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      It was long after the rest of the household had gone to sleep, yet Elizabeth was still consumed by anger for Mr. Darcy. She had tried to sleep herself, but found her attempts were futile. All she could do, instead, was recall the gentleman’s prideful behavior and the way he had shown so little respect for her intelligence or her character. He seemed to take great pleasure in the mocking way Caroline Bingley and Louisa Hurst spoke to her, which she found most displeasing of all. It was because of her anger that she was unable to sleep and decided instead to walk about the halls of Netherfield.

      Her roam was at first, quiet. The fire had long burned out in the library, so not even the crackle of its flames broke through silence. Lizzy turned back to explore the kitchen and it was even more grand that she could have imagined. At least three times the size of their own kitchen at Longbourn, Elizabeth found it to be almost beautiful. She considered making bread or perhaps a cake, but if she was discovered cooking in the Netherfield kitchen as if she were staff, her mother would die of embarrassment. Lizzy was quite sure it was impossible to die of humiliation, as her mother claimed, but it was best if she did not test the theory.

      Despite her desire to linger, Elizabeth left the kitchen, then walked down yet another hallway that into a beautiful conservatory. Thought it had been raining not long before, the clouds had parted, and she could see the moon and the stars sparkling over her. The entire of the lush indoor garden was bathed in moonlight and Lizzy thought for a moment it was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. She only wished that Jane weren’t sick, so she could wake her sister and show her all the lovely plants.

      There were so many exotic flowers potted or planted next to traditional English flora. Lizzy was sure she had seen more than a few of them in books from her father’s library; the Bingley’s must have brought them back from India. Each of the flowers was delicate and smelled sweet and intoxicating. She almost reached out to touch one but she feared even the slightest graze of her fingertip might shatter the flower like glass. Instead, Lizzy wandered over to a set of chairs that looked over a small pond.

      With a sleepy sigh, Elizabeth slid down into the chair and listened to the gentle sound of bright orange fish as they swam in circles, occasionally splashing their tails above the water. For the first time all evening, she began to feel tired, thus she allowed herself the luxury of closing her eyes. Just for a moment, of course, and then she would return to her room. Instead, Lizzy was about to drift off into a proper sleep when she believed she heard footsteps from elsewhere in the conservatory. She called out into the moonlit indoor garden.

      “Hello? Is anybody there?”

      At her first call, no one answered her. A sense of unease overwhelmed her and she began to consider how she might escape if there was a criminal hiding among the leaves. She knelt down close to the floor and prepared to make her escape until…

      “Miss Bennet, please, do not run. I did not mean to frighten you.”

      Elizabeth clutched her chest and let out a very relieved sigh.

      “Mr. Darcy, do you often make late night sport of scaring young ladies who lost in a daydream?”

      Darcy stepped out from a small grove of trees with a rakish smile upon his face.

      “Only when I find the young lady fascinating. What brings you out here in the middle of the night? Did you dream of something that alarmed you?”

      Lizzy stood back up and brushed a few leaves off of her robe.

      “I did not dream at all, Mr. Darcy. I was unable to sleep. What has brought you here?”

      He took a measured step in her direction, bringing them just close enough that Elizabeth could almost hear the beating of his heart.

      “I confess that I saw you sneak from your room and followed you. I was curious what you were doing so late. Women are generally expected to stay tucked safe in their rooms in the middle of the night, no?”

      Elizabeth laughed in spite of the strange tension he was causing her to feel. Mr. Darcy seemed to take an odd delight in how uncomfortable she had become but she refused to allow him the pleasure.

      “I rarely do what is expected of women, Mr. Darcy. In fact, I make it a point to avoid such things, unless it happens to be an activity I enjoy. It just so happens that I prefer walking to staring at the ceiling in a fruitless attempt to sleep. Do you not find that rigorous walk leads to an excellent night of sleep?”

      Darcy completely lost his standard sense of decorum and crossed his arms confidently over his chest, his dashing smile returning. Elizabeth realized that as she spoke, he was stepping closer to her. By the time she finished, he was almost toe-to-toe with her. When she spoke, her voice barely came out as a whisper.

      “Sir, might you please step back?”

      He did not do as she asked. Instead, he seemed only to get closer.

      “I think I might not, miss.”

      Elizabeth had no idea what was about to happen, but she knew one thing for sure…

      Her curiosity was at once more powerful than her good senses.
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      With a forceful, but unexpectedly gentle hand, Mr. Darcy reached down and swept Elizabeth off of her feet, lifting her into the air and carrying her to a cushioned bench that was hidden amongst the trees.

      “Mr. Darcy! Release me at once! Have you taken leave of your senses?” Elizabeth cried. But Darcy simply smiled at her coyly and continued walking.

      “Come now, Miss Bennet. Surely you know that such a break in decorum requires some form of punishment.”

      Elizabeth laughed with incredulity as she attempted to free herself from Mr. Darcy’s arms.

      “And whose break in decorum is it that needs to be punished, sir? Yours or mine? Because I believe that of our two transgressions, yours is the more severe.”

      He looked down at her, his face now a blank slate of emotion, as it tended to be under most circumstances. Though Lizzy failed to see how this was anything other than completely irregular. Should anyone see him holding her aloft, his arms wrapped around her in such a manner, there would be no end to the disgrace. Yet the longer he held her, the more she realized she felt comfortable in his embrace, held secure by his unexpectedly strong, muscled arms. It was rare for a gentleman of his status to have such strength but he seemed neither embarrassed by it nor reticent to allow her to experience it personally.

      “You question my judgment, Miss Bennet? You are only compounding your own offenses. I think perhaps we must stay in this conservatory until you have learned your lesson.”

      The shock of his statement had scarcely worn off when Darcy dropped Elizabeth down onto the bench. The shock of the fall caused her to exclaim more from surprise than pain, though Mr. Darcy did not seem concerned either way. For a moment, Elizabeth thought she might make stand to her feet and stomp away in a fury. She could also stand to her feet and shout for help, raising the entire household so they might see the true behavior of this supposed gentleman. Perhaps she could even smash potted plants or throw something through the conservatory glass. But then, Lizzy saw the unyielding intent in Darcy’s gaze. The power he had over her in that moment gave her a shiver. Before she even became aware of it, a strange shudder ran down her spine and stopped somewhere that surprised her even more.

      “You are blushing, Miss Bennet. Is there something you wish to tell me?”

      Lizzy moved as far as she could to the end of the bench, as if it might offer her a protection that she was not even sure she needed. And yet… there was something intriguing about the way he looked at her, the way he appeared to be surveying her with such care. But the wolfen sparkle in his eyes let her know there was something more at play.

      “I simply do not understand what your intentions are, Mr. Darcy. I
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