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      Elizabeth Bennet sat alone in the slowly moving coach, doing her level best to hide her tears but failing terribly. Nothing was going as it was meant to; one day ago, she was engaged to a handsome and wealthy gentleman from London and now… now she was alone in a coach, still crying and unable to stop.This was not how this was meant to happen, any of it. And she had no idea what she was supposed to do now.

      Not long ago, it seemed as if Elizabeth’s life was finally becoming the adventure of which she had always dreamed. She had been allowed to go to Paris to study painting with a cousin, despite the protests of her mother, and it was there that she met Earl James Sharpe. An English businessman who was spending his summer in Paris, James Sharpe was one of the most sought after bachelors in all of Europe. So, when he set his sights upon Elizabeth, she was more surprised than she was able to express. But set his sights upon her he did, and before she knew it, she had been swept off her feet by the charming and handsome young man.

      Suddenly, Elizabeth was attending balls, accompanying Earl Sharpe to parties, and meeting the highest of high society in France. James also fancied himself a connoisseur of the arts, and as such, he introduced Elizabeth to painters, musicians, and sculptors. They would spend hours at salons during the day, then their evenings would end as the well respected pianists performed new pieces for small audiences in their homes. Her time in Paris passed by like a dream.

      The pair had barely known one another for a month when James asked for Elizabeth’s hand; she said yes without a moment’s hesitation. Soon, Elizabeth was writing to her family and telling them to prepare for a wedding at Longbourn. Invitations were being sent for a spring marriage. Everything was more splendid than Elizabeth had ever hoped to dream.

      And then it all went desperately wrong.

      James and Elizabeth were preparing to leave for Meryton so he could meet the rest of the Bennet family. It would be a long trip, but they intended to stay in England once they arrived. James said his estate, Foxnell Manor, was not far from Longbourn, and Elizabeth was glad for that. It meant he could stay at Foxnell and would not be subjected to her mother for several days at a time. The majority of the Bennet women were best ingested in small doses, and Elizabeth did not wish to scare James away as soon as they got home.

      The morning came for their return to England and Elizabeth waited on the doorstep of her cousin Lucinda’s home, her trunks and bags at her feet. Nine am came and went as Elizabeth and her cousin stood waiting. When a clock in the distance chimed ten, Lucinda turned to Elizabeth, the impatience in her eyes badly hidden from her voice.

      “Lizzy, dear. Are you sure Earl Sharpe gave you the correct time?”

      Elizabeth was about to say, for the sixth time, that she had the correct time, when a man on a horse stopped in front of Lucinda’s home. There was no coach in sight; only a man holding a letter in his hand.

      “Miss Elizabeth Bennet?” the man directed at both women. Elizabeth reached out her hand and the messenger shoved an envelope in her hand, jumped back on his horse, and disappeared off into the crowd before she could say a word. Both Elizabeth and Lucinda stared at the letter for a time, as if they hoped it might read itself. But when no progress was made, Lucinda stepped a bit closer to Elizabeth and placed her hand over the letter.

      “Would you like me to read it for you, Lizzy?”

      All Elizabeth could do was nod. 

      Lucinda appeared to look over the letter before she read it, because Elizabeth could see her cousin’s face turn increasingly red. Finally, Lucinda cleared her throat and shared the news.

      
        
        Dearest Elizabeth,

      

        

      
        By now, you have realized that I will not be joining you on your return trip to Meryton. I fear I have misled you about a great many things, the first of which is that I was ever able to marry you. While I present myself as free of obligations while I am in Paris, in truth, my wife and children await my return to Scotland. I will be returning to Glasgow within the week.

        As I am sure the remainder of falsehoods no longer matter, I will make this letter brief. I am truly sorry that you have been injured by my promises, but in time, you will see it was for the best.

        I must ask you a final favor…

        The Countess Sharpe does not know of our time together. If you could prevent your family from distributing invitations to a wedding, I would be in your debt.

      

        

      
        With affection,

        Earl James Sharpe

      

      

      Elizabeth remembered little of the time after Lucinda read the letter and hired her a coach back to Longbourn with her own money. They had stopped multiple times, including twice for the night, and it wasn’t until they were about to leave London that the horror of her situation became clear, and she could not stop herself from crying. She was grateful, at least, that no one else was in the carriage to see her tears.

      “Wait! Driver! Are you traveling to Meryton?” Elizabeth heard a man call out just after they began to move.

      “Yessir, just about to depart!”

      “Do you have an available seat?” the voice responded.

      Oh no, Elizabeth thought as she hurriedly tried to wipe away her tears with a handkerchief that Lucinda tucked into her pocket before she left.

      How will I survive this journey with a stranger watching me the entire time?
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      Elizabeth had just tucked her handkerchief back into her pocket when a gentleman stepped up into the coach. Even through blurry eyes, Elizabeth could see he was handsome and distinguished. He did not look like the sort of gentleman that would be sharing a coach, but he also appeared to be in a hurry. At first, he did not even appear to see Elizabeth. Yet, when he finally looked up after brushing a bit of dirt from his trousers, he seemed startled she was there.

      “Miss, my apologies. I did not know…”

      She tried to look away but Elizabeth knew he could see her reddened eyes. She took a deep breath and attempted to muster up a smile.

      “No apologies necessary. I simply was not expecting a companion on the journey to Meryton. You do not look familiar…” Elizabeth trailed off, afraid he could hear that her voice was still shaking from her tears.

      “I would not look familiar, miss. A friend of mine has recently taken up residence at Netherfield, which he intends to keep as a country home. And you are from Meryton, Miss…”

      “Bennet. Elizabeth Bennet.”

      The gentleman bowed just as the carriage began to travel once more. “A pleasure, Miss Bennet. I am Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy.”

      Elizabeth nodded a greeting, but when she went to speak, all that came out was a sudden and shockingly loud sob. No matter how she tried to control herself, it felt as if she may never stop crying ever again. Mr. Darcy appeared crestfallen and unsure of what to do next. Instead of speaking words of comfort, he handed Elizabeth a handkerchief he had in his own pocket, which she accepted gratefully.

      “Are you injured, Miss Bennet? Do I need to ask the driver to stop?”

      Elizabeth shook her head desperately. The last thing she wanted to do was delay her return to Meryton. Though in truth, she was horrified at the thought of telling her family what James had done to her.

      “No, please. I would prefer to carry on. I am sorry for carrying on so,” she said as she wiped her eyes with the handkerchief again. “I should not have made you uncomfortable.” 

      She tried to give him back the handkerchief but he immediately waved it away. “It is yours to keep. Would it be improper for me to ask why you are so distressed?”

       Elizabeth was surprised to be asked this question by a stranger, let alone a man. Men rarely expressed an interest in the feelings of women, let alone when they were behaving like she had. But suddenly, she was telling him everything: her trip to Paris, meeting Earl Sharpe, the fascinating things he introduced her to, the engagement, and then… the letter. Elizabeth even handed him the letter to read for himself, which he did with an ever-increasing furrow in his brow.

      “I do not know this James Sharpe fellow but he does not sound like a decent gentleman at all. I am sorry for you, Miss Bennet, and I am sorry for his wife and children.”

      Elizabeth had not even paused to consider the lies that James must have been telling his poor wife. She almost felt as if she might begin crying again. Darcy noticed it because he spoke up before she could start sobbing anew.

      “And what do you intend to tell your parents when you arrive home? Will they be disappointed?”

      She could not contain the tears again. “I do not know what to tell them! My mama and papa have already told half the town. And now I am coming home without so much as a man to tell them the reasons he abandoned their daughter.”

      Mr. Darcy went quiet for a moment, then looked deep into Elizabeth’s eyes, before letting out a sigh of resignation. 

      “I have a proposition for you, Miss Bennet, though it may seem a little mad.”

      At that moment… Elizabeth was willing to try almost anything.
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      “What is this proposition, Mr. Darcy?” Elizabeth asked as she wiped her nose in a very improper manner, though she thought propriety had long gone from the carriage.

      “I do not intend to spend enough time at Netherfield to know anyone. I will leave before the end of the day on Sunday. Perhaps, with your permission of course, I could come with you to your home and pose as this rascal, Earl James Sharpe. We can have an argument in front of them and you can call off the proposal, so there will be nothing said of the truth. You can be sure Earl Sharpe has no interest in making his behavior known.”

      Elizabeth could hardly fathom what this stranger was offering her. In fact, it sounded more preposterous than the situation she was in for real.

      “Mr. Darcy, I deeply appreciate this offer but what benefit is there to you? You will leave humiliated and if someone should discover…”

      “No one will be the wiser, I assure you. After I leave, I intend to go to India on business for a year or more. Unless there is a portrait artist waiting in your home to paint us, the odds of us ever crossing paths once more are very slim,” he said with a conspiratorial smile. Elizabeth was not even sure what to say.

      “This is too much of an imposition…” was all she could manage.

      Darcy laughed with a jovial smile. “It is but a few hours of my
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