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        Pemberley Estate, Derbyshire, Spring 1800

      

      

      The unrestrained and delighted laughter of barefooted children could have been heard from a mile away. The creek that ran through the estate sparkled in the morning sunshine and after a late spring rainstorm, the riverbed was a delightfully muddy playground. The rolling hills were fresh and green and dotted with a colourful array of fragrant blooms. Spring at Pemberley meant life, and all around there were signs of the promise of a long summer and a plentiful harvest for the tenant farmers. 

      Twelve-year-old Elizabeth Bennet gleefully scooped a large wad of wet mud and rolled it about in her small hands. Fashioning it into a large messy ball, she took careful aim and threw it at her companion as soon as his back was turned to her.  

      Covered in river mud, the lanky, dark-haired boy froze in his tracks. “Lizzy!” he yelled in outrage as the rest of the children laughed.

      She smiled cheekily and shrugged her slim shoulders, “It does wonders for that frown you’re always wearing.”

      He scowled as she laughed at him. He was always being told that he was too stoic for his age, but it stung to hear such words coming from his playfellows. He was used to his father’s admonishments, and his tutors, but not hers. Even if it were in jest.

      “I will get you for that,” he growled and lunged towards her.

      Elizabeth shrieked and jumped away from him. He landed in a pile of damp mud that the children had been collecting to build a castle. Tears of laughter streamed down Elizabeth’s cheeks when he emerged, red faced and enraged, prepared to pursue her. 

      Wiping the tears of mirth away, she saw the furious expression on his face and knew that she had definitely crossed a line this time. She backed away as he moved towards her. 

      Elizabeth turned and ran towards the slope of the nearest hills. She could hear him approach her with a mixture of exhilaration and apprehension. He was, after all, the eldest son of Pemberley’s master and she was just the butler’s daughter… she knew that should have been more careful, but it was all in fun, and Fitzwilliam Darcy was too serious by half. 

      She looked over her shoulder to see how close William was and suddenly, she stumbled over the hem of her dress and fell on a bed of thorny bushes. She groaned with pain and embarrassment and said all of the curse words she had ever heard in her young life. She raised herself into a sitting position on the ground to see William leaning against a tree with his arms folded over his chest as he regarded her scornfully.

      “Get what you deserved?” he asked. 

      She rubbed at the scratches on her arms and face and glared at him.

      “Oh, be quiet,” she snapped.

      He grinned, “You’ve learned too many curse words from Mr. Garrity. They’d be enough to give your mother a fright if she knew.” 

      The thought of Pemberley’s stern housekeeper hearing her daughter curse like a dockyard sailor was somehow hilarious and horrifying at the same time, but Elizabeth bit her lip to keep from laughing. It would not be funny if her mother found out what she had been up to. It was bad enough that her dress was muddy. 

      “Well then, she won’t find out,” she said primly. 

      He only grinned more widely.

      “Will you tell your father?” she asked.

      “Perhaps,” he shrugged.

      “Please, please say you won’t tell,” she insisted. He tilted his head and smiled at her.

      “So, you won’t?” she brightened momentarily.

      “I did not say that,” he raised a brow.

      She sighed with frustration but bit her lip to keep from telling William what she actually thought of him. But if she said that he was a tattletale and nothing close to a gentleman it would not go over well at all. He seemed very out of sorts and she did not want to make things worse... She would be in enough trouble as it was. 

      “You are a minx and you deserve punishment,” he said.

      She narrowed her eyes at him but did not reply. He smiled briefly at her and held out a hand to pull her out of the thorns. 

      “But, I am far more interested in our plan to trap George,” he smirked, “so we can forget about this.” 

      She sighed and put her hand in his. He hauled her to her feet and Elizabeth reached up to flick some mud off his shoulder. She really had struck him squarely and she took some small measure of pride in her aim. 

      Fitzwilliam Darcy, heir to Pemberley, was five years older than her, and he should really have been paying attention to his tutor and listening to his father’s admonishments, but he was not above taking some time to indulge in a little raucous play. He was also beginning to attain an undeveloped fascination for the fairer sex. 

      The girl before him was one of his closest friends, and he had never considered her as anything but that. He had only just begun to notice the rounded bodies of the maids at Pemberley, although, at this very moment he only admired the coppery and golden tints in Elizabeth’s dark brown hair. He was not attracted to her like he was to older women, but he cared for Elizabeth more than he ever would for any of them. 

      She moved away from him into a patch of sunlight and sat down in the grass. He noticed a change in her mood, but did not know what to ask. Usually she was more than happy to be involved in any kind of mischief, especially when it involved tormenting George Wickham, the son of his father’s valet, or her older sister Jane. 

      She looked up at him and he noticed the golden flecks that glinted in their honey brown depths. 

      “William?” she asked. “Do you think I will ever be anything more than a maid? Mama says I am almost old enough to start working in the house.”

      William shifted on his feet and crossed his arms over his chest as he looked down at her. He always felt uncomfortable discussing the differences between their social standings. His parents had not paid heed to their disapproving relatives and never prevented him from playing with the servants’ children, although, the large gap between their social status had always been vastly apparent. 

      “You can be whatever you want to be,” he said after a pause.

      Elizabeth frowned and shook her head. “That’s not what Mama says. Ama says that Jane will be getting her uniform on her next birthday, and I won’t be far behind. One day I’ll be the Head Housemaid, and then Jane will become the housekeeper like her.” 

      “So?” he said.

      “So,” her eyes flashed, “I do not want to be a maid.”

      “Then what do you want to be?” he asked.

      She shredded a handful of grass thoughtfully. “I haven’t decided. But I know it’s not possible for me to be a lady, even if I wanted to be.” 

      He did not say anything. Even if she managed to clothe, gain finances, behave and attain an education similar to a highborn lady, she would never be accepted into the ton. Especially if anyone discovered her true origins. Family connections were everything, and her connections only went as far as Pemberley’s stables.

      “I want to be knowledgeable. I want to know books, know about the world... I want to be able to read,” she said.

      “I will teach you,” he said quietly. 

      She dropped her handful of grass to stare at him. “Teach me what?”

      “To read,” he said, “and I will lend you books to read and practice.”

      “Are you certain?” she asked breathlessly. “Papa must never know, and Mama would whip me if she found out that I was taking up your time…” 

      He smiled briefly, uncomfortably pleased by her reaction. “It will be our secret,” he promised. “I shan’t let them punish you for wanting something more from your life.”  

      Elizabeth leapt up from the grass and threw her arms around his neck. “Oh, thank you, William!” she cried, “I shall always be indebted to you.”
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        Pemberley Estate, Derbyshire, winter 1814

      

      

      Fitzwilliam Darcy walked away from Pemberley’s gardens, his black boots sliding in the ankle deep snow and his greatcoat billowed around his tall frame as he strode through the winter wind. The winter had been bitter in more than one way; the tenant farmers had struggled with their crops and their income had decreased drastically. Two of his best horses had become lame, and his beautiful wife, Arabella, had died six days ago of a fever that had claimed several of the house servants in its wake. 

      He had been away from Pemberley for longer than usual on business, and seemed to have found every excuse possible to remain away. He struggled to remember a time when he had looked forward to returning home, but nothing had been the same in the last five years. 

      It was only the letter from Dr. Atkinson about his wife’s condition that had pulled him back to the reality of his life… He had returned with as much haste as he could manage in the weather, but had been too late to say goodbye. Now he was a widower and his young son was without a mother. 

      He threaded his fingers through his hair and regretted leaving his hat behind. The dampness of his hair made him shiver but the icy air cleared his foggy mind, which was part of the debt he was paying for overindulging in drink for the last six days. 

      He strained to remember Arabella’s large blue eyes, her moonlit white gold hair and her prominent cheekbones. He racked his mind to reminisce of the time when she had been glowing with health, when he had seen her for the first time. He endeavoured not to think of the quiet room in the closed wing of the house. But all he could remember at the moment was the last month of her life.

      Hoof beats echoed in the suffocating quiet of the snow-covered estate, interrupting his dark reflections. A dark carriage drawn by gray horses approached the house, a rare occurrence in weather like this. 

      He watched as the carriage pulled to a stop in front of the house and a woman climbed out. She fumbled in her reticule for coin as the driver set her valise upon the sodden ground. He heard the musical tone of her voice as she bade the driver a polite farewell. His heart leapt in his chest as he recognized the voice and the determined set of her chin. She lifted her valise and walked toward the house and he had to restrain himself from running to her side. 

      He strode toward her, meeting her at the stairs that led to Pemberley’s front doors. 

      “Back then?” he was happy that there was no remnant of a whiskey induced slur in his voice. 

      The woman cried out softly as she turned around to face him.  

      “Will— Mr. Darcy!” she said, flustered, “you startled me so!”

      He could
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