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      Elizabeth took a seat as carefully as she dared, and Jane turned to look back at her. “Are you quite all right?” she whispered.

      Elizabeth nodded but did not answer as a few of the other ladies turned to look in their direction. Jane made a face but turned back toward the performance without saying anything more. It could wait, and Elizabeth needed time to think of an excuse for her tardiness.

      The young lady at the front of the room finished her piece and applause filled the air. Elizabeth clapped dutifully, but if pressed she would not be able to say a word about the performance. 

      When the applause died down, Lady Lucas stood and faced her guests. “Ladies, I thank you for your attention,” she said loudly. “We shall have a short recess to enjoy the artwork that has been supplied by some of the younger ladies and take refreshment before we resume the program.”

      The hum of conversation filled the room and Elizabeth stood with the others who gathered in small circles to discuss the performances, and the young ladies who accompanied them.

      Jane beckoned Elizabeth closer, and she obeyed with some reluctance. Her mind was too full of thoughts of Mr. Darcy to focus properly, and she could only hope that no one would ask her any challenging questions. 

      “You must concede that it is truly reflective of Lady Lucas’ care and condescension to allow all and sundry to attend her salon, not to mention the daughters of families we have never met,” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed to a woman that Elizabeth did not recognize. They barely acknowledged her arrival and Elizabeth looked down at the carpet beneath her feet. Lady Lucas had done her best to disguise it, it was threadbare in places and badly in need of replacement or repair—a luxury for any family, even one such as the Lucas’. 

      For all of their titles and pretension, it was easy to spot the Lucas family’s humble roots if one looked hard enough. Elizabeth did not care. Charlotte was a dear friend, and had been since they were very young, but as more years passed and Sir William’s responsibilities grew, the distance between them had begun to test their friendship.

      It would not be long before Charlotte would marry a wealthy gentleman, or perhaps even a Lord, and she would be whisked into a very different life than the one she had led in Hertfordshire. 

      The woman at Mrs. Bennet’s side laughed at her words and Elizabeth sighed inwardly. With the salon broken for discussion, the other young ladies had left their seats to take refreshments, look at the artwork on display, and discuss the performances. Although Elizabeth doubted very much that they were considering the same topics as their mothers. 

      Kitty was red-faced as she spoke about some of her drawings, while Lydia sighed loudly from her chair and eyed the banquet table that had been laden with shortbread and tartlets.

      She would not be permitted to eat any of them until their mother said so, but that would not have stopped Lydia if she did not think anyone was looking.

      “Lizzy, you will delight us with your singing soon, will you not?” The other woman’s question dragged Elizabeth out of her thoughts. 

      “Oh… I do not know,” Elizabeth replied lamely. “There are so many young ladies yet to perform. I would not want to take a place that should go to someone more deserving.” 

      “Nonsense,” Mrs. Bennet laughed. “Lizzy is a wonderful singer, and her poetry has been so pretty arranged. Even our Mary has managed to put music to her poem without ruining it.” 

      It was clear enough to Elizabeth that her mother was trying to be complimentary, but she was grateful that Mary was out of earshot.

      “Mama, I did not speak with Lady Lucas,” Elizabeth protested quietly.

      “Nonsense,” Mrs. Bennet said airily. “I will speak to her.”

      “I wish you would not,” Elizabeth murmured, but her mother was not listening. “I should find Mary,” she said louder. Mrs. Bennet waved her away without looking in Elizabeth’s direction, and Elizabeth found that she was grateful to be ignored. 

      As she walked back through the drawing room she passed by a group of young ladies. She hoped to pass without speaking to them, but at the last possible moment she realized that Miss Caroline Bingley was among them.  

      “Miss Eliza Bennet,” she purred. “How did you manage to come by an invitation to this salon? I was under the impression that you had very little to recommend you… By your own admission no less.”

      Elizabeth’s smile was thin. “Miss Bingley. What a surprise. I did not expect to see you here, I was under the impression that you did not take any pleasure in such events.”

      “On the contrary,” Caroline said smoothly. “I am very much enjoying this… exploration into the talents of the young ladies of Hertfordshire.”

      The ladies who were seated near Miss Bingley laughed behind their hands and would not meet Elizabeth’s eyes. It was not difficult to feel as though there was some private joke being made at her expense.

      “You have opinions about each of them, I am sure,” Elizabeth said. She was aware that her tone was sharp, but she did not care. 

      Caroline’s eyes narrowed, but her attention was drawn by the whispered conversation of one of her friends. “Ah, yes, Miss Eliza. We were trying, in vain, I must confess, to discover how many of these young ladies were your sisters.”

      A muffled twitter of laughter accompanied these words and Elizabeth straightened her shoulders. “Were you, indeed,” she said briskly. She gestured toward her mother and then around the room. “You well know Jane, of course. My younger sisters, Kitty and Lydia are near the banquet table, and Mary is hovering near the pianoforte awaiting her turn to perform.” 

      She smiled sweetly and held Caroline Bingley’s gaze. “I do hope that will clear up any confusion you might have. Now, if you will excuse me.”

      Without allowing Caroline the space to say anything more, Elizabeth turned on her heel and strode in Mary’s direction. From the heat in her cheeks, Elizabeth worried that she might very well burst into flames, but she felt that she had handled the situation with as much grace as she could muster. 

      A seemingly endless stream of servants came and went, bearing trays laden with tea and all manner of food and drink for the guests to enjoy. Despite Mrs. Bennet’s unnecessary judgements, Lady Lucas had indeed outdone herself with the arrangement of the various subjects of conversation.

      A painting she had recently acquired on a tour through the south of France was prominently displayed with the works of art submitted by the other young ladies. 

      Tracts of original poetry, and a collection of sheet music that had been gifted to Maria Lucas by an admirer from Italy had been arranged upon their own display, and a group of young ladies crowded around, reading aloud from the parchment scrolls. 

      The salon appeared to be nothing short of a success, and every young lady in attendance had discovered some way to showcase her accomplishments and good taste. She smiled to see that Maria had been able to extricate herself from her mother’s grasp and was engaged in an animated conversation about an Italian poet who had recently come into vogue.

      After taking a brief tour of the room, Elizabeth found that she was feeling even more unsettled. She had thought Mary was by the pianoforte, but she had been mistaken. Another dark haired girl with delicate glasses stood nearby, but it was not Mary. 

      As Lady Lucas clapped her hands for silence so that the salon could resume, Elizabeth took the opportunity to escape through a set of double doors that led onto the balcony that overlooked the gardens of Lucas Lodge.

      The estate was an ancient one, and had been in a state of disrepair when it had been awarded to Sir William, but they had done as best they could to make it more acceptable.

      In the room behind her, a young lady that Elizabeth was not acquainted with had begun to recite a piece of the Italian poetry with what she could only assume was near perfect diction, and it seemed like a perfect moment to slip from the room without being noticed. Her mother had not noticed her late arrival and would, no doubt, have nothing to say about this absence, either. 

      A gentle wind tugged at her curls and feathered over her cheeks, cooling the anger that had rushed to the surface after her interaction with Caroline Bingley. She could not bear the thought of Jane wanting to call that woman ‘sister.’

      She knew that it was not Caroline Bingley, or Louisa Hurst, that Jane cared for—but if she was determined to marry Mr. Bingley, they would be a part of that bargain.

      Bargains. Agreements. 

      She shook her head and let out a furious breath.

      And what of the agreement she had made? What would it mean for her?

      Jane would have the husband she had always dreamed of, the very deepest love they had always yearned for. And when they were married and Jane had moved out of Longbourn and into Netherfield Park, or worse, to London, what would Elizabeth have but ruin?

      She slapped her palm against the solid rail of the balcony. Foolish. It had been foolish of her to make such an arrangement. A deal with the devil.

      And the devil was Mr. Darcy.
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      In the days that followed the salon, Elizabeth flinched every time the bell at the front door was rung. She watched with bated breath as the letters were opened and read, hoping that there would be an invitation from Netherfield Park. Hoping for some sign that what she had given up would be rewarded as Mr. Darcy had promised.

      It was late in the afternoon and Elizabeth had done her best to forget what hovered above her head. In Longbourn’s gardens, all things seemed muffled, and Elizabeth could finally breathe a sigh of relief as she tipped her face toward the late autumn sunshine.

      “Lizzy!”

      A door slammed and Elizabeth let out a frustrated breath before she opened her eyes. Jane ran toward her with a letter clutched in her hand.

      “What is it?” she asked as Jane fell down upon the bench beside her.

      “An invitation,” Jane replied breathlessly. 

      Elizabeth stared at her. 

      “An invitation to tea,” Jane said triumphantly. “A most unexpected invitation to tea at Netherfield Park. Caroline Bingley and Louisa Hurst will be very pleased to welcome us to Netherfield Park tomorrow morning!”

      “Us?” Elizabeth said. She felt strange as she looked at her sister and Jane let out a frustrated laugh. 

      “Of course the invitation is for both of us,” she said. “It does not expressly mention you, of course, but it is implied…”

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth murmured and then forced herself to smile. “How lovely.”

      “Say you will come with me,” Jane pleaded. She
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