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      My thoughts and wishes remain unchanged…

      That simple arrangement of words had changed the course of her life in more ways than Elizabeth could ever have imagined. Their engagement, however, was longer than Elizabeth had anticipated. 

      “Lizzy, you must not take it to heart,” Jane murmured. 

      “You have nothing to fear,” Elizabeth said. “You are, very securely, married. And in a few months you shall be welcoming a child—”

      It was difficult to keep her voice even. 

      The wedding had been beautiful, of course, and everything that their mother had demanded had been done. But Elizabeth’s hopes that she could become Mrs. Darcy on the same day that her sister became Mrs. Bingley had been pushed aside. 

      “What has Mr. Darcy said?” Jane asked. She was calm, as ever, and Elizabeth envied her. Jane grabbed hold of Elizabeth’s hand and pulled her down to sit upon the couch beside her. “Come now, you are making me nervous with all of your pacing. What did he say?”

      “He says that we shall be married with all haste,” Elizabeth sighed. “But, he was also concerned that there were some business matters that must be seen to before the wedding.”

      Jane’s eyebrow rose. “Business matters?”

      “I was too shocked to ask,” Elizabeth admitted. “Am I wrong to assume that he might not want to speak with me about the matters of his own estate?”

      “You are to be mistress of that very estate,” Jane replied. “I would suggest that it is within your best interest to ask.”

      Elizabeth sighed heavily. She had known that it was foolish of her to stay silent. If they were to be married, she wanted to know everything that touched the estate—her mother was too far removed from Longbourn’s operations and Mr. Bennet’s ledgers. It was the way he preferred it, and Mrs. Bennet seemed happier not knowing. But Elizabeth was nothing like her mother. And she had no plans to play the role of an empty-headed wife who had no input into the running of her household.

      The very deepest love should be more than just a thin promise—she intended to be a partner. A helper. Part of a union that she could contribute to in meaningful ways… and ways that would be supported by her husband. 

      Perhaps— 

      No. 

      Not perhaps. 

      She would speak to him. 

      “You are right,” Elizabeth said. “I must speak with him.”

      “Soon enough you will be as happy as we are,” Jane said. Her cheeks always flushed when she spoke about her new life, and Elizabeth could not help the flare of anger she always felt when she saw how happy her sister was. But the anger was not directed at Jane, and never would be. 

      Three people had conspired to turn Mr. Bingley’s eye from Jane’s very obvious affection for him. It was a fact that still did not sit well with her. While she had forgiven Mr. Darcy for the role he had played in Mr. Bingley’s sudden departure from Hertfordshire, she did not know if she would ever be able to forgive Caroline Bingley or Louisa Hurst. 

      Jane still did not know the breadth of her new family’s treachery, but Elizabeth had no doubt that Caroline would find some way to remind them all of her true nature soon enough. 

      It had come so close to misery for all of them…

      Too close for comfort.

      “I have no doubt of it,” Elizabeth said. But there was a small voice of doubt that spoke in the deepest corner of her heart—one that she could not silence with any amount of wishing and planning.  

      “When is he to leave for London?” Jane asked. 

      “He has not said, but I shall see him at supper tonight,” Elizabeth sighed. 

      “And will you ask him? Perhaps you might go with him to London.”

      Elizabeth shifted on the couch. Now that Jane was living at Netherfield Park, Elizabeth did not find visiting the house so troublesome. Caroline and Louisa were on their best behavior, and it had been some time since Elizabeth had needed to dodge a barbed comment. But once Mr. Darcy left their company, there was no telling what might happen. It would not matter to Caroline that Elizabeth and the gentleman were engaged—until a wedding had taken place, there could still be time, in her mind, to interrupt the proceedings.

      Elizabeth hated to be so suspicious, but it was difficult not to be. Caroline had given her no reason to be charitable, and there seemed to be no indication that would change.

      “I am certain that he will not disappoint you,” Jane said. Her words were meant to be reassuring, but Elizabeth did not feel the slightest bit of comfort. 

      Their engagement was secure, of course, but every day that they remained unmarried gave her cause to worry. It was not that she doubted his love for her, or his resolve. but if something were to happen…

      No. 

      She could not even think of it. 

      They would be married soon enough, and would take up residence at Pemberley. Mr. Darcy had already agreed that they would spend much of their time in Derbyshire, a few months in London, and Christmas in Hertfordshire with her family… at least until the children were born. 

      Children. 

      Elizabeth had begun to suspect that her own dear sister was already with child, but Jane had not confirmed such a thing—not yet.

      Lydia, however, was heavily pregnant, and her promise to come to Longbourn for the birth had resulted in the transformation of Mrs. Bennet’s mood into a variation of bouts of weeping and wild joy at the imminent arrival of the first Bennet grandchild. 

      It was a blade that Elizabeth felt more keenly than she had expected. 

      Lydia’s marriage had not been a happy event—it had been an inevitability instead of a celebration. The only celebration that was had was a private one that had been filled with tears as Elizabeth and Jane mourned the loss of their youngest sister and gave thanks for the narrow margin by which the honor of their family had been retained. 

      Despite Lydia’s gloating, the event had only spawned jealousy in Kitty, which was hardly the desired effect. 

      But Lydia’s pregnancy, and her arrival at Longbourn, had triggered something in Elizabeth that she could not chase away. And if her suspicions about Jane’s condition were correct, she could say nothing of her jealousy and the unnamed ache she felt whenever the topic was raised. 

      Elizabeth had never thought to find herself in such a position, and yet, here she was, and she did not know how best to manage it. 

      “What if you are worried over nothing?” Jane said with a smile. “I am certain that Mr. Darcy wants nothing but the very best for your new life together. This business in London is only to ensure that everything will be well taken care of.”

      Elizabeth’s eyebrow rose slightly. “Perhaps—”

      “Perhaps he is planning a grand tour for after the wedding! Think of it, Lizzy! After you are married, you will depart Hertfordshire and embark upon a journey to parts of the world that we have only dreamed of or read about in Papa’s books!”

      “You are being foolish now, Jane,” Elizabeth said, but she could not deny the flare of excitement in her chest at the thought of such a luxury. What she would not give to see the site of the great Belzoni’s excavations in Egypt, or the Greek temple ruins she had read so much about… 

       But if that were the case, she would feel foolish, indeed, at being upset about the delay. 

      “Perhaps I am,” Jane laughed, “but you spend far too much time worrying about things that cannot be changed.”

      Elizabeth let out a gasp of mock outrage. “Do you really believe so? Can so much in this life be beyond our control? I refuse to believe it!”

      Jane shook her head and squeezed Elizabeth’s hand. “You are far too head-strong, Lizzy. I do hope that Mr. Darcy is prepared for your disagreements.”

      Elizabeth laughed at the sudden seriousness of her sister’s tone. Even if she were teasing, the reminder of Lady Catherine’s barbs was still a fresh enough wound that she wished to forget it at once. “I do hope so,” she said. “I would be ever so disappointed if he is always cross with me and does not take my nature into consideration.”

      “He did propose,” Jane said and Elizabeth noted the teasing twinkle in her eye. 

      Twice. 

      Almost. 

      “He did, indeed,” Elizabeth replied softly. 

       But that only brought the remembrance that he had delayed their wedding for some months, after previously being so eager for the day to arrive… What could have happened to have changed his mind? Was it something she had done? Elizabeth straightened her shoulders and sat up a little straighter. She could not allow these fears to overtake her. 

      “Speak to him at supper,” Jane urged. “A private moment is all that will be required. I have found that private moments are the only time to make requests of a… delicate nature.”

      Jane’s cheeks were pink once more and Elizabeth covered her gasp of shock with her hand. 

      “Jane! I would not expect such behavior from you!”

      Jane pulled her fingers out of Elizabeth’s grip and pressed the back of her hand against her flushed cheek.

       “”On the contrary, Lizzy. I am a married woman now. I must do what I can to please my husband and see that what I require is done with as little argument as possible.”

      Elizabeth resisted the urge to burst out laughing at the seriousness in her sister’s expression. She had never expected such candid talk from her sweet sister. 

      Lydia had taken great delight in speaking about all manner of scandalous topics at every opportunity. 

      Elizabeth was not innocent to such talk, or the urges that had driven her foolish sister into Mr. Wickham’s arms and her current predicament, but Elizabeth had not been prepared to hear Jane speak in such a manner. 

      “I do not plan to bribe my future husband with my body,” Elizabeth said primly. 

      “Oh, Lizzy, it is not a hardship,” Jane laughed. “You will see soon enough.”

      “Indeed, not,” Elizabeth huffed. But it was impossible to deny that she was not intrigued, and it would be a lie to say that she had not considered such things…

      But to admit it aloud—she would not dare.

      The sound of the dinner gong reverberated through the house and the voices of Mr. Bingley’s sisters echoed in the corridor. 

      Elizabeth gritted her teeth. Another agonizing supper in Caroline Bingley’s company. Elizabeth could only hope that she had discovered some new ways to veil the same insults she always employed. It was a tiresome game, but Caroline seemed to think that she was the victor, and, short of leaving, there was nothing Elizabeth could do to make her stop. And she had no intention of leaving. 

      “Find your private moment,” Jane whispers as they rose from the couch. “You will not regret it.”

      “We shall see,” Elizabeth murmured as Mr. Bingley’s smiling face appeared at the parlor door. 

      “Ladies, there you are,” he exclaimed, “there you are! Will you come in to supper?”

      “Will Mr. Darcy be joining us?” Jane asked as she laid her hand upon her husband’s outstretched arm.

      “He will, indeed, else he will face my wrath,” Charles laughed. Elizabeth smiled. She liked Charles Bingley, but the thought of him in a state of wrath was almost impossible. Jane seemed to think so too as she pressed her fingers to her lips in a gesture that Elizabeth knew meant that she was having trouble holding back her laughter. 

      Marriage had changed her sister so very little, and yet so much at the same time. 

      But she was in good hands, that much was obvious to anyone who looked upon them. 

      Elizabeth could only hope that the love she and William had for each other was just as evident when their wedding day finally came. 
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      Supper was as Elizabeth had expected. Mr. Darcy was late to arrive, the last to seat himself at the table, and without any explanation as to where he had been, but his cheeks were ruddy from being outdoors and Elizabeth longed to take him aside to ask him where he had been… but there was no time. 

      As the conversation flowed around the table, dominated by Caroline Bingley’s domineering personality, Elizabeth noticed that her sister ate only very little and avoided the rare venison that was offered with the other entrees, preferring steamed vegetables instead. These choices only served to pique Elizabeth’s interest all the more, and she resolved to confront her sister with her suspicions.

      If Jane were pregnant, she could find some real joy in that announcement. While she knew that she would love Lydia’s child and be the kind and supportive variety of aunt she had found in Mrs. Gardiner, Jane’s children would hold a special place in her heart. 

      Perhaps it was because she had always planned never to marry and to follow her elder sister on whatever journey she might take—content to play governess and stay at Jane’s side to support and help her. And as the years had passed, it seemed as though what had begun as a joke between them might, indeed, be her future.

      This new life that had been laid out before her was entirely unlike anything she had ever imagined. 

      But to look across the table at the man who had done so much for her family and confessed his love in entirely unexpected ways that did not require words, she found it difficult to believe that their union could actually happen. His dark eyes would not meet hers, and she found herself struggling to capture his attention to speak to him, even in the crowded space. 

      Suddenly, everything in the room seemed too loud, and her face felt hot. 

      “Mrs. Darcy, my sister looks flushed,” Jane declared. “Will you take her for some fresh air?”

      Elizabeth set down her fork, aware of the fact that she did, indeed, feel a little faint. Fresh air would do her some good. 

      Mr. Darcy was at her elbow in an instant, and she smiled gratefully as he pulled out her chair and helped her to stand. She leaned on him and murmured her thanks to Jane as Mr. Darcy led her from the room. 

      “Are you quite well?” he asked. The corridor was quiet, and Elizabeth took a deep breath and nodded. “Do you wish to go outside?”

      A private moment. 

      Jane had done this on purpose.

      Elizabeth’s throat tightened.

      “Oh, no,” Elizabeth replied quickly. “The library will do, I just need to open a window for some air.”

      The gentleman at her side led her toward Netherfield’s main library and ushered her inside. 

      He opened one of the windows that overlooked the gardens at the rear of the house and Elizabeth leaned against the window frame and took a deep breath of the night air. Spring was well on its way, and the magnolia trees at the edge of the garden were heavy with waxy blooms and the night air was tinged with their scent.

      “What is the matter?” Darcy asked. 

      “Many things,” Elizabeth replied honestly. “But one in particular…”

      “If this is about the wedding—”

      “It is. It is not that I am anxious…”

      That was a lie.

       Darcy’s gaze was curious, but gentle. She had feared that he might be angry, but it was a foolish thought. It was not in his nature to be so.

      “It is only, you have not told me what business you have in London,” she continued carefully. “Might I be able to accompany you? Perhaps I can help—”

       Darcy reached out to stroke her cheek, a tentative gesture, but Elizabeth’s heart beat a little faster at the touch of his fingers against her skin. 

      “I should have known you would offer,” he said with a smile. “But this is not a matter that requires your assistance.” 

      “Then what is it? May I know?”

      Darcy looked away and his hand dropped to his side once more, and Elizabeth did her best to resist the urge to grab for his hand, and then abandoned all reason and did as her body commanded. He did not pull away from her touch, and Elizabeth held his hand gently, relishing the weight of it against her palm. 
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