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      Ana Gallo paced the floor of her small room in the manor house on Maplewood Farm, a piece of paper clutched in her hand. She read it over and over again, in hopes the words would make sense. Yet, no matter how many times she read it, the note still made her blood run cold.

      
        
        Ana,

        I know where you are and I shall find you.

        You belong to me.

        M

      

      

      She thought she had gone to every length imaginable to escape from Marcello, but he found her yet again. Ana moved from her small hometown in southern Italy, to Rome, and now to England, all to get away from the man who was meant to be her husband. He was cruel, unforgiving, and most of all, willing to do whatever was necessary to achieve his goals.

      And it seemed his current goal was to force Ana back to their home so she could follow through with their marriage. 

      But that was not what she wanted. Ana was happy in her life with the Darcys. George, Emma, and Martha had grown dear to her and Mr. and Mrs. Darcy cared for her as if she were a part of their family. If Marcello found her and took her away…

      “No, I will not allow it,” she whispered to herself as she walked to the window and looked out at the farm, bathed in moonlight. She could see the sheepdog curling up outside the pen, and Jasper the stablehand putting out the lanterns by the stable for the night. She was happier at Maplewood with the Darcys and their staff than she had ever been in her life. If she went back to Italy, her life would be a misery once again.

      Ana turned from the window and tore the note from Marcello into the smallest pieces she could manage, then threw them out the window into the shrubbery beneath her. Tomorrow morning, she would tell Mr. and Mrs. Darcy what that terrible letter contained…

      And she would ask them for their help.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth Darcy was moving swiftly around the kitchen in her home on Maplewood Farm, with her housekeeper, Mrs. Featherstone, on her heels. They were preparing a large Sunday breakfast for the whole household. This included her husband Fitzwilliam, three children, Mrs. Featherstone and her husband Jasper, the stablehand, and their children’s nurse, Ana. If they were at Pemberley, there was an entire household staff to do chores such as make breakfast. But Elizabeth enjoyed the opportunity to care for her family, even if she needed Mrs. Featherstone’s assistance to get everything done.

      “Will! Ana! Can you bring the children down? Breakfast is almost finished!”

      Fitzwilliam was in the attic searching through the trunks for one of George’s favorite toys and Ana was playing with the children in their room. It was a beautiful day and they planned a trip into town to go shopping. Her mother and father were meant to meet them later in the day and then return to Maplewood with them for supper. Elizabeth could not wait to get their day together started.

      And then… Ana stepped into the kitchen with Martha on her hip.

      Their nurse looked as if she was ill. Elizabeth had grown to care for Ana as if she were a member of their family, especially after all they went through when Grace and Jasper were missing. In all their time together, she had not once seen Ana look so frightened.

      “Ana, dear! What is wrong? Are you hurt? Are the children ill?”

      Her heart was racing as she took Martha from Ana’s arms.

      “No, Mrs. Darcy. The children are as healthy and wonderful as ever. It is about something else. Something… personal. I do not know how to say this, but…”

      Before she could finish, Will walked into the kitchen, wiping his hands on a towel and carrying a small stuffed animal. As soon as George saw it, he clapped with excitement and reached for it. 

      “My horse! My horse!” he said happily as he snuggled it close. Their children wished for nothing more than the opportunity to embrace one of the real horses, but until they were old enough, their stuffed toys would have to do. George took to his toy the most out of all the children and even began calling it “Roger.” While they were all still too young to ride, they hoped to get them acclimated to their ponies soon.

      But Elizabeth could not focus on the children at the moment. All she could do was look at Ana and worry.

      “Will, darling, could you watch the children for a moment? I need to speak to Ana outside.”

      Her husband appeared concerned but nodded. “Of course. Take all the time you need. We will mind the food until you return.”

      Elizabeth followed Ana into the back garden and the girl immediately began to cry. She pulled Ana into her arms and gently patted her on the back.

      “Oh, dear! Whatever is the matter? You can tell me!”

      Ana pulled away and wiped the tears from her eyes. 

      “Mrs. Darcy, it is all so horrible. I do not even know where to begin.”

      It took her a moment, but at last she was able to put her thoughts in order. All at once, she spilled forth a story of an arranged marriage with a brute in her hometown in Italy, a middle of the night escape, and a note she received in the post several weeks prior.

      “Why did you not tell us when the note arrived? We could have helped you,” Elizabeth asked as she squeezed Ana’s hand.

      “I did not wish to bother you with my problems, but I am so afraid that he is on his way here now. If Marcello comes to Maplewood, he might try to hurt you or Mr. Darcy and I could not live with myself. This is all so horrible.”

      Elizabeth looked out over her garden and took a deep breath. As worried as she was for Ana, she was sure that between Will, Jasper, and the other boys on their staff, Brennan and Sebastian, they would all be safe on the farm. Still, she would have to tell Fitzwilliam what was transpiring. If something did go wrong, he needed to know what they were facing, so they could all do so together.

      “Come inside, Ana. We will eat a nice breakfast and spend the day in town. Then tonight, we will all gather together and figure out how to face Marcello together.”

      For the first time all morning, Ana seemed calm. And for the time being, that would have to be enough.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      Before Elizabeth, Ana, and the children left for town, she pulled Fitzwilliam aside and asked to speak to him for a moment. Once they were alone, she told him a story about Ana’s past that shocked him to the core. He only wished she had informed them about this Marcello sooner so they could have kept an eye out for him since she arrived. After all they had been through with Grace and Jasper, the last thing he wanted was for any harm to come to the children’s beloved nurse.

      Once his family departed, Fitzwilliam joined Jasper in the stable to tend to the horses. He appreciated this time, cleaning the stable floors and tending to their animals. He also looked forward to the day the children would be able to take part in their Maplewood rituals. While they had horses at Pemberley, and could ride there as often as they would like, he and Elizabeth hoped Maplewood would feel like a place they could play and enjoy themselves.

      Darcy and Jasper were mucking out the stalls side-by-side when Jasper cleared his throat.

      “Sir, I do not mean to bother you but my bride happened to overhear the story Miss Ana was telling to Mrs. Darcy this morning. Of course, being the gossip she is, she felt compelled to share that information with me.”

      Fitzwilliam smiled as finished clearing Neriffe’s stall. “Gossip is a more valuable currency than money in this town, Mr. Featherstone. I do hope she will not share poor Ana’s story around Meryton, however.”

      “Of course not, sir. Of course not. Yet, I can not help but think it would do Miss Ana a bit of good to feel safer when she is at Maplewood. Perhaps, we should get a dog or two to keep watch at night? Maybe Sebastian would be interested in taking up residence in the small house at the back of the property? I would be more than happy to clean it up for him. I know he was looking for a new domicile since he stopped working at The Gooseberry Inn. Marley does not wish to keep putting him for free now that he is no longer in his employ.”

      Darcy set the shovel down so he could rest his hand on the handle to consider Jasper’s suggestions.

      “These are smart ideas, Jasper. Go into town this afternoon and see about the dogs. When Sebastian comes by this evening, I will discuss the idea of moving to Maplewood with him. It will certainly make our farm safer for Brennan to have additional help when you and your missus have turned in for the night. Make sure the dogs are good with children. I would like the little ones to be comfortable around them.”

      Jasper titled his hat as he brushed out one of the pony’s mane.

      “I will search diligently for the perfect pups, sir.”

      They continued to work in silence for a while until Jasper cleared his throat once again.

      “Yes, Mr. Featherstone?”

      “Mr. Darcy, sir. I can not help but wonder, if this Marcello fellow knows where Ana is… is it possible that he is already in Meryton?”

      Fitzwilliam had that very thought himself when Elizabeth told him the story, but he did not raise the issue with her. He did not wish to worry his wife any further than she already was.

      “I have considered it, most surely. I do not want to consider it as a possibility, for Ana’s sake. For the sake of all of us. It sounds as if he is a shady character and I would not put it beyond him to come here. But we will all do everything in our power to protect Ana, and Maplewood, from him. I assume we are in agreement on that?”

      Jasper moved to the next pony’s stall and nodded.

      “Of course, sir. Maplewood is our home, and everyone in it is our family. You went above and beyond to bring us back to the farm, Mr. Darcy. Mrs. Featherstone and I will do the same for Miss Ana.”

      Darcy patted Jasper on the shoulder.

      “You are a good man, Jasper Featherstone. A good man, indeed.”

      When Elizabeth returned from market, he would tell her of their plans. He only hoped they would sound as helpful to her as they had to him.
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