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      It was not the first time that Elizabeth Bennet had found herself so completely confused by her feelings. But it had been entirely unexpected that the focus of such confusion could be a gentleman that she had, at one time, found to be so disagreeable as to despise even the sight of him. But it had been months since Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy’s horrendous and insulting proposal, and she would be lying to herself if she did not admit that she had thought of him often since that day at Hunsford.

      She had been angry, spiteful, and insulted that he should think so little of her that she would abandon her family for the sake of a good marriage. It was unthinkable, and he was impossibly cruel to even suggest it.

      Elizabeth had held this anger towards him in her chest for what seemed like forever, but when she and her aunt and uncle had arrived at Pemberley the previous afternoon, it felt as though all of her anger towards him had evaporated like morning mist.

      Though they had surprised him at his leisure, Mr. Darcy had been so unlike the disagreeable gentleman she had met in Hertfordshire, so different from the cold and distant man who had told her of his interference with Mr. Bingley in his affections towards Jane. Though her feelings towards him ad softened of late, his role in that deception still made her furious, and she could not bring herself to tell Jane the whole truth of it... not yet.

      Elizabeth picked up the basket she had borrowed from Mrs. Turner, the innkeeper’s wife, and after a moment’s pause, flung her bonnet upon the bed. Mrs. Gardiner had talked of nothing but a longing for a blackberry tart, such as she had enjoyed as a child.

      “The blackberries in this county are incomparable,” she had exclaimed wistfully as they had passed yet another bramble thicket, heavy with fat, dark berries. “I should be happy to return to London with the memory of the perfect blackberry tart.”

      Mrs. Taylor had agreed, but on the condition that Mrs. Gardiner supply the berries. Wanting to repay her aunt for her many kindnesses on their tour, Elizabeth had volunteered for the task. It was a beautiful day, and the late summer sun was warm and inviting.

      As she descended the stairs, Elizabeth fond her thoughts wandering to Mr. Darcy and his presence at Pemberley. He had been welcoming and kind, speaking at great length to her uncle about the fishing available in the well-stocked river that ran through the rolling countryside that surrounded the estate. But it was not Mr. Darcy’s kindness to her aunt and uncle that had stayed with her. No, indeed, it was the way his eyes had softened when he looked at her, and the genuine smile that had tugged at the corners of his mouth when he spoke. He was a gentleman in his element at Pemberley, and this Mr. Darcy was a very different creature indeed from the gentleman she had met in Hertfordshire. He was proud of his family home, and his care and love for it was evident.

      Also written plain across his handsome features was a kind of regret that Elizabeth had not noticed in him before, and she wondered if he had thought of their last meeting as often as she did. They had not parted amiably, and his letter had served only to worsen her opinion of him. Perhaps he would apologize for his harsh words, for his actions against Jane... but perhaps that was too much to hope for.

      She had never sought his affections, so the absence of them should not have troubled her as much as it did. Surely, not. He was stern and cold, aloof and arrogant... nothing could change that. That was the gentleman she knew, and the one he had presented to all who met him during his time in Hertfordshire... but now? Elizabeth sighed as she stepped into the sunlight. If only Jane were here, she would have the proper advice to lighten the burden on her heart.

      The summer sun warmed her instantly and Elizabeth could not help but smile. There was something about the countryside in late summer that was intoxicating, and she could think of no other time of year that suited her better. Longbourn was drafty in the winter, but she loved the heat of summer more than anything. The buzzing of bees amongst the wildflowers beckoned her onwards, and Elizabeth turned towards the blackberry thicket that Mrs. Taylor had pointed out.

      The remains of a ruined stone cottage where the inn’s original stables had stood was now home to a large blackberry thicket. Elizabeth pushed her way through the tall grass, plucking seeds from the dry grasses as she walked and flinging them into the field.

      A field like this would never be acceptable in the carefully groomed estate of Pemberley. They were perfectly natural in Hertfordshire, and they were some of her favorite places to walk. Many summer nights she had been scolded by her mother for coming home with grass seeds caught in her gown and in her hair, with dried mud on the toes of her boots. She smiled to think that she had seen Mr. Darcy similarly disheveled, his hair damp across his brow and his linen shirt clinging to the planes of his chest as he had approached them at Pemberley.

      Elizabeth felt her cheeks heating ever so slightly as she recalled how intently his eyes had sought hers and how he had held her gaze throughout their brief conversation.

      What would he have said to her if they were alone?

      The blush on her cheeks became hotter and Elizabeth shook away the thoughts that accompanied the image of Mr. Darcy with his untucked shirt and unexpectedly charming smile.

      Elizabeth took a deep breath, inhaling the dusty scent of the day and relishing the feel of the sunshine on her shoulders. If her mother had seen her thus, there would have been a mad dash for a parasol and her bonnet, but Elizabeth delighted in being alone and felt a slight rush of rebellion as she walked towards the little stone building.

      It was late in their growing season, and the canes were heavy with fruit, each one huge and dark, begging to be tasted. Elizabeth negotiated her way through the tangle of brambles carefully, noting the heaviest bunches of berries and planning her route. If she picked all of them, there would be enough to furnish at least a hundred tarts, but she only needed enough for one, and Mrs. Turner had only given her a small basket... it would not be a crime to taste the bounty that lay before her.

      She worked carefully, plucking the berries gently from the canes. The fruit was so close to being overripe that her fingers were soon stained with dark purple juice. She put them into her mouth, sucking at the tart sweetness and suppressing a moan of pleasure. Mrs. Gardiner was right; there was truly no more delicious thing in all the world.

      Suddenly, she realized that she was wearing a dress that she had borrowed from Jane... one that she had scarcely worn. Mrs. Bennet’s scolding would reach untold levels of shrillness if she discovered that the new dress had been stained before Jane could wear it to a proper society gathering.

      Her basket was not even a quarter full, and Elizabeth looked down at herself despairingly. She would never be able to navigate these brambles without staining the dress.

      It would have to come off.

      The thought flashed through her mind, and Elizabeth looked around nervously. If she were entirely alone, she would remove the dress and lay it in the grass nearby. It did not matter if her chemise were stained. When she was finished her berry picking, she would dress herself again, and no one would be the wiser.

      Her reasoning was sound, and as the stone cottage lay over a gentle rise in the landscape, Elizabeth was fairly certain that she would not be discovered. Without a moment’s hesitation, Elizabeth set her basket upon the ground and began to tug and the ribbons and hooks that held her dress closed. The neckline drooped, and she pushed the delicate muslin down over her hips. She stepped out of the dress and considered laying it on the grass, but then decided to drape it over a bare section of sun-warmed stone.

      “There, safe and out of the way,” she said quietly, relishing the feel of the warm summer wind over her shoulders. Her chemise was thin, and the wind caused it to cling to her curves, but there was no one here to see, and she and Jane had done this often when they were on similar outings. Elizabeth could not help but smile as she picked up her basket and began her duty afresh.

      As she had imagined, the berries were almost too ripe, and it was indeed impossible to avoid staining her chemise as the berries brushed against her and the dark juice covered her fingers.

      For every few berries that went into her basket, Elizabeth could not help popping one or two into her mouth, closing her eyes as the almost overpoweringly sweet, summery flavor flooded her mouth.

      The taste of the berries brought back wonderful memories of her childhood summers at Longbourn, and she wondered how many of those summers lay ahead of them... Elizabeth did not like thinking about the entail, or about Mr. Collins and Charlotte, but it was an inevitability that they must all face one day.

      Elizabeth frowned and concentrated on her berries, the basket was not even half full, and she still had a large area to work with. She had not anticipated the amount of time she would be spending outside, and she worried for a moment about the heat of the sun and what effect it would have on her complexion... Every summer, much to her mother’s vocal dismay, a few stray freckles emerged to spatter the bridge of her nose, causing Mrs. Bennet to resort to various remedies and treatments to banish them. They never worked, of course, but Elizabeth never complained. She liked her freckles, and no doubt upon her return to Longbourn, her mother would have several more to complain about than usual.

      “Miss Bennet!”

      Elizabeth gasped aloud at hearing her name called out, she moved to cover herself with her hands, but it was impossible to conceal herself in time to avoid meeting the eyes of the intruder upon her solace.

      Elizabeth’s mouth dropped open and the basket of berries fell to the ground as she beheld a tall figure striding through the long grass towards her.

      Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy.

      Her dress was too far away, draped over the ruined stone wall, there would be no time to use it to cover herself. She shrank back into the brambles, flinching as the thorns scraped at her flesh and caught at her chemise.

      “Miss Elizabeth Bennet, is that you?”

      The was no hiding from him now. Elizabeth thought desperately, it would be ridiculous to flee for the trees that stood just beyond the stone house, and even more ridiculous to wade through the stream that separated the house from the woods. She looked down at herself quickly; her chemise was old and made of too thin a material to even be considered decent, and it was stained here and there with dark blackberry juice. Her fingers were stained, and she imagined that her lips were too.

      Of all the horrible luck... There was no avoiding him now. She could see the expression on his face. One of quiet amusement with the hint of a question in his eyes. She would have to explain herself, no doubt.

      Elizabeth crossed her arms over her chest and straightened her
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