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      “Against my better judgment, I find that I must tell you how much I ardently admire and love you…”

      Those words did not erase everything that Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, proud, arrogant Fitzwilliam Darcy, had said before or after them. Elizabeth Bennet’s heart had pounded those bitter words deep into her mind and into her very spine. She had written to her aunt and declined her invitation to travel north and had instead returned home to be with Jane. Her sister had been through enough, and Mr. Darcy’s admissions had made it all the more necessary.

      When Elizabeth finally returned to Longbourn, the sting of Mr. Darcy’s terrible proposal rested in her heart like a thorn, and the memory of the barbs they had traded were still sour on her tongue. She could never tell Jane what he had said about his interference in her relationship with Mr. Bingley, but that also meant that she could never mention that she had seen Mr. Darcy at Hunsford. She had forced herself to answer all of their mother’s questions with as calm an expression on her face as possible. Yes, Rosings Park was beautiful. Yes, it was as wonderful as Mr. Collins had described. Yes, Charlotte seemed happy in her marriage.

      “I wish her much happiness,” Mrs. Bennet said bitterly.

      “Mama, do not be so harsh,” Jane said with a smile. “Charlotte is our dear friend.”
      	“Oh, yes, your very dear friend who will someday be mistress of this house and will turn us all out into the street to fend for ourselves when your dear father is dead!” Mrs. Bennet dabbed at her eyes briefly with her handkerchief, and Elizabeth stared down at her plate to prevent herself from laughing.

      “Oh, Mama!” Jane admonished.

      “Do not, ‘oh, Mama,’ me, Jane Bennet! You know very well that this is the only thought that occupies my mind. Until you and your sisters are married, I shall be in perpetual mourning for the future of this house.” Mrs. Bennet flapped her handkerchief at her daughter and ignored the raised eyebrows that followed her pronouncement.

      “Matrimony is the pursuit of the unaccomplished,” Mary sniffed from the pianoforte.

      “Yes, yes, Mary,” Mrs. Bennet said loudly. “We are all very aware of your disdain of it.”

      “Lord, could you imagine Mary taking a gentleman suitor?” Lydia giggled quietly. “She would bore the poor man to death before tea had arrived.”

      “Lydia,” Elizabeth snapped. Mary pretended she had not heard her sisters’ cruel remark, but her shoulders straightened ever so slightly.  

      Lydia directed a saccharine smile in her elder sister’s direction and pretended to examine the raisins in her scone. Since her return, Lydia had been increasingly difficult to deal with. She was more petulant and argumentative than usual, and always with that catlike smile upon her lips.

      Elizabeth had been trying her best to ignore it and focus on Jane. Her elder sister was still not herself. Though it had been some months since Mr. Bingley’s departure from Netherfield Park, it was clear that Jane felt his absence keenly. And their mother’s constant wailing about the lack of weddings would have worn upon the most stalwart of constitutions.

      “I believe I have had quite enough tea,” Elizabeth said as she rose from her chair.

      “Are you going to walk to town, Lizzie?” Kitty cried and leapt up from her own chair.

      Elizabeth fixed her sister with a stern glare. “No,” she said shortly. Kitty sat back down and pushed at her scone with her butter knife.

      “Where are you going, Lizzie?” Lydia asked.

      “For a walk, nothing more,” she replied. The opportunity to leave the house and clear her mind was the only thing keeping her sane.

      “Yes, yes, go for you walk, Lizzie. It must be so lovely to have nothing pressing to keep you wakeful and restless. My poor nerves will not last the summer!” Mrs. Bennet moaned dramatically. “Be sure that you are back in time for supper, Mrs. Caversham and her daughter are visiting from Haughton.”    

      Elizabeth did not reply, but she tied her bonnet with angrily shaking fingers and strode through the courtyard with a determined gait. The day was warm, but it was early yet and the full heat of the day would not come on for a few hours yet.

      Enough time to be alone with her thoughts until she had to return to Longbourn and another terrible dinner engagement with someone she could not remember but would surely have an opinion on all matters concerning the marriage of unmarriageable daughters.

      Elizabeth stifled a groan and focused on her steps. She nodded politely to those she passed, but did not pause to make conversation. As soon as she was alone, Elizabeth turned from the road and pushed through the underbrush until she found a path that was almost hidden among the slim trunks of the birch trees. When she and Jane were young, they had come to this secret grove when Longbourn was full of noise and their younger sisters became too much to bear.

      Jane did not come here as often as she used to, but Elizabeth had found more occasion of late to secret herself away here. The land had lain unused for many years, and Elizabeth did not feel any guilt for her trespass here, nor did she give any thought to whoever might own it. If she were asked to leave, she would, but she knew that she was doing no harm with her presence. If anything, she was a positive influence on the space.

      Elizabeth let out a long sigh as she stepped through an archway that she and Jane had created from a pair of young trees that had since grown thick and strong. The green leaves brushed against her hair and she smiled as she pushed them out of the way. Over the years, the sisters had brought small cuttings from Longbourn’s gardens and they had planted their woodland grove to resemble something like what they imagined a fairy grotto would look like. Their planting had been clumsy at first, but as the years passed, they had grown surer of themselves and more delicate in their cultivation.

      The roses had not bloomed the first year, but they were growing strong now, and Elizabeth inhaled their spicy fragrance deeply. She dipped her hand into a wooden bucket that had been set aside to catch rainwater and sprinkled it tenderly over the strawberries that crept over the ground before plucking a tender red berry. She examined it closely and smiled before popping it into her mouth.

      She sighed happily as the sweetness of the berry exploded on her tongue. This was her sanctuary, her own secret hideaway from the world, and that was the way she liked it. Elizabeth walked through the plants, plucking dead leaves and rubbing her fingers over the waxen petals of the blooming flowers before settling herself against the trunk of an old oak tree. She pulled a wooden box from a secret spot between the roots and set it upon her lap.

      Inside was a book of poetry that she had been given by her aunt at Christmas; she had placed it here on her last visit, before she had left for Hunsford. She smiled and leaned back against the tree to read and tried to lose herself in the verse.

      But every line reminded her of something Mr. Darcy had said. She could hear his proud words in her head, and each memory of them made her furious.

      How dare he speak to her in such a manner? How dare he presume that she would give up her family to be his bride? She had not seen Pemberley, but if the estate was anything like the man, it would surely have a terrible aura about it, and would be unfavorably placed… perhaps the grounds were closer to a swamp than beautiful woods, or, like Rosings Park, it might sit atop a hill as a monument to his arrogance. Yes, that would be it.

      Elizabeth turned the page with a furious exhalation. “Insufferable,” she murmured. “Utterly insufferable.” She tried to concentrate on the poetry under her fingertips, but every time she closed her eyes, she could see his face.

      She shook her head and turned another page. Perhaps love poetry was the wrong choice. Each word was filled with such longing, something she had never felt for anyone. All she had ever felt for Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy was annoyance and something bordering on hatred. She had progressed beyond dislike, and even now… after how he had acted, after what he had done to Jane… it was intolerable.

      Elizabeth leaned back against the tree trunk and sighed. The slight headache that had been sitting behind her eyes was threatening to become more of a pain and she rubbed her temples lightly. The dappled sunshine coming through the trees was soothing, and she wished that she could relax just a little.  

      As her eyes drifted shut, Elizabeth’s last thought was that she hoped she would never see Fitzwilliam Darcy’s face in Hertfordshire ever again.

      
        
        The summer sun was warm upon her face, and Elizabeth opened her eyes slowly. Birdsong accompanied her steps as she walked through the orchard at Hunsford. Mr. Collins was away at Rosings, as usual, and Charlotte was enjoying some much-needed time alone in the parlor. But Elizabeth had chosen, instead, to walk through the gardens in search of something for bring back to her friend. Something to make her smile. She had enjoyed her time at Hunsford, but it had been marred by Mr. Darcy’s unexpected visit. She frowned as she walked, angry that he had invaded her thoughts once more. He had taken up much more space in her mind than he deserved.

        “Miss Elizabeth Bennet.”

        The sound of her name on his lips made her turn, her heart beating quickly in her chest as she watched him walk towards her.

        “Mr. Darcy. I thought you had gone from Rosings,” she said stiffly. She did not want to speak to him. In fact, she was stunned that he would even dare to be in her presence after what had passed between them.

        “Indeed, that was my plan, but my aunt has demanded my presence for a while longer.” He looked uncomfortable, and Elizabeth took some small pleasure in that.

        “I see,” she replied and continued her walk
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