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      Spring faded into summer as surely as it always did, and while the militia prepared to leave for Brighton and Lydia renewed her bargaining and threats to leave with them, Elizabeth packed her valise for the journey north that she would undertake with her aunt and uncle. 

      “You shall see so much wonderful scenery,” Jane sighed. “I am almost jealous of your invitation, but I do not think I will be able to leave Mama alone with Lydia and Kitty to manage on her own.” 

      “Indeed not,” Elizabeth laughed. “You may have to restrain Lydia when the militia marches past on the way to Brighton.” 

      “You are horrible,” Jane smiled, “but perhaps not incorrect. I may have to devise some way to keep the girls occupied…” 

      “See that you do, Mama will be bereft if they should run away to follow behind like a pair of lovesick hounds. I am almost surprised that there have been no proposals of marriage from any of the young officers—Lydia and Kitty both have their favorites among the men.”

      “Indeed they do, but none have called upon us, and I fear that their interest may be a passing one only. Though I could not break such news to Kitty if my life depended upon it. Lydia will be unaffected. I have no doubt that her tears will dry within days of their departure. They will understand soon enough what it means to be in love and realize that whatever affection they might have had for these officers that it was not anything real or lasting.”

      Jane’s voice was so solemn that Elizabeth instinctively pulled her sister into a tight embrace. She had watched Jane’s hope of Mr. Bingley’s return to Netherfield Park fade ever so slightly with each day that passed, and now that summer had arrived it seemed even less likely that he would do so. However, Elizabeth held out the belief that the gentleman had, indeed, read her letter and was even now preparing for his return to  Hertfordshire. 

      “Netherfield Park is not let,” she said quietly. “There is still hope.” 

      “You are entirely too optimistic, Lizzy,” Jane replied. “However, you are correct. There has been no talk in Meryton of there being any search for a new occupant, so—for now at least—I cannot argue with you.” 

      “There is, indeed, no use in such an endeavor,” Elizabeth declared. “You will see, Jane. I have every confidence in my predictions.” 

      Her statement might not have been entirely true, but it was good to hear Jane laugh again. “Will you be all right while I am gone?” Elizabeth asked seriously. 

      “Of course,” was Jane’s steadfast reply. “It has been a wonderful summer, and I cannot think of anything that could dampen my spirits.” Jane’s smile was not as confident as her words, but there was nothing that Elizabeth could do to mend that. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When she had departed Longbourn, Elizabeth had no expectation of what she might see and experience in the north of the country. Until this moment, she had only ever been as far north as Kent, and only briefly to visit Charlotte… and for good reason she had been far too distracted by Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy’s disastrous proposal and Lady Catherine de Bourgh’s rudeness to truly appreciate her surroundings. 

      That being the case, nothing could have prepared her for the quiet splendor of the lakes and the magnificence of the great estates that they visited along the way. 

      But it was Derbyshire that captured her aunt’s attention most vividly. 

      “Your aunt lived not far from here as a girl,” said Mr. Gardiner as their carriage approached the Lambton Inn where they would spend several nights as they explored the county. “There is more of a country girl in Mrs. Gardiner than she would like many people to know! It is a wonder I was ever able to convince her to live in London,” he said with a loving chuckle. 

      Mrs. Gardiner did not deny her husband’s observation and slapped at him playfully with her fan. Elizabeth smiled to see her aunt and uncle behaving as though they were newly wedded. Mrs. Gardiner’s cheeks were pink with happiness and Mr. Gardiner’s smile was warm as he looked at his wife. It was impossible for Elizabeth not to feel the pang of wanting exactly that for herself. What would it be like to have a gentleman look at her in the same way?  

      When the carriage stopped in front of the Lambton Inn, Mrs. Gardiner leaned forward and tapped her niece on the knee. “I have a surprise for you, Lizzy.”

      “You have already been so kind,” Elizabeth began, “I do not deserve any surprises!” 

      “Nonsense,” Mrs. Gardiner laughed. “I am happy to do this, and I hope it will make you happy as well.” 

      Elizabeth clasped her aunt’s hand as the carriage door opened and Mr. Gardiner stepped down onto the gravel. He groaned and stretched and walked around the front of the carriage to speak to the driver. 

      “I have no doubt that it will be so,” Elizabeth said with a smile. 

      

      Elizabeth spent the evening wondering what her aunt had planned for the next day, but no matter what questions Elizabeth asked, her aunt would reveal nothing. 

      It was not until the morning they were comfortably settled inside the carriage and underway that Mrs. Gardiner revealed the particulars of their destination with an excited smile upon her face. 

      “Pemberley?” Elizabeth spluttered in surprise. “Of all the estates in Derbyshire you have chosen Pemberley?” 

      “Now, Lizzy, if I had told you where we were visiting, you might have argued. I thought this would be a pleasant surprise…” Mrs. Gardiner frowned slightly at her niece, disappointed that her surprise would be met with such derision. Elizabeth felt an instant sting of guilt. She sat back against the carriage seat and tried to smile.

      “I am sorry, Aunt,” she said. “I was, indeed, surprised.” 

      Surprised was a very mild term for how she was feeling. Shocked would be more accurate. Stunned, perhaps.

      Mrs. Gardiner looked to her husband for support, but Mr. Gardiner stared out the window at the thick pine forest that rushed by the carriage window. Mrs. Gardiner sighed deeply and tried once more to pacify her niece. “I have been assured that there is no one at home, Lizzy. I have written to the housekeeper, Mrs. Reynolds, and she has assured me that we will be very welcome for a tour of the estate.” Mrs. Gardiner’s smile was meant to be reassuring, but Elizabeth did not feel reassured. Mrs. Gardiner reached out and took her niece’s hand. “Please, do not be cross with me.”

      “I am not,” Elizabeth replied honestly. “Truly.” 

      That was not a lie. Despite her discord and confusion over her feelings for Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, Elizabeth was curious about Pemberley, and as the carriage rolled down the long drive, she found herself intrigued by the estate of the man she had once believed was the most disagreeable gentleman of her acquaintance. As the months had passed since his horrendous proposal at Hunsford, Elizabeth had spoken about it at length with Jane and pondered what his involvement in causing Mr. Bingley’s departure from Hertfordshire. Though she would never reveal such a thing to Jane, she had spent many nights trying to make sense of his actions, and what the cause of them might be.  

      What could be behind a man like Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy? A man so full of his own importance and yet— 

      “Oh, Lizzy, look!” Mrs. Gardiner’s joyful exclamation interrupted Elizabeth’s thoughts and she was forced to turn in the carriage seat to follow her aunt’s gaze.

      The house itself rose gracefully out of the gently rolling hills and Elizabeth bit back a gasp of surprise at the delicacy of the construction and appointment on the landscape. So many of the grand estates they had seen in their travels seemed to have been forced upon the landscape, much like Rosings Park had been, but it was obvious even to Elizabeth’s eyes that Pemberley had been designed and built with the uniqueness of the terrain is was situated upon held firmly in mind by its architect.

      A thoughtful structure, to be sure.  

      “I have been told that this estate was built by Mr. Darcy’s grandfather as a wedding gift for his beloved wife,” Mrs. Gardiner said, but Elizabeth was barely listening. She was looking at the glistening lake and the rushing stream that wound through the estate and thinking of how Mr. Darcy would spend his time here. Did he ride? Did he fish?

      “A very lucky bride to receive such a gift,” Elizabeth murmured.

      “Indeed,” Mrs. Gardiner agreed and Elizabeth smiled as she noticed her aunt elbow her husband slightly. Mr. Gardiner chuckled warmly and patted his wife’s hand.

      “Would you like an estate in the country, Mrs. Gardiner?” he asked gamely.

      “Oh, Mr. Gardiner, I would not ask you to go away from London,” Elizabeth’s aunt replied loftily. “You would long for the busy streets and company of our friends.”

      Mr. Gardiner raised an eyebrow and gestured at the grand house. “My dear, I believe that for an estate such as this, I could give up a great many things.” Mrs. Gardiner kissed her husband’s cheek and Elizabeth felt her heart swell with affection for the pair. They had always been the example she had held up for herself as what a happy marriage should look like. Her aunt and uncle rarely argued, and seemed to share a common purpose and opinion on many subjects. She could only hope that her own marriage would be as happy. 

      As the carriage approached the front of the house, Elizabeth’s worry that they would be intruding, or that they would find the house occupied, plagued her mind. “Are you very sure that there is no one at home? I should—” she began, but her words were cut off as the carriage lurched to a halt.

      The front doors of the house were open, and Elizabeth did her best not to gasp at their size—a carriage with two horses leading it could have trotted through with no trouble.

      A woman with dark hair pulled up under a starched cap appeared in the doorway and though Elizabeth expected her to wave them away or send someone to chase them off, the woman smiled welcomingly and directed a similarly pleasant-looking footman toward their carriage.

      The young man welcomed them warmly as he opened the carriage door and extended a hand to assist Mrs. Gardiner to step down onto the carefully raked gravel of the courtyard.

      “Mrs. Gardiner, you are most welcome!” the woman exclaimed as she came out to meet them.

      “Mrs. Reynolds,” Elizabeth’s aunt replied. “I thank you for agreeing to see us on such short notice. I had hoped to make this visit a surprise for my niece.” As her aunt made introductions, Elizabeth stepped down from the carriage and tried to smile, though somewhat awkwardly, at the footman who had helped her down, but the young man was already rushing back toward the house and had not waited for her thanks.

      “Lizzy,” Mrs. Gardiner gestured to her and Elizabeth put a more genuine smile on her face as she approached. “Mrs. Reynolds has offered us luncheon and a tour of the house, is that not wonderful?”

      Elizabeth looked at the woman in surprise, but Mrs. Reynolds only smiled in reply. “Wonderful,” Elizabeth murmured in response, for there was nothing else she could say.

      Their small party followed Mrs. Reynolds into the house and Elizabeth did her best to bite her lip against the gasp of surprise that threatened to burst from her lips.

      Pemberley was beautiful. The foyer, the grand entrance hall, everything about it was delicate woodwork, sweeping staircases
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