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      Elizabeth Bennet, now Mrs. Darcy, sat at a small desk in Pemberley’s library and stared out over the gardens that were just beginning to spring to life after a particularly cold winter. Her quill hovered over the blank parchment of the letter she was attempting to write. But no matter how hard she tried, she found that there was just—nothing to say. 

      Charlotte Lucas, now Mrs. Collins, had requested all the news from Derbyshire and Hertfordshire in her last letter, but in truth, there was none. Lydia was pregnant with her second child, Jane and Mr. Bingley were expecting their own bundle of joy… but Charlotte knew all of that. She, herself, had no news of any equal importance. She had been mistress of Pemberley for just over a year, and had nothing to show for it aside from the part she had played in redecorating Georgiana’s music room. 

      Elizabeth sighed heavily as a drop of ink fell upon the page. She laid down her quill and tried to blot away the ink, succeeding only in smearing it across the page. She pressed her fingers against her temple as a gentle ache began to throb behind her eyes. 

      Letters from her younger sister Kitty were always full of silliness and fun, but never any substance. Mary bemoaned the lack of salons and opportunities for her to perform at the pianoforte. Lydia’s letters, when they did arrive, were all the same—endless praise for her handsome husband, news of the children, and only the barest hint that she might have been unhappy with her choices.   

      Elizabeth was certain that Longbourn’s noise levels have changed in significant ways. Lydia and Mr. Wickham were now settled in a little cottage with white walls and a pretty garden gate; Jane and Mr. Bingley were happy diving their time between Netherfield Park and London, which meant that Mary was now the eldest Bennet daughter. There was no doubt that their mother would not be content to have three daughters married away. The joy of Jane’s impending birth would have waned enough to turn Mrs. Bennet’s focus elsewhere, and Elizabeth dreaded every letter that arrived from Longbourn, as they would inevitably carry questions about when Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy would be welcoming their own children.

      Elizabeth stared out the parlor window at Pemberley’s gardens and wished she had something to tell Charlotte. She set down her pen and tapped her fingers upon the arm of her chair. Her married sisters were happy. Kitty was surely entertaining the suits of several officers now that Lydia was not able to act as a distraction. Very soon, she would be a bride and Mary would be all alone at Longbourn. Would Kitty come to her for advice about her wedding night? Elizabeth and Jane had had no one to speak to about such things. Mrs. Bennet had been of no help, and Elizabeth had felt strange listening to her mother’s words of marital wisdom—but they had seemed strangely disconnected and Elizabeth would have preferred not to have heard them at all. They had served no purpose on her own wedding night, and she could only assume that they had been of no benefit to Jane, either. From her own experience, Elizabeth had learned more about what had been expected of her first night as Mrs. Darcy from listening to the conversations of the serving girls at the various assemblies she had attended. She had seen them in secret trysts, coupling vigorously with officers in dark corners and closed rooms—sometimes they did not know that they had been seen, and Elizabeth had dared to pause to watch them… 

      Elizabeth shifted in her chair and brushed her fingers across her lips at the memories that flooded her mind. At the time, such things had seemed so scandalous, so forbidden. But when she had become a wife… such things were no longer forbidden for her. 

      She knew what it was like to pant in ecstasy under her husband’s hands, what it was to wake to the sweet heat of his body pressed against hers. 

      The first months of their marriage had been exciting, and Elizabeth had found that all of the scandalous thoughts she had tried so hard to forget… they had all been played out in her bedchambers. 

      Every scene she had witnessed in those dark corners, she and her dear husband had re-enacted. But she saw him so seldom—he was often away in London on business, and his returns to Pemberley, though sweet, were too brief for Elizabeth’s liking. And they had also become predictable… 

      It was difficult to admit, but she had become bored with her life at Pemberley.  

      Being the mistress of a great estate was an honor, and a privilege that she had never believed possible… but as the days became weeks, and the weeks became months… Elizabeth did not know if she was truly happy. 

      She had found the very deepest love, but she often wondered if there was more… But she did not know how to ask for what she desired. Did not know how to tell her husband that she wanted more. 

      Suddenly, she knew what she should write to Charlotte—a request. Perhaps if she left Pemberley for a time she would find some clarity, or she would find a way to accept what this new life offered her. Was her only purpose to bear children and be the mistress of Pemberley? Though it should have been—It did not seem like enough.  

      She pulled a new sheet of paper from the desk drawer and set to writing a new letter, this time with determination. 

      She would visit Charlotte at Hunsford, and perhaps then she would be able to find some peace. Her husband was away in London, not due to return for another week or more—his arrivals and departures were so vague that Elizabeth could never be certain of his movements. 

      Elizabeth wrote a letter to Mr. Darcy as well, one that would be delivered to the Whyte Club in London where he usually took rooms when he was in the city. 

      “He will not mind,” Elizabeth murmured as she sealed the letter. “I will be back in my own bed before he has even left London.” 

      With a determined smile, Elizabeth set the letters aside and tapped her quill upon the desk with a smile upon her face. Her absence would not be mourned, but perhaps upon her return she would have a reawakened purpose. And maybe even a renewed passion for her absent husband.  
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      On the morning of her departure, Elizabeth awoke with the dawn light and smiled as she placed her bare feet upon the chill floor. Each day was a new beginning. That is what she told herself every day—but this day felt different already. 

      She had packed her valise as soon as Charlotte’s enthusiastic reply had arrived, and had awaited this day with great anticipation. No reply had come from her dearest husband, but she had not expected one. His silence had stung only a little, but Elizabeth had taken it in stride. 

      The carriage would be waiting for her as soon as she was ready to leave—but she delayed in her dressing, and lingered over her breakfast before finally calling for Mrs. Reynolds to request the carriage that would carry her to Hunsford. 
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      “I shall return in a few weeks’ time,” Elizabeth said to Mrs. Reynolds as the housekeeper walked with her to the waiting carriage. 

      “Of course, Madam,” the older woman replied with a smile. “We shall miss you terribly while you are away.” 

      Elizabeth laid a reassuring hand upon the housekeeper’s arm. “You shall not even notice my absence. Georgiana will be coming with her friends from Ramsgate very soon, and you shall have a full house to contend with.” 

      Mrs. Reynolds nodded solemnly. “They shall, indeed, keep me busy.” She chuckled softly. “I wish you safe travels, Mistress.” 

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth replied as she stepped up into the waiting carriage. 

      The carriage was not the finest one in Pemberley’s stables, but it would serve her purpose well. It was only a few hours’ journey to Hunsford and she should not be overtired when she arrived. The carriage door closed and Elizabeth raised a hand in farewell as the driver’s whip snapped and the horses lunged forward. 

      Elizabeth watched the housekeeper waving from the doorway for just a moment before settling herself back against the seat. She was excited to be traveling to see Charlotte—it had been far too long since their last visit, and though she was not looking forward to seeing Mr. Collins, it would do her good to be distracted from her own thoughts. 

      Elizabeth groaned briefly as she imagined what Mr. Collins would be like on this particular visit. If Charlotte’s letters were to be believed, Mr. Collins had become overfond of reciting long missives regarding familial duty and the importance of increasing the population… There was no doubt in Elizabeth’s mind that it would be a subject that would surely be mentioned at least once or twice. Especially as her cousin’s favorite subject—praise of Rosings Park and his patroness, Lady Catherine—was wasted upon her.  

      However, she consoled herself with the fact that such conversations would no doubt be interrupted by Charlotte’s own child. Charlotte had fallen pregnant soon after her marriage to Mr. Collins, and now that Elizabeth was a wife and knew what went on in the marital chambers, she could not bear the thought of her friend having to endure that man’s ‘attentions.’ It was clear that Charlotte had done her duty—perhaps that had been her plan all along. An early pregnancy would mean that she could deny her husband access to her bed for at least a year, and maybe longer as she weaned the child. 

      Elizabeth could not imagine denying her husband access to her body—or if she would be able to resist giving in to her own hunger during such a time. Her husband had not been away for long, but she had already begun to feel the sting of his absence from her bedchamber. Her cheeks flushed hotly as she remembered the morning her husband had left Pemberley… He had left her naked and gasping for breath after waking her with heated kisses and teasing fingers before the sun had risen above the horizon. 

      Elizabeth pressed her thighs together as she felt a familiar heat begin to grow inside her. It had been too long since she had felt the weight of her husband’s body atop hers, too long since she had felt that exquisite release she could only find in his arms. She was alone in the carriage, surely there would be no harm in taking some pleasure for herself. 

      She smiled slowly as she lifted one leg and braced it on the seat across from her. With languid fingers she pulled the hem of her dress up and ran her fingers along her inner thigh—it was the same motions that her husband used to tease her legs apart, and the motion awakened the same feelings of desire in her. She lamented the fact that she would not be able to feel him inside her, or hear his grunt of pleasure as he slid his cock into her slick heat… but her fingers would have to suffice for now. 

      It was the daring nature of what she was about to do that inflamed her senses all the more. The carriage driver was not far away, she would have to bite her lip to keep her moans of pleasure quiet and not give herself away. 

      Elizabeth leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes as her fingers crept slowly up her thigh. She sighed as she felt the heat between her legs. Thoughts of her last tryst with her husband flowed back into her mind and Elizabeth smiled gently as she mimicked the movements of Mr. Darcy’s fingers over the silken wetness between her thighs. 

      Her breath came faster as she traced her fingertips over the smooth folds of her secret womanhood and caught her lip in her teeth as she teased the pearl of her pleasure with her movements. “Yes… William,” she murmured the same way she had on that morning. His head had been between her thighs, his tongue swirling and teasing, his hot breath upon her tender flesh driving her passion for him higher and higher.

      She bit down harder on her bottom lip as her fingers slipped inside her velvet depths, stretching her opening slightly—just enough to make her gasp and wish that her husband was here to do it himself… But he would never do something as scandalous as to take her in the carriage. She could only wish for such excitement… Darcy would only take her in their bedchamber, and would only make love to her with slow, measured passion. 

      She moved her hips to simulate the feeling of her husband’s cock teasing at her feminine entrance before moving her fingers back to the center of her pleasure to tease once more at the place he had shown her would drive her desire to the heights she craved. 

      Elizabeth was breathing harder now, the exquisite twist of her climax tightened inside her and she moaned softly against the back of her free hand as the other worked furiously between her legs.     

       Her climax was close, and Elizabeth braced for the rush of pleasure to overtake her, but instead of the hard crash of release, Elizabeth was knocked sideways as the carriage lurched violently. Startled and embarrassed at being caught off guard, she pulled down her skirts and held on to a handle to keep herself upright as the carriage rocked again. She looked out the window, hoping to see something that would give a hint as to what was happening, but could see nothing but trees. 

      “How strange,” she whispered. 

      Suddenly she could hear men’s voices shouting. Angry voices. And the sharp whinny of a horse. 

      A dark shape galloped by and Elizabeth’s breath caught in her throat. Her heart had been pounding from excitement and pleasure only moments ago, but now it thundered in her chest out of fear. 

      There was more shouting, and the carriage lurched again, but this time it skidded to a halt and Elizabeth was flung against the seat opposite her. She struggled to sit up, but terror coursed through her and made her movements clumsy. 

      She peered out the window and her fingers shook as she gripped the handle. Did she dare get out and see what was happening? Did she— 

      More shouting, and the whinny of another horse. 

      Elizabeth swallowed thickly as fear prickled up her spine. 

      Highwaymen. 

      She had heard
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