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      If there was anything Elizabeth Bennet hated more than playing the pianoforte, it was being coerced into playing it in front of other people. But as she sat across from Georgiana Darcy in Pemberley’s grand dining room she found it very difficult to say no.

      It was no small matter that she was also faced with the eager encouragement of her aunt and uncle, and the unmistakable hint of a smile upon the face of their host.

      “Come now, Miss Elizabeth, you cannot refuse me… please, William, tell her she cannot!” Georgiana begged with a wide smile on her face.

      Elizabeth opened her mouth to protest again, but a wave of Mrs. Gardiner’s napkin stopped her.

      “Lizzy, it is customary for a guest to repay their host for such a kind invitation. I am sorry, my dear, but you must sing for our supper… so to speak.” Mrs. Gardiner’s eyes twinkled with a teasing light and Elizabeth felt her cheeks reddening.

      But her reaction was not from the sudden change in the focus of those assembled, it was the look in Mr. Darcy’s eyes as he regarded her from across the supper table. Elizabeth swallowed hard and set down her dessert fork. She forced a smile upon her face and laid a hand over Georgiana’s.

      “Of course, Georgiana,” she said with a smile. “You needn’t bring the cavalry to pressure me into a performance. However, you must promise to play with me. I confess that I play the pianoforte very ill and would not want to cause anyone any embarrassment.”

      “Surely, not!” Georgiana laughed. She clapped her hands and pushed away her dessert plate. “We will make a fine pair, Miss Elizabeth, of that I have no doubt!”

      Elizabeth smiled as Georgiana leapt from her seat and planted a kiss upon her elder brother’s cheek. “I shall make good use of my birthday present, William, I promise. Miss Elizabeth will have to help me.”

      “Indeed,” Mr. Darcy replied and Elizabeth noted the indulgent smile he turned in his sister’s direction. It was clear that the gentleman would do anything to make his sister happy, and the knowledge made Elizabeth’s heart soften towards him even more. Since their arrival in Derbyshire, and even more recently, Elizabeth had found herself thinking of Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy more often than she had anticipated. She had not forgotten his terrible proposal, nor the bitter letter he had written… his free admission of his role in separating Jane from Mr. Bingley. Elizabeth could forgive many things, but not that. Never that.

      As Georgiana rushed from the room, Mrs. Gardiner rose from her chair and followed. It was clear that she enjoyed the girl’s youthful enthusiasm and Elizabeth believed that it would be quite impossible for anyone to ever direct a stern word in Georgiana Darcy’s direction.

      Mr. Gardiner poured himself another glass of wine and after thanking Mr. Darcy for a wonderful supper; he followed his wife from the dining room. Stunned at being left alone in the dining room with Mr. Darcy, Elizabeth rose from her chair so quickly that it was almost knocked to the floor. Mr. Darcy moved swiftly to catch it before it fell and set it on its four feet before Elizabeth could register that it was falling.

      “These chairs are very old,” he said by way of apology. “They are quite unsteady at times.”

      “I do apologize,” Elizabeth said quickly as she felt a hot blush creeping over her neck and chest once more. Being alone with Mr. Darcy was not something she wanted to repeat… especially so soon after—

      “There is no apology needed,” Mr. Darcy said. “In fact, Miss Elizabeth, it is I who should be the one to beg forgiveness. The way I behaved yesterday…”

      “It is nothing,” Elizabeth lied. “Easily forgotten and forgiven. Please, do not bring it up again, it does not warrant any further thought.”

      But it was no small thing, and Elizabeth could not forget it… nor would she want to.

      Mr. Darcy looked wounded for only a moment, and then the aloofness she was now accustomed to had descended over him. “I thank you,” he said stiffly. “Please let Georgiana know that I will join you in the parlor in due course, I must speak to Mr. Duncan quite urgently.”

      “Of course,” Elizabeth said briskly. She turned and walked from the room with her back straight and her shoulders set primly so as not to reveal the tornado of torment that whirled beneath her ribs.

      She stood in the hallway and did her utmost to regain control of her breathing. Only a day earlier she had seen Pemberley for the first time. And only a day earlier she had sat at the pianoforte, thinking she was alone… when she was anything but.

      

      The memory rushed back before she could stop it and Elizabeth leaned against the dark wooden banister that enclosed the staircase leading to the second floor. They had arrived at Pemberley in the early afternoon, intent on having a tour of the house and gardens, and then eating the picnic luncheon that had been provided by the wife of the Lambton Inn’s caretaker. But they had also expected to find the house empty—Mrs. Gardiner had been told that the master of the estate would be away on business, and Elizabeth had been grateful that the possibility of coming face to face with Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy had been greatly lessened. Alas, much to the surprise of Elizabeth and the Gardiners, the gentleman had arrived home unexpectedly.

      Elizabeth had been left behind by Mrs. Reynolds are her aunt and uncle as their tour progressed through the house, and she had been sitting in Pemberley’s grand parlor, examining the pianoforte when she had been discovered.

      “Miss Bennet? Miss Elizabeth Bennet?” he had said from the doorway. Elizabeth had turned in surprise, her fingers poised on the ivory keys, ready to play. She had snatched her hands away, as though she were a child who had been caught doing something naughty.

      “Mr. Darcy,” she had exclaimed. Surprise had flooded through her body, tinged with panic at being found. “We did not… that is, I did not, know that you would be here… this was my uncle’s… my aunt is acquainted with Mrs. Reynolds… they are even now taking a tour of the house… I do apologize—”

      The smile on Mr. Darcy’s face had stopped Elizabeth’s words almost in an instant and her excuses and protestations died in her throat in the face of the expression the gentleman wore. He seemed… pleased to see her, but that could not be.

      “Miss Elizabeth, there is no need to apologize,” he said quickly. “It is I who should apologize. You are most welcome to Pemberley, and I do hope that you have enjoyed your tour?”

      Though he must have known how fine the estate was, he seemed eager for her praise of it.

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth had gasped. “We are quite overwhelmed by it.” That was her honest opinion, for, indeed, she could not find the words to explain how unexpected it was to see Pemberley rising over the river that rushed through the estate, or the lake that sparkled in the autumn sun. The gently rolling forests that embraced the estate and the graceful stones that made up the outer walls of the house… it was all so unexpected. So… unsuited to the gentleman she had met in Hertfordshire. Elizabeth had been as unable to reconcile the man with the estate then as she was now, and the way she had felt at that moment was not helping her confusion.

      She had been frozen there, her fingers poised above the keys as Mr. Darcy had entered the room.

      “I am glad to see you looking so well, Miss Elizabeth,” he had said.

      “Indeed,” she had replied.

      She had not seen him since that day in Hunsford… and she still did not know what to say to him. He had said so many things that still plagued her mind.

      A silence fell between them, one that Elizabeth found more uncomfortable than anything he had said to her in the past. “I trust you are well, Mr. Darcy?” she had said. Anything to fill the space between them.

      “Yes… very well.”

      And then.

      “Do you like the pianoforte?” he had asked. 
      	Elizabeth had looked down at the instrument, not knowing what to say. It was a beautiful instrument, so be sure, but she knew so little about them that it seemed ridiculous for her to do so.

      “I bought it as a birthday gift for my sister, Georgiana. She will be returning from Ramsgate this evening.”

      “It is very beautiful,” Elizabeth had said haltingly.

      “Will you play something for me?” he had asked.

      Elizabeth had stalled for a moment, not knowing what to do, and then nodded and turned her attention to
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