?” one of the gentlemen exclaimed. “How extraordinary!”

      “Indeed, Mr. Waters has invested a good deal of money in procuring these advanced lessons for his sons,” another replied. 

      Waters–why they were our neighbors! They were to be given fencing lessons? 

      My pulse quickened at the thought of witnessing such lessons firsthand, and I knew that I must seize this opportunity to further my education and pursue my passion for swordsmanship.

      I spent the remainder of the day turning over my plans in my mind, but before I could do anything about it, I knew that I needed to speak to my sister Jane–her steady counsel would set my mind at ease, or perhaps she might talk me out of my strange plans.

      That evening, as Jane and I sat in the parlor and tended to our mending, I found the opportunity to speak to her in private. 

      "Jane," I whispered, the warmth of our shared candle flickering across her face as she looked up from her needlework. "I have a most daring plan."

      "Indeed?" She set her embroidery aside, her gaze curious but cautious. "Do tell me, Lizzy."

      "Promise you shall not think me mad." I held my breath, acutely aware of the weight my secret bore.

      "Very well," Jane agreed, "I promise."

      "Tomorrow, I mean to sneak into the neighboring estate to watch their fencing lessons." The words tumbled out in a rush, and I watched Jane's eyes widen with surprise. "But for this plan to succeed, I must disguise myself as a gentleman."

      "Elizabeth!" Jane exclaimed, barely suppressing her shock. "Are you certain? This is quite a dangerous proposition."

      "Indeed, it is the only way," I insisted, my resolve unwavering. "With such a disguise, I may observe without suspicion, perhaps even learning from the skilled swordsman himself."

      "Then I shall help you," Jane declared, her tone resolute. "For I would not see my dearest sister embark upon such an adventure unaided."

      "Thank you, sister," I replied, relief washing over me. I leaned against her shoulder as my mind spun with plans for the morning.

      
      The following morning, we rummaged through our father's wardrobe, selecting garments that might best suit my purpose. We chose a simple but elegant coat and waistcoat, accompanied by breeches and boots. As I donned the attire, Jane expertly tied my hair back, securing it beneath a hat that completed my transformation.

      "Edward Bennet," I announced, practicing my newfound identity and mimicking the voice of one of our stable hands. "A pleasure to make your acquaintance."

      Jame clapped her hands over her mouth to stifle her laughter. “You are ridiculous,” she gasped.

      “Yes, but do you think it will work?” I asked desperately before dissolving into giggles myself.

      Jane nodded and handed me my satchel. "Take care, dear sister," she implored as I prepared to depart. "And remember, should you find yourself in danger, do not hesitate to return home immediately."

      I bowed low to my sister and touched the edge of my cap with a wry smile.”I promise,” I said. Without a backward glance I set off towards the neighboring estate, my heart racing with anticipation.

      I did not know our neighbors well–Mr. Waters had three sons and no daughters, and his wife had died before they had taken possession of the neighboring estate, so they were not part of our social circle. I knew that Papa would be acquainted with the master of the estate, but he had never spoken of him in anything more than passing mentions. 

      I made my way through the thickets and underbrush that separated our fields and ducked under the fences that kept their sheep out of our estate and hoped that I was walking in the direction of the stables. 

      Thankfully, the smell of horses and the familiar noise of a stableyard confirmed that I had, indeed, chosen the correct path. 

      I crept through the slender trunks of the trees and hustled to the side of the whitewashed barn before creeping across the yard to conceal myself behind the stables, peering out at the open courtyard where several young men prepared for their lesson. The air was thick with tension as the sound of steel echoed through the still morning. The sight of their movements only fueled my desire to learn.

      "Good morning!" A deep voice startled me, and I turned to see Sir Reginald Harcourt standing just a few feet away. His imposing figure cast an intimidating shadow, and his eyes scrutinized my every move.

      "Ah... good morning, sir," I stammered, cursing my momentary lapse in composure.

      “Who might you be?”

      “I–”

      "Come now, do not be shy," he said, his tone stern yet oddly reassuring. "You are not in trouble. Tell me your name.”

      “Ed– Edward,” I stammered. “Edward Bennet.”

      It was too late to back down now.

      “Excellent,” Sir Reginald said. “Mr. Bennet–”

      “I am visiting my uncle at Longbourn,” I continued in a rush, “my cousins sent me out of the house–you know how young ladies can be–”

      “Quite,” Sir Reginald chuckled. “I could not help but notice your interest in our lesson. Why not join us?"

      "Indeed, sir?" I hesitated, struggling to suppress the thrill that surged within me. "I would be honored."

      "Very well," he replied, extending a hand to guide me towards the group of boys. "Let us see what you are made of, Mr. Bennet."

      As I stepped into the courtyard, I felt a rush of adrenaline course through my veins. For the first time, I stood on the precipice of true freedom.

      I could hardly believe my good fortune. Here was a renowned swordsman, offering to instruct me in a skill I had only dared to dream of learning. The prospect of defying society's expectations while pursuing my passion seemed almost too good to be true. In that moment, I realized I could maintain my independence and still embrace the art of swordsmanship.

      "Mr. Bennet, is it?" Sir Reginald said, addressing me with a sternness that immediately commanded my full attention. "Allow me to introduce you to our
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