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        4th May, 1814

        Meryton

      

        

      
        Miss E. Bennet,

      

        

      
        I take the liberty of writing you for the purpose of informing you of the death of your cousin, Hugh Hildebrand Gardiner. I have wrote to your Uncle and Aunt, Mr. and Mrs. Edward Gardiner, to also inform them of the passing of Mr. H. Gardiner, as well as the contents of his last will and testament. This is the reason that I am contacting you today.

      

        

      
        In celebration of your recent marriage, Mr. H. Gardiner has left you, Elizabeth Bennet, and your husband, of whose name he did not have in his possession at the time of his death, Maplewood.

      

        

      
        As Mr. H. Gardiner was informed of your affection for horses; he wishes you to care for Maplewood, a farm intended for raising horses, in his absence.

        Maplewood, a property of fifty-six acres and in possession of farm buildings, housing for a stablehand, and a string of horses collectively valued at £5000. The value of the furniture and decorative items therein Maplewood House is included in the valuation of the property. A yearly income of £2500 is also included with ownership of Maplewood.

      

        

      
        In order to transfer the title of the property, I request the presence of both you and your husband at my office post haste. You may find me at H. Lord, Solicitor. 17 Merry St. Meryton. I will be waiting for either your letter, or your arrival, at your earliest convenience.

      

        

      
        My deepest sympathies on the loss of your beloved cousin. May this gift bring you and your family solace during a most difficult time.

      

        

      
        Yours Respectfully,

        Henry Lord, Solicitor

      

        

      
        P.S. Your cousin requested that you keep and care especially for his most prized horse, a Cleveland Bay named Neriffe. Her worth is far more emotional than financial but you will find this is a requirement included when possession is taken of the property. I do hope this will not be a bother.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      “I will not tolerate these delays any further, Fitzwilliam! You have been providing me excuse after excuse for far too long and I refuse to stand for it for one moment longer!”

      Fitzwilliam Darcy’s aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, was shouting at him for the third time in the same amount of days since she and her daughter had arrived at Pemberley, and he had grown quite weary of it all. She demanded that he set a date for his wedding to his cousin, Anne, which was something he did not have the slightest interest in doing. Since she was a child, the idea of marrying his sickly, dull, cousin had been little more than an abstract concept. But now, he had reached and surpassed the age where he could put it off any longer and his Aunt Catherine refused to let him be.

      In truth, he did not think his cousin was even interested in marrying him, but their parents made a promise when they were but children, and Lady Catherine was going to ensure he upheld it.

      “I do not understand why you must vex me so. You and Anne could be married by next week. There is no reason to delay it any longer and I am tired of your dawdling,” Lady Catherine said with the voice of a hissing old cat.

      Darcy continued to glance at the front door of Pemberley, hoping he might manage some sort of escape when his Aunt was looking away. Instead, his salvation came in the form of his sister Georgianna, who came down the stairs at a lively pace. She had just finished her music lesson for the day and was generally in good spirits following an afternoon in her instructor’s company.

      “Georgianna, thank goodness. Will you join us for tea?” Darcy asked in desperation. He could see that his sister wished only to escape anywhere else in the house, but she was kind enough to sit down next to her brother. That is why he felt most guilty when their Aunt turned her attention to Georgianna.

      “At this rate, your sister will be married before you, Fitzwilliam. Some soldier will come steal her away and you will be left alone in this house like… like…”

      “You?” Anne said suddenly, startling them all. Georgianna could not hide her shock, and Darcy had to use all of his self-control not to laugh. His Aunt, however, was not amused.

      “I AM A WIDOW, ANNE! It is hardly the same thing, young lady, and I will ask you to mind your tongue. You can still be sent to your cousin’s home in America where you will find no one to marry you, I can assure you of that.”

      “Now, now, Aunt Catherine. I am sure Anne meant no harm,” Georgianna said. “My! Look out the window! What a lovely afternoon. It is a perfect day for a walk. Perhaps we could all…”

      Lady Catherine took her cane and bashed it down on the floor, causing the sound to echo throughout the whole of Pemberley manor. Darcy knew that their argument was far from over.

      “Fitzwilliam, I will give you one month to sort out your affairs and then you will marry Anne, whether or not you like it.”

      Darcy glanced over at Anne, who had clearly been wounded by her mother’s words. But Anne knew, just as well as he did, that there was no point in arguing with Lady Catherine, especially when she was in such a state. However, there was absolutely no chance that he would be marrying Anne de Bourgh. He did not care what promises were made decades ago. There would be no wedding under any circumstances…

      He simply needed to figure out how he could escape his Aunt’s clutches while causing the least amount of damage possible.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      “This is… unacceptable! It is… inappropriate! A young lady can NOT own her own farm!”

      Mrs. Bennet had been shouting for well over an hour as the rest of the family sat in stunned silence. Elizabeth was still holding the letter from the solicitor in her hand, a letter that contained information she could not believe was true. A cousin that she never even heard of willed her his horse farm on the edge of Meryton, a small bit of land named Maplewood. For some reason, he was under the impression she was married, and it was a condition of the transfer of the property that her husband signed the deed as well. The entire thing was a shock, and the letter was hardly long enough to answer all of the questions Elizabeth had for this solicitor. 

      “PREPOSTEROUS! NONSENSE! I DID NOT EVEN KNOW I HAD A COUSIN HUGH!” Mrs. Bennet yelled, frightening them all again. 

      “My dear,” Mr. Bennet interrupted, “could you kindly lower your voice? Cousin Hugh will hear you in the afterlife and haunt the farm in anger. I do not see anything wrong with our sweet Elizabeth living on a horse farm. In fact, I suspect she would hastily admit it has always been her dream to live among horses in the country.”

      Her father knew her well, much better than her mother, and he was correct. Elizabeth did love the idea of having her own land and her very own horses to tend to. She wanted to raise children who could ride ponies and run wild in a meadow. It was everything she ever wanted. And now it was just being handed to her.

      There was only one problem…

      “But I don’t have a husband, father. I will never be allowed to take ownership of the property without a husband,” she said, unable to hide the disappointment in her voice.

      “And it has been so easy to find you a husband thus far,” Mrs. Bennet snapped.

      “Mama!” Mary objected, as she spoke for the first time since the entire mess began. “That was a terrible thing to say!”

      Elizabeth took her sister’s hand and squeezed it gently. “Do not worry yourself, Mary. While it was not a gentle comment, she is not incorrect. I have spent very little time concerning myself with marriage since I turned down Cousin William’s offer of engagement. But now…”

      It was all she could think about now. And it made her question all of her beliefs, as marriage had always been of little importance to her. She suspected her mother had abandoned all hope of Elizabeth marrying some time ago.

      “Perhaps we could place an advertisement in the London papers?” Mrs. Bennet asked. It was quite clear she had ceased listening to anyone, if she had ever been listening at all. Mr. Bennet sighed and shook his head.

      “Mrs. Bennet, we will not sell our daughter in the papers like she is a superfluous farm animal. We will sort this out together, Lizzy. We will find a husband for you,” he said as he reached for his daughter’s other hand.

      Elizabeth wished to believe in her father’s optimism, but it was not the husband she wanted. It was the farm... 

      And how could she explain that to a man in search of a bride?
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The halls of Pemberley were quiet at last, as Lady Catherine and Anne had left, begrudgingly though it might have been. In their place were Charles Bingley and his new bride, Jane. Charles was Darcy’s closest friend and confidant, and a frequent visitor to Pemberley when he could take the time away. The friends were sitting in the drawing room, sharing a glass of port, and discussing life at Netherfield, the Bingley estate, since the wedding.

      “I must say, old sport, being a husband is more delightful than I ever imagined it could be. And my sweet Janey is the most wonderful wife anyone could hope to have,” Charles said as he lifted a glass to Jane, who was reading in the corner by the fire. Jane blew a kiss to her husband.

      “I love you too, my darling.”

      Darcy could not help but smile. “You seem to have the perfect marriage.”

      “Perfection in any marriage is unattainable. But we are most happy, indeed. We also know how fortunate we are as a couple. Jane’s sister is in quite a predicament and it causes us to feel even more blessed.”

      Darcy set down his port on the side table and leaned forward, curiosity causing his mind to spin. “Which sister do you mean?”

      “Elizabeth. She is a lovely girl, but she seems to find herself in the oddest situations.”

      Bingley went on to tell Darcy about a property inheritance bestowed upon Elizabeth, but in order to take ownership
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