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      In the halls of Longbourn, nestled in the Hertfordshire countryside, Elizabeth Bennet’s nineteenth birthday had passed without much excitement.

      Much the same could be said about her twentieth year. Her mother’s expectations ebbed and flowed like water, and the distraction of having the youngest Bennet girls out in society had relieved some of the pressure from Elizabeth’s shoulders, but had also added several other pressing problems to her mind. 

      As her one and twentieth birthday approached and passed in the same manner, it would be fair to say that Elizabeth had begun to look upon her life in a somewhat different manner. 

      “Lizzy you have been staring out that window for almost two hours, whatever is the matter?” Jane asked as she came into the library where Elizabeth had sought some solace from the shrieking of her younger sisters as they examined the contents of their mother’s ribbon box in the parlor. Jane poured herself a cup of tea, and then made a face as she lifted the cup to her lips. “Your tea has gone cold. This is very unlike you. Really, you must tell me what is on your mind.” 

      Jane set down the disappointing cup and took a seat opposite her sister. 

      “I am sorry, I had forgotten it,” Elizabeth apologized. She sighed heavily and closed the unread book in her lap. “I realize that this conversation is one that has been held in our presence for many years, but do you ever wonder if Mama is right?”

      Jane’s eyebrow rose slightly. “Whatever could you agree with Mama upon? Shall I have Mrs. Hill call Dr. Larkinson to check on your health?” 

      Elizabeth grimaced and shook her head. “I am very serious, Jane,” she said. “As much as I am reluctant to admit it, I have begun to wonder if there is, indeed, any happiness out there for me.”

      “Lizzy, you cannot say such things,” Jane said kindly. 

      “We attend every assembly, accept the offers from almost every officer to dance… You are a charming dancer, and an accomplished artist. And I… well, I shall have to be content with playing the pianoforte very ill and singing off-key…”

      “Lizzy—”

      “Jane, I begin to worry that I have been waiting for that very deepest love for far too long,” she lamented. “I begin to worry that it is a dream for silly girls and that I should turn my sights toward someone more… suitable.” 

      “Suitable?”

      Elizabeth sighed once more. “Perhaps suitable is the wrong word—”

      “Lizzy, I did not know that you have been thinking of this so intensely. Surely, Miss Kennedy’s engagement would not be the cause of this…”

      Elizabeth shook her head, unwilling to admit that it was, indeed, part of it. Violet Kennedy had been a new addition to their friendship circle through an introduction by Charlotte Lucas. Like Charlotte, Violet was older than Jane and herself, five and twenty with a middling income and no family to speak of except for an ailing mother who spent much of her time in bed. 

      It might not have been her intention, but within a few months of her coming to Hertfordshire, Violet Kennedy had received no less than three marriage proposals from officers and Meryton gentlemen, and finally accepted the proposal of Mr. Anderson Brook, the eldest son of Meryton’s most prominent barrister. 

      In public, Mrs. Bennet was overjoyed with the news and had been one of the first to congratulate Miss Kennedy on her engagement... But in private company she complained that a young woman who entertained so many proposals must have been spreading her affections and attention in too many directions to be taken seriously. 

      Elizabeth knew that this was not the case, Violet Kennedy was a shy young woman who did not seem the sort to engage in activities that would bring question upon her honor—but Mrs. Bennet could decipher no other reason to why this newcomer would be preferred over her own daughters.      

      “No, I do not believe so,” Elizabeth replied. She did not often lie to her sister, but this time she was not sure that she wanted Jane’s sympathies, or to remind her sister that she was also of an age where she should have been married and a mistress of her own household. She knew how deeply to heart Jane took their mother’s admonishments about engagements and good matches, and Elizabeth did not want to add to the melancholy her sister already carried as a result. “I just… I believe I need a change of scenery. Spring is coming, and this has been such a long winter.” 

      Jane nodded her agreement. “It was terribly cold, but the Forster’s Christmas ball was very exciting, especially with Miss Kennedy’s engagement following so soon after.” Jane sighed and looked down at her hands which were clasped tightly in her lap. “I confess that I have often dreamed of a Christmas engagement and a winter wedding…”

      “I believe you shall have all of that, Jane,” Elizabeth said with a smile. “But, as Christmas has already passed and spring is well and truly taking hold, perhaps we should set our sights a little farther afield. Do you recall that our aunt invited us for a tour of the north country by carriage some months ago?” 

      “I do,” Jane said. “But it was November, and entirely too cold to think of such things!”

      “Of course, it would have been ridiculous to travel in such a season. But now that the snows are melting and the trees have begun to flower, it should be a perfect time to venture out into the world.”

      Jane did not look convinced and Elizabeth set her book upon the table beside her. “What reason do we have to stay in Hertfordshire another moment? Is there any pressing engagement that might keep you here?” Elizabeth’s tone was gently teasing, but she sensed that Jane was not in the mood for such things. 

      “I have promised Violet that I will assist in writing out her wedding invitations. The wedding has been set for early June, and I should not like to go back on my word… And the annual Regimental Ball will be held very soon as well—you should not like to miss that, Lizzy, surely. All of the new officers will be in attendance, and it is always so exciting.” 

      “Kitty and Lydia find such things exciting,” Elizabeth said with a wry smile. “I confess that I have somewhat cooled in my ardor for officers. I have found that many of them are only interesting when they are dressed in their fine red coats. If I am to have a husband, I would have one that I will find interesting long after his usefulness to His Majesty has waned.”

      “You are impossible,” Jane laughed. 

      “It seems as though I am,” Elizabeth agreed. “And if I am to be so, I shall be all the more grateful to find a gentleman who is able to overlook such things.” 

      Jane raised an eyebrow. “But not an officer…”

      “I should think not,” Elizabeth laughed. “Leave Kitty and Lydia to their affection for bright buttons and shining swords, I shall seek my greatest love elsewhere.” 

      “In the north country, perhaps?” Jane asked. 

      “One can never tell,” Elizabeth said brightly. “Come with me, Jane, perhaps you will find some clarity as well.” 

      “I think not,” Jane said. “With you away, Mama will want me here more than ever, and I have made my promises to Violet and Charlotte.” 

      “I understand, but I do wish you would reconsider. Please give my apologies to Violet and Charlotte, but I am certain that they will not miss me.” 

      “I shall miss you,” Jane said with a smile. She reached out and squeezed Elizabeth’s hand. “I do hope that some time away from Longbourn will see you to better spirits, Lizzy.” 

      “As do I,” she agreed. 

      Another screech echoed down the hall and Jane rose from her seat with a grimace upon her lovely face. “I shall see to our sisters, no doubt they have chased Mama away to her rooms with their arguments.” 

      “I shall not abandon you to face this alone!” Elizabeth cried dramatically as she jumped up from the couch. Jane’s answering laugh was enough reward for Elizabeth, and they rushed out of the room together to calm their younger sisters’ quarrel.  
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      Elizabeth’s letter to Mrs. Gardiner had been unexpectedly well received, and not ten days later, Elizabeth was on her way to London to prepare for the journey north. Mrs. Gardiner had written to say that they would be staying with the Elliott family on a small estate in Derbyshire—a goodly location from which to visit some of the larger estates and see the best parts of the lake country.   

      “Are you certain that I cannot tempt you into coming with me?” Elizabeth asked Jane on the morning of her departure. 

      “No, indeed, though I must admit that I am sorely tempted. I can only imagine how lovely and green everything will be on your journey.” 

      Elizabeth embraced her sister tightly and kissed her cheek. “See that you do not fall desperately in love with a wealthy gentleman while I am away, for I shall be inconsolable if I am not here to see your love blossom like the apple trees!” 

      Jane shook her head, but her cheeks grew rosy and she laughed at her sister’s dramatics. “I will give your apologies to Violet, but Mama may not forgive you for leaving so close to the Regimental Ball.” 

      “I shall have to live with her disappointment,” Elizabeth sighed. “I have left my best gloves for you, and some satin slippers for Kitty if she complains that she has nothing to borrow… but I have taken the pale pink and dove gray velvet ribbons Lydia had her eyes on. If she comes looking for them, you must break her heart gently.”

      “I will do my best to fulfill your wishes,” Jane said with a smile. 

      “Lizzy! The carriage!” 

      Kitty’s shout echoed up the stairs to their bedchamber and Jane helped Elizabeth to carry her valise down to the foyer where the family waited to bid her goodbye. 

      Kitty gripped Elizabeth’s waist in a tight embrace as soon as she stepped off the stairs. “Oh, Lizzy, how terrible it is that you will be away for the Regimental Ball!” she lamented. 

      “She needn’t worry,” Lydia laughed. “I shall dance with every officer and they will not even notice that there is one less Bennet sister upon the dance floor!” 

      Elizabeth reached out and pinched her youngest sister’s cheek. “See that you do,” she said with a smile. Lydia pushed her hand away and stepped closer to throw her arms around Elizabeth’s neck. 

      “We shall miss you!” she cried and Kitty echoed the sentiment loudly. Mary leaned against the staircase, silent and watchful as ever, and Elizabeth turned pleading eyes upon Jane who came to rescue her from the tangle of arms and giggling sisters. 

      Mrs. Bennet dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief. “I have written a letter to your aunt to tell her what an imposition this is upon us,” she moaned. “Jane will be busy with Violet Kennedy and her preposterous wedding cards. Such nerve to ask for your sister’s help…” 

      “Mama, I am happy to give it,” Jane sighed as she embraced Elizabeth tightly. “Perhaps Lizzy will meet a wealthy gentleman in want of a wife while she is away in Derbyshire…”

      “I suppose I cannot discount such a thing,” Mrs. Bennet grumbled, but Elizabeth could see a small smile upon her mother’s lips and wondered if there was something else afoot. Mrs. Bennet was notorious for her schemes to put her daughters in front of eligible bachelors and Elizabeth did not trust that she had somehow escaped such a thing even now. 

      Mr. Bennet was out in the courtyard to meet the carriage as it came up the drive, and Elizabeth kissed her sisters quickly once more. 

      “Do behave yourselves while I am away,” she whispered to Lydia before placing a kiss upon her mother’s proffered cheek. 

      “We shall try,” Kitty said while Lydia laughed at her elder sister’s stern expression.

      Jane looped her arm through Elizabeth’s and led her outside to the waiting carriage while Kitty and Lydia struggled to carry her valise. 

      “You shall be very much missed,” Mr. Bennet said simply as he opened the carriage door. 

      “Thank you, Papa, I shall be in good hands with my aunt and uncle. I shall write when I can.” 

      “See that you do,” Mr. Bennet replied and smiled as Elizabeth kissed his cheek and then climbed up into the carriage.  

      “Do give my best to Mrs. Elliott,” Mrs. Bennett called from the doorway. She had a wide smile upon her face and waved her handkerchief at the carriage. Elizabeth nodded her agreement, though she could not understand her mother’s sudden enthusiasm for her departure when only a moment ago she had been entirely bitter. 

      Mr. Bennet closed the carriage door and smiled up at her. No doubt he wished that he, too, could be away from Longbourn and fishing with Mr. Gardiner instead of staying in Hertfordshire to meet with the new officers who would surely come to Longbourn to speak to Kitty and Lydia after the Regimental Ball. There were, none of them, serious young men, but it would not do for him to be absent. 

      As the carriage rolled away, Elizabeth waved to her family and then settled back against the seat cushions. The journey to London would be the least of her troubles, for there was a much longer carriage ride ahead to bring them to Derbyshire and Mr. and Mrs. Elliott’s small estate.  

      She peered out the carriage window to see Longbourn disappearing behind her, and storm clouds gathering overhead. Elizabeth frowned and hoped desperately that the sudden turn in the weather would not hamper their journey north—though, perhaps some time London would be enough to chase away her melancholy, if only for a little while. 
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      Unfortunately for Elizabeth, as soon as she had departed Longbourn it seemed as though Mother Nature had not forgotten her winter malevolence and her luck did not change upon her arrival in London. 

      “I fear we shall have to leave sooner than later,” Mrs. Gardiner mused as she looked out at the rain-slick streets from the parlor window. 

      “It will pass soon enough, my dear,” Mr. Gardiner said reassuringly. 

      To be sure that they were not overly delayed, a carriage was ordered for early the next morning, and Elizabeth spent a restless night listening to the thunder as it rumbled overhead and the sound of the rain hitting the window. She pulled the blankets up higher and wished that she had been able to convince Jane to come with her. She loved her aunt and uncle and always enjoyed her time with them, but the prospect of being in a strange house with no one to truly confide in had put her on edge, and she could not quite determine why that might be. 

      Elizabeth was full awake and dressed before dawn, and she could hear movement in the house as she re-packed her valise and dressed her hair. There would be just enough time for tea and a light breakfast before the carriage would arrive and the journey to Derbyshire would begin. 

      

      Mrs. Gardiner was in high spirits, and Elizabeth struggled to keep up with her aunt’s energy as she described the countryside and the sights they would see as they traveled north. 

      From the moment their carriage set out from the Gardiner’s Gracechurch Street house, they were beset by torrential rains and a cold a biting wind that invaded every crack of the carriage and left all three of its occupants shivering and chilled to the bone despite the heavy fur blankets that Mr. Gardiner had insisted upon packing into the carriage as a precaution. Elizabeth was grateful for their warmth, but they did not quite keep out the cold, and she shivered for countless miles as London disappeared behind them and the country began to stretch away to the horizon. 

      No matter the state of the weather, Mrs. Gardiner’s spirits were not to be dampened in the slightest. They changed carriages and took a meal at a delightful inn and Elizabeth relished the opportunity to sit by a roaring fire and hold a bowl of hot stew. The barrage of rain seemed unending, but the pressure to reach their destination at a reasonable hour meant that they could not tarry long. 

      As warm as they could be under such a strict schedule, Elizabeth was bundled into the new carriage and did her best to stay as still as possible so as not to allow any cold breezes to penetrate the warm cocoon that had been created around her. 

      As they approached their Derbyshire destination, Elizabeth noticed that the dark clouds over head had grown even more numerous, and a gray haze hung in the air that was more reminiscent of winter than spring. 

      Mrs. Gardiner, however, seemed entirely thrilled by the entire situation and paid no attention to the weather. With every mile that passed, her aunt’s mood improved all the more. She exclaimed over landmarks, pointed out grand estates, and laughed at the antics of the spring lambs in the fields near the road. 

       As the carriage turned away from the main road to follow a narrow drive lined with tall pine trees, Mrs. Gardiner gripped her husband’s hand tightly. “This will be a merry gathering, indeed,” she exclaimed as the carriage pulled up in front of a house that resembled Longbourn in size, but looked much older. The front facade was faded and badly in need of repainting, but otherwise the grounds were well kept and the roses that clustered by the front door and wound their way up a stone archway were thick and looked very old indeed. 

      It was late in the afternoon and the gathering clouds made everything seem so much darker though the sun had not yet dipped below the horizon. Elizabeth’s stomach rumbled gently at the prospect of hot food and a glass of brandy to warm her from the inside out.  

      “A lovely aspect, do you not agree, Lizzy?” Mr. Gardiner asked jovially. All Elizabeth could do was nod in agreement. The house was, indeed, well positioned, but Elizabeth could only think of the threateningly dark and dreary clouds overhead. 

      Her aunt had done her utmost to arrange this journey north and though their passage through the countryside had been long, and somewhat arduous given the unpredictability of the weather, Elizabeth was determined to enjoy her stay at Grove House. 

      As the carriage pulled to a stop in front of the house, there was a rumble of thunder in the distance and a heavy rain began to fall. 

      Elizabeth pulled her shawl closer around her shoulders as a footman rushed out of the house to assist their exit from the carriage. Two figures appeared on the doorstep and Mrs. Gardiner waved excitedly. 

      “You will simply love Grove House, Lizzy,” her aunt said as they climbed down from the carriage. 

      “I do not doubt it for one moment,” she replied warmly. As her aunt had explained it, Grove House was a small estate in which she had spent much of her childhood, and Elizabeth could see that her memories of the place were warm and loving. It was now owned by one of Mrs. Gardiner’s dearest childhood friends, and Mrs. Elliott was as eager to welcome them as her aunt was to be there. 

      “My goodness, you have arrived just in time!” Mrs. Elliott cried and Elizabeth chuckled as the round woman frowned briefly and reached up to brush a stray raindrop off the end of her husband’s long nose. “Come inside, come inside! Supper is waiting for you and Mrs. Spencer has set some hot cider upon the stove to warm you!”

      “How lovely,” Mrs. Gardiner exclaimed as she stepped forward and embraced their hostess. 

      Mr. Gardiner and Mr. Elliott greeted each other as old friends and Elizabeth could not keep the smile from her face as she saw her aunt and uncle so happy to be away from the bustle of London. Despite her earlier reservations, Elizabeth was glad that she had accepted the long overdue invitation to see this part of the country with them. 

      Mrs. Elliott was a warm, welcoming woman, and her husband was a jovial fellow who was nothing close to what Elizabeth had expected from a gentleman who was master of an estate such as this. 

      They went into the dining room and sat down to supper almost immediately while the servants took trunks and valises up to the bedchambers that had been prepared for them. 

      Elizabeth sipped her warm cider and listened as the dinner conversation careened from topic to topic, never staying too long upon one or the other to grow tiresome, and Elizabeth found herself laughing more than she had in years. 

      As they laughed and talked together, it was easy to imagine Mrs. Elliott and her aunt as young girls playing on the grounds of Grove House together, and Elizabeth found herself missing Jane. 

      “You are very quiet tonight, Elizabeth,” Mrs. Elliott said with a kind smile. “I do hope you are not worried about the weather. We shall be quite comfortable here, this is nothing to some of the strange weather we have experienced here is it, Thomas?”

      “Certainly not,” Mr. Elliott replied. “We are well stocked with firewood and the kitchens are fit to feed an army.” 

      Elizabeth did feel somewhat reassured, but she was also lightly embarrassed at being caught in her distraction. “That is excellent news. But I was simply wondering how we would fill our time now that such miserable weather has arrived so suddenly. All of our plans were dependent on mild weather and walks in the country!”

      Mrs. Elliott clapped her hands gaily and leaned against her husband. “I suppose I shall tell you now,” she said. “I have written to my son, George, to tell him of your arrival and we are very lucky that he has just arrived from abroad! We have just this year ordered a fine sleigh to be built in preparation for the winter months and George will be bringing a pair of fine horses he purchased in Holland with him. Grand creatures, to be sure. I daresay, he is a very entertaining young man and we shall have no shortage of stories from him!” Mrs. Elliott laughed. 

      Mrs. Gardiner leaned forward with interest and Elizabeth could see a hint of mischief sparkling in her gray-blue eyes. “Rose, you must refresh my memory,” she said. “How old is your George, now?” 

      Elizabeth felt her cheeks warming and she looked at her aunt with a warning glance. She was two-and-twenty herself, and only recently had she felt that her lack of an engagement was always lurking in the background of every conversation. It did not help matters that her mother never ceased to remind her, and anyone within earshot, of it. 

      “Why, he is nearly thirty,” Mrs. Elliott exclaimed brightly, as though her friend’s question had come as a complete surprise. 

      “And well overdue for a wife,” Mr. Elliott cut in gruffly without looking up from his plate. 

      Elizabeth looked down at her food and tapped her meat with her fork. Mrs. Gardiner had not warned her that any matchmaking activities would be taking place on this visit, and Elizabeth chided herself for believing that she would be able to enjoy her time away from her mother’s unceasing scheming.

      “If only we had come closer to winter. A sleigh-ride through the country would be so divine,” Mrs. Gardiner sighed happily. “But alas, we have naught but spring rain to keep us indoors and huddled ‘round the fire.”  

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth agreed with a smile. A sleigh-ride would have been wonderful, and it would also have been just the thing to take her mind off the fact that there was some plotting afoot. 

      Perhaps George Elliott would be a handsome sort of gentleman, and from the smile upon her aunt’s face Elizabeth decided that she would not mind meeting Mrs. Elliott’s son. If he were short and stout, or completely unsuited to her, Mrs. Gardiner would never behave so enthusiastically. At least, that was her hope. 

      Elizabeth had no intention of accepting any form of engagement while she was away from Longbourn. She could make no decision about something so important without Jane’s opinion. While Mrs. Bennet might have been determined to see her elder daughters married by Christmas, it was something she lamented every year—and at this rate it was very likely that her wailing would continue for several more seasons.  

      “If this weather continues, I daresay we will be able to indulge in some more diverting activities… tell me, Elizabeth, do you skate?” Mrs. Elliott’s eyes sparkled with excitement and Elizabeth very nearly choked on her wine. 

      “Skating? Do you really believe that this weather will turn into something more sinister?” Elizabeth cried. It was scarcely March, and if they had been in Hertfordshire she would have been confident that the rain would only mean that the garden would emerge fresher on the other side of it.

      Mr. Elliott nodded gravely. “The almanac might say differently, but it is not outside the realm of possibility—Why, we had a spate of bad weather much like this one when I was a child,” Mr. Elliott said. “Very late in the season. Torrential rain and thunderstorms, and then a blast of cold air from the north—everything froze and the snow fell upon the countryside for a week or more.” Mrs. Elliott nodded at the memory and her husband chuckled. “Why, skating on the pond in April is one of my favorite memories.” 

      Mrs. Elliott smiled at her husband and patted his hand gently. “I remember it well,” she said with an indulgent smile. “Florence and I were watching from the library with the other children while the older boys skated on the pond. Thomas fell so many times! When the Master finally dragged him inside and set him in front of the fire I daresay there was not a dry spot on him!” 

      Mr. Elliott harrumphed into his wine as Mrs. Elliott and Mrs. Gardiner erupted into laughter. Elizabeth was overwhelmed with all of the information that had been heaped upon her, and her worry that the storm outside would transform into a winter gale was more pressing than any other emotion she might have felt. She blinked at her aunt in confusion, not certain which point she wanted to ask questions about first.  

      “Do not look so bewildered, Lizzy,” Mrs. Gardiner said kindly. “Mr. Elliott’s mother was very fond of children and as he was their only child, she was very agreeable to hosting the children from nearby estates in Grove House’s nursery and library for their studies. I spent many a happy year here.” 

      “It is true,” Mrs. Elliott said. “My family home is not far from here, but my mother was very sickly and she sent me to live here at Grove House for the benefit of my health and my education. When my mother died, I came to stay here until I was of an age that I
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