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      Elizabeth Bennet packed her valise slowly. With the arrival of Jane’s letter, and the knowledge that somewhere, Lydia and Mr. Wickham were doing their very best to spread shame over the entire family, Elizabeth could not bear to stay away from Hertfordshire any longer. Her aunt and uncle had agreed immediately, and they would set out from the inn as soon as Mr. Gardiner could secure a carriage.

      As stunned as she was at what had transpired in only the last few hours, there was nothing that could calm her thoughts in regards to Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy. Gentleman though he was, he could be nothing more than a scoundrel... for all of his lofty talk, he was no better than Mr. Wickham, a man he claimed to despise.

      Elizabeth shoved her nightdress into her valise, furious that she had allowed herself to be compromised in such a manner. It should never have happened. She should never have allowed... she paused, rubbing her fingers over the side of her neck where Mr. Darcy’s kiss had burned into her flesh the night before.

      He had said he loved her.

      And she had replied the same.

      “Foolish,” she said aloud, throwing a pair of gloves on top of her nightdress.

      “Lizzie? Are you quite all right?”

      Elizabeth turned to see her aunt standing in the doorway, an expression of mild concern upon her face.

      “Yes, of course. It is nothing. I am merely overwhelmed... this business with Lydia... I hope we are not too late. Perhaps we shall discover them in London?”

      Mrs. Gardiner smiled, entered the room, and picked up Elizabeth’s hairbrush to place it gently into the open valise.

      “To be sure, we are all very shocked,” she said quietly. “Your uncle has been good enough to find us a carriage. We may have a bit of luck on our side if we can leave within the hour.”

      “Surely, it bodes well that he was able to find carriage so soon... the innkeeper did not seem optimistic that we would be able to leave so quickly.”

      Mrs. Gardiner shook her head and placed another item in the valise. “No, indeed. It was most unexpected. Mr. Gardiner would not say where he had acquired it, only that it would be waiting for us when we were ready to depart.” She looked around the room, ignoring the question in her niece’s eyes. “Do you have everything?” she asked.

      Elizabeth nodded dumbly and pulled a pair of gloves over her shaking hands. Mrs. Gardiner said nothing, but closed the valise. The latch clicked loudly and she held out her hand to Elizabeth.

      “Come now, Lizzie. Let us depart. The innkeeper will send a boy up to retrieve this. The carriage awaits us, and your uncle will meet us in London.”

      Though she had many questions, Elizabeth said nothing and followed her aunt obediently down the stairs. True to her word, a carriage waited in the courtyard.

      Mrs. Gardiner spoke briefly to the innkeeper’s wife, who snapped her fingers at a young boy who shared her unique shade of carrot red hair and apple colored cheeks. He raced up the stairs to retrieve Elizabeth’s valise without a word and Elizabeth fought the urge to burst out laughing at his eagerness to follow his unspoken instructions. This was hardly the time for laughter.

      “Mr. Gardiner has gone ahead on horseback,” the innkeeper’s wife said conversationally as she settled the accounts and gave a surprised Mrs. Gardiner an envelope.

      “On horseback?”

      “Indeed, a very fine horse if I do say so myself, madam. And a fine gentleman accompanied him too, and his horse was very fine as well...” The woman looked a little flustered, as though she suspected she should not have said anything about Mr. Gardiner’s departure.

      Elizabeth watched her aunt carefully, but said nothing, knowing that if she were so inclined, the other woman would share everything with her upon their departure.

      “Indeed,” was Mrs. Gardiner’s only reply. The red-haired lad hurried by them, straining under the weight of their valises, and the innkeeper’s wife smiled fondly as the boy rushed between them and out to the carriage.

      “Wishing you a pleasant journey back to London, madam. I do hope the letter contains some good news. You all have such long faces on, I daresay you deserve some happy tidings.”

      The woman meant well, but Mrs. Gardiner did not reply and swept out the door of the inn. Elizabeth thanked the red-cheeked woman for her kindness and hurried after her aunt.

      Mrs. Gardiner ignored the helpful hand of the footman at the carriage door, but Elizabeth took it gratefully and settled herself opposite her aunt on the carriage seat.

      “Whatever is the matter?” Elizabeth asked quietly, but Mrs. Gardiner waved away her question. The footman closed the carriage door, and at the snap of the driver’s whip the carriage lurched into motion. Elizabeth was content enough to have a quiet journey, there was entirely enough to keep her thoughts occupied for the entirety of the journey – but she hoped that her aunt would share the contents of the letter that Mr. Gardiner had left, or that anything would be said about the sudden procurement of the carriage.

      Elizabeth sighed and leaned back against her seat to look out the carriage window. Thankfully, the countryside was lovely, even in the oppressive heat of the late summer, and Elizabeth was grateful to watch it glide by the window as she replayed the events of the last few days in her mind. The coolness of the Pemberley gardens, and the hot words Mr. Darcy had spoken in her ear... the feel of his hands upon her skin in the night; and how she had wanted him... how she had begged for him.

      Elizabeth felt her cheeks warming, and tried to focus on the realities of what had happened. As a result of her actions, as a direct punishment for her foolishness... she had been ruined, and there was no retrieving that which had been taken away. And Lydia... Lydia.

      Elizabeth brushed away a tear that threatened to fall, and she scolded herself a she realized that the tear she had been about to shed had been for herself and Jane, and not for her poor sister.

      “Lizzie,” Mrs. Gardiner said, placing a gentle hand upon her niece’s arm, “you must not worry for Lydia. I am sure that your uncle will find her soon.”

      Elizabeth brushed at her cheeks, grateful that her aunt could not hear her selfish thoughts. “Yes, of course. I have every confidence in him. It is only... I wish I could have done something...”

      Mrs. Gardiner shook her head. “It seems that Lydia had her own plans when she asked to go away to Brighton. I have no doubt of that fact. Your sister is a cunning young woman, though I wish she had applied that skill to something more suitable...”

      “Indeed,” said Elizabeth ruefully. Lydia had always been smarter than she allowed people to think she was and, when it came to their mother, she was a master of manipulation. Elizabeth sighed and shook her head. “Colonel Forster will have to answer to Papa for this lapse in care... to think of poor Lydia, coerced into eloping with Mr. Wickham. Impossible!” She could not help the vehemence of that final word. It all seemed so implausible. Mr. Wickham had never shown Lydia any hint of affection – but perhaps her own observance of it had been overshadowed by her own misinterpretation of the man’s intentions. It was not long ago that she had considered he would offer her a proposal of marriage... one that she might not have refused.

      To think that she could have been confounded in such a way... It did not bear thinking about.

      And yet, she had allowed herself to be confounded by a gentleman of a very different sort.

      Or perhaps, not so different at all.

      Elizabeth’s stomach twisted, and she felt sick for just a moment. It was all too much. All of it. How could she ever tell Jane? And if Papa were to discover it? She could not bear the shame if her father knew how she had been compromised. What would he do? Mr. Darcy would not marry her, surely not now... not when Lydia was...

      “Oh, what shall be done?” she burst out, the tears coursing freely down her cheeks as the misery of it all washed over her.

      “I fear I cannot say.” Mrs. Gardiner patted Elizabeth’s arm in an attempt to reassure her, but Elizabeth felt as though she were beyond consolation.

      “Shall I read my letter?” Mrs. Gardiner asked as a means of providing a distraction. Elizabeth pulled a handkerchief from the neckline of her gown and dabbed at her face while her aunt broke the seal on the letter and scanned it quickly. Her expression changed several times as she perused the contents of the letter and Elizabeth’s apprehension rose once more.

      Mrs. Gardiner collected her thoughts for just a moment and then began to read aloud.

      
        
        Dearest,

        I have departed for London ahead of your leaving, and I apologize that I could not tell you sooner. You will, by now, have begun your own journey in a carriage that Mr. Darcy was kind enough to provide.

        

      

      Elizabeth gasped aloud, covering her mouth with her hand as her aunt arched an eyebrow at her and then continued.

      
        
        The gentleman has been most generous in our time of need, and he has also provided me with a contact in London who might be able to give us some information as to our dear Lydia’s whereabouts in London. It is sure that she and Mr. Wickham will stop there on their flight to Gretna Green, for that is undoubtedly where they are headed.

        

      

      “So he does mean to marry her,” Elizabeth said with relief. “I must write to Jane as soon as we arrive...”

      Mrs. Gardiner held up a finger to indicate that she was not finished reading.

      
        
        I will not tarry long in London, and I ask, dear wife, for your patience while I ascertain the seriousness of the situation, and if Mr. Wickham does, indeed, plan to wed our poor Lydia. Mr. Darcy has written to Colonel Forster and secured the man’s silence until Mr. Wickham can be brought to heel. I can only hope that my deepest fears are not realized, and we are able to discover them before more damage can be done.

        

      

      “Would he not marry her?” Elizabeth choked on the words; a sudden chill crept over her shoulders and made her shiver.

      Mrs. Gardiner shook her head in disbelief. “I cannot say, I can only hope and pray that your uncle is able to deliver Lydia back to us without trouble... but there is more.”

      
        
        You must make me a promise: that you are not to speak of Mr. Darcy’s involvement to anyone, save our niece. The gentleman requested my silence most explicitly, and I would not betray that trust for anything in the world.

        

      

      Elizabeth dabbed at her eyes again, disbelief washing over her. “Whatever could have possessed him to assist us in such a manner?”

      “I had a similar thought,” her aunt mused, folding the letter once more and tucking it into her reticule. “We shall never be able to repay him for his kindness, that much is certain. And I shall keep his secret, as I trust that you shall as well.”

      “Without a doubt,” Elizabeth agreed. She rubbed her fingers over the fine material that covered the carriage seat and wondered at the gentleman’s involvement in their troubles. Mr. Darcy’s request for anonymity in his assistance could be twofold – that he did not wish to be aligned with a family brought so low, or that it was assurance that if any
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