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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      It was a beautiful, sunny day at Maplewood Farm in Meryton as Elizabeth Darcy sat on a chair in the yard and watched her children play. Her twins, George and Emma, rolled a ball back and forth between them. Her youngest, Martha, sat in their nurse Ana’s lap and clutched her favorite toy horse as she babbled a string of unintelligible words. She was getting closer to speaking every day and the whole of the farm was making guesses on what her first word would be…

      Elizabeth’s husband, Fitzwilliam, suspected it would be “baby,” as they were trying to teach all three children there would soon be another Darcy child to join their wild brood.

      They had only just discovered the joyous news a fortnight earlier, but Will was already insisting Elizabeth do as little as possible around their farm. Once the summer ended, they would return to Pemberley for the end of the year, so there was much to do at Maplewood before then. But now that she was with child once again, her family and staff preferred for her to play with the children and enjoy their last few months in Meryton. In truth, she did not mind. Once they had four children to tend to, Elizabeth was sure their lives would be quite chaotic, even with Ana’s assistance.

      “Mrs. Darcy, can I fetch you a glass of water from inside? Perhaps some milk?” Ana asked as she stood with Martha in her arms. It was time for the little ones to take their nap.

      Elizabeth yawned and shook her head.

      “I thought I might sleep while they do, but instead, I think I will find Will and go for a ride.”

      Ana appeared shocked.

      “Do you think Mr. Darcy will let you? He seemed quite adamant that you do not ride for the time being.”

      After everything the family endured as of late, Fitzwilliam was being especially careful where his family was concerned. However, Elizabeth could not tolerate nine months without riding her beloved Neriffe and her husband knew it. They finally came to the agreement that she could ride once a week, as long as she was in Will’s company. It was a fair trade as far as she was concerned.

      “We will ride together. All will be well, Ana. Would you like me to help you get the children settled for their nap?”

      Brennan, one of the Darcys’ stablehands, was watching them from near the pond. Brennan had been courting Ana ever since the incident with her ex-fiancé, Marcello, and now he did everything within his power to make her feel loved and tended to. As soon as he saw that she needed something, Brennan ran to Ana’s side.

      She just smiled.

      “All is well, Mrs. Darcy. Brennan can help me get the little ones inside. You and Mr. Darcy should go for your afternoon ride.”

      Elizabeth gave Ana a quick hug and walked off in search of her husband, who was working in the stable. When she walked up to the stalls, she found Fitzwilliam brushing Neriffe’s mane.

      “Hello, handsome husband.”

      Darcy looked up from Neriffe with a smile.

      “Hello, lovely wife. What brings you to the stable? I thought you were resting with the children.”

      She ran her hand along her horse’s back and then gently patted her bottom.

      “I thought we could ride together. It is such a pleasant day and it would be a shame to waste it inside.”

      Darcy sighed and she knew he was concerned at the thought. But he would always relent in the end. She reached out and took her husband’s hand, then waved it back and forth.

      “Come now, Will. Soon I will not be able to ride at all! Allow me the joy of a ride on a beautiful summer’s day.”

      He shook his head and began to saddle Neriffe without a word.

      “Oh, thank you, darling! Thank you!”

      Fitzwilliam leaned over and gave his wife a kiss.

      “You are lucky I love you so much, Elizabeth Darcy.”

      “I am quite aware, Fitzwilliam Darcy. Now, let us ride, my love.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      While Darcy would have preferred to remain at Maplewood and tend to the farm, he was forced to admit that it was a beautiful day. He watched as his wife rode through the meadow joyfully, her hair blowing in the wind that carried her laughter back to him.

      “Can you not keep up with me, Will?” Elizabeth called back to him. He clicked his tongue at his horse so he would quicken his pace.

      “I would not even presume to try!”

      While Fitzwilliam’s horse, Dante, was faster than Neriffe, he always let Elizabeth win they raced. If this was going to be her last ride until after the birth of their child, he certainly was not going to outpace her this time. Even from a distance, she looked so happy. It brought his heart such joy.

      “Come now, Fitzwilliam. You must be able to ride faster than that!”

      A feeling of unease settled in the pit of Darcy’s stomach, but he did not have the heart to slow his wife down. Not that he would have been able to if he tried. One of his favorite things about Elizabeth was her wild heart and he had no interest in trying to tame it. She was fostering the same sense of adventure and curiosity in their children, which gave Darcy much delight. He only hoped their next little one would be even more like their mother. 

      It seemed as if the afternoon was growing warmer by the minute. As they rode over the top of the hill and into the small valley adjacent to Maplewood, the wind began to blow with a fierceness Fitzwilliam did not anticipate. Dante snorted at the nature that blew into his face. 

      Much to Darcy’s surprise, it appeared as if there was a storm approaching from the west.

      “Lizzy, darling! Perhaps we should turn back! I think the weather is going to turn!”

      But his wife did not seem to hear him. She was too far in the distance and enjoying herself too much to notice his concern. There was no time to allow Elizabeth to relish her victory, so he encouraged Dante to speed up. He was not terribly far behind her when a crash of thunder echoed out across the valley.

      “Will!”

      Fitzwilliam only just heard her call rain began to pour down from the sky. Lightning lit up the sky behind them; the combination of sounds and bright light caused Neriffe to rear up on her hind legs in fear. There was nothing Darcy could do as he watched Elizabeth scream and fly off her horse’s back.

      By the time her head crashed into the rock on the ground beneath them, it was too late…

      Elizabeth was unconscious in the grass and it was too late for him to save her.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth opened her eyes and saw Fitzwilliam standing near the window. She was in her bed and it was night; the candles flickering around her were causing her head to ache terribly. The pain began at the base of her skull, as if someone hit her with a tree branch. She could hardly keep her eyes open. When Will realized she was awake, he rushed to her side.

      “Lizzy, darling. I have been so worried! How are you feeling?”

      She reached up and touched the cold cloth that was sitting on her forehead.

      “Not well. What happened, Fitzwilliam? I do not remember anything.”

      He pulled a chair next to the bed and sat down, then took her hand in his. Elizabeth took several breaths as she attempted to control a feeling of nauseousness that was washing over her.

      “We were out riding the horses and there was a storm. Neriffe threw you off her back and you hit your head. You have been asleep for three days.”

      Elizabeth rubbed her head and sighed. Everything was so confusing. She could not make sense of anything her husband was saying.

      “I do not understand, Will. Neriffe?”

      Before he could answer, a woman hurried into the room with a tray of tea and a bowl of broth.

      “Oh, Mrs. Darcy! I am so glad you are awake. As soon as I heard your voice, I prepared your favorite tea and bone broth. If there is anything else you need, please let me know. I will send Jasper for the doctor at once so he can tend to Mrs. Darcy.”

      She rushed out the door, Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam alone once again. Will reached for the teapot to pour her a cup but she grabbed his hand.

      “Fitzwilliam, who was that?”

      “Who was who, darling?” he asked as he returned to the tray.

      She sighed in exasperation. “The woman who brought the tea.”

      Her husband froze, then slowly turned back around.

      “Mrs. Featherstone? Grace Featherstone? That is our housekeeper, Elizabeth. She has been our housekeeper ever since we came to Maplewood. You do not recognize Mrs. Featherstone?”

      Elizabeth felt as if she was going mad. Nothing around her looked familiar except for her husband. She did not recognize a single thing in the room, nor anything outside of the window. It was as if she was inside of a dream and could not wake up.

      “What is Maplewood, Will? I do not understand. What is…” She let her hands fall on her stomach in frustration and gasped. “Am I with child? We are having a child?”

      The expression on Fitzwilliam’s face only terrified her more.

      “JASPER!” he called through the door. “JASPER! FETCH THE DOCTOR AT ONCE!”

      Before Elizabeth could understand what was happening, the room was full of people she did not know: small children, a young woman, two young men, and the housekeeper. The sight of everyone staring at her expectantly, as if they were waiting for her to say something, only made her head hurt more.

      “Fitzwilliam, who are all these people?”

      Everyone in the bedroom began to look at one another in horror. That same sick feeling washed over her once again.

      “Elizabeth, love, these are your children. This is our staff, our family at Maplewood Farm… your farm. Do you not remember anything, Lizzy?”

      It was all too much. Everything around her began to spin and before she knew it was happening, Elizabeth fell back into a deep state of unconsciousness.
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