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      I have a surprise for you, Lizzie,” Mrs. Gardiner announced over breakfast. Elizabeth Bennet and her aunt were seated in the breakfast room at the Lambton Inn, and Elizabeth was surprised at the mischievous look on her aunt’s face.

      “Indeed?” Elizabeth replied, setting down her teacup. “And when do I discover what this surprise is to be?”

      Mrs. Gardiner wagged her finger at her niece. “Patience, my dear, patience! Your uncle will be returning with a carriage shortly, and then we will be on our way. I have already put a request with the innkeeper that a picnic luncheon be prepared for us.”

      “A luncheon? Will we be gone so long?”

      “Who can say,” Mrs. Gardiner said with a smile. “This surprise might take up more of our day than we might imagine!”

      “Will I need to dress differently? Or will this frock be appropriate? Are we meeting with someone? Shall I bring a book? You are making this entirely too difficult!”

      “My dear, Lizzie, you look very well indeed and should not be worried about your appearance. At any rate, I promised your uncle that I would not say any more about it, he made me promise and you are testing my resolve!” Mrs. Gardiner’s eyes twinkled merrily and Elizabeth laughed lightly at her response.

      “You are entirely too pleased about this, aunt,” Elizabeth cried, throwing up her hands in defeat. “I promise I will ask no more questions.”

      “Good, because I am a horrible liar,” Mrs. Gardiner replied. “Now, finish your breakfast, your uncle will return soon, and I would like to be away as quickly as possible!”

      Elizabeth smiled at her aunt’s enthusiasm and drained her teacup, setting it down just as the innkeeper’s wife, Mrs. Brown, brought over a basket. She set it down on the table with a little curtsey, and left them without saying a word.

      “My, my. Is everyone in on your little secret, aunt?” Elizabeth asked. Mrs. Brown was typically very talkative, and she prided herself on knowing everyone’s business, especially her guests’ business.

      “I must say, It was very difficult to convince her that we were doing nothing worth talking about,” Mrs. Gardiner said in a hushed tone. She peeked under the cloth covering the basket. “I believe we will be very well provisioned for our luncheon,” she declared happily.

      Intrigued by the mystery, Elizabeth pushed away her plate and rose from her seat. “I believe I will bring my new bonnet, the occasion seems to call for it,” Elizabeth said with a smile.

      Mrs. Gardiner waved her away. “Yes, yes, Lizzie, as you wish, but hurry, I believe I see your uncle coming up the drive with the carriage.”

      Elizabeth peered out the window at the courtyard where Mr. Gardiner was indeed pulling to a stop in the back of an open carriage pulled by two handsome chestnut mares.

      “You are quite correct,” Elizabeth said, turning to her aunt again. “I shan’t keep you waiting long.” With that, Elizabeth rushed from the breakfast room and up the stairs.

      “Do not keep us waiting, Lizzie! You know your uncle is impatient when it suits him!”

      Elizabeth chuckled to herself as she climbed the stairs. Her uncle was kind to a fault, and she knew that her aunt was only teasing. Even so, the secrecy of their outing had excited her, and Elizabeth was intrigued by her aunt’s enthusiasm as well as her determination to keep it that way.

      Elizabeth plucked her new bonnet from her trunk, admiring the embroidered silk ribbons she had adorned it with just before leaving Longbourn. Elizabeth ran a fingertip over the stitching, recalling that Jane had commented that the color matched her eyes very sweetly. It was a small bit of pride, perhaps, but a necessary one. No matter how many pounds a year she had to her name, Elizabeth had resolved to do what little she could to make even the simplest things luxurious and beautiful.

      She looked in the mirror as she pulled the bonnet over her curls, being sure to tie the ribbon tightly at her jawline. The open carriage would be both a blessing and a curse, and she was grateful that the day was fine.

      With her bonnet secure, and her curls arranged, Elizabeth rushed from the room and back down the stairs to where her aunt and uncle waited in the courtyard.

      “Do hurry, Lizzie!” called Mrs. Gardiner, beckoning frantically to her niece. Elizabeth climbed into the carriage and settled herself across from her aunt who smiled broadly as the innkeeper waved. Elizabeth had barely caught her breath when the driver snapped the reins and the chestnut mares broke into a spirited trot.

      “Will you tell her now where we are going, my dear?” asked Mr. Gardiner, eyeing his wife carefully.

      “Indeed I shall not,” said Mrs. Gardiner, tapping her husband lightly on the arm with her closed fan.

      Elizabeth laughed as her aunt’s cheeks turned faintly pink and her husband smiled indulgently.

      “Suit yourself, Mrs. Gardiner,” he said warmly. “I do hope that your surprise lives up to the expectation you have set!”

      “Indeed it shall, and I shall hear nothing more about it,” she replied primly.

      Thus reprimanded, Elizabeth was inclined to spend the journey in expectant curiosity as Mr. Gardiner relayed his vast knowledge of the area, and the local flora and fauna.

      The journey was charming, and Elizabeth found herself more at ease in this part of Kent than she had in any other place on their journey. The woods were wide and cool, and the estates they passed were beautifully maintained. She could see herds of deer on the hillsides, and the sparkling of sunlight on hidden lakes as they drove on.

      At a great copse of elm trees, the driver slowed the horses and turned them down a long, winding road that could only lead to a great house.

      “Now Lizzie, my grand secret is to be revealed!” Mrs. Gardiner said excitedly.  “You will see that we are coming up to the grand estate of Pemberley. I believe you are well acquainted with its owner, Mr. Darcy?” Elizabeth sat up straighter in the carriage, turning to look with interest at the scenery that stretched out before them. She did not answer her aunt right away, her mind churning with memories of Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy’s arrogant words and his aloof tone. Disagreeable to a fault. She frowned slightly and looked back at her aunt.

      “I do not know Mr. Darcy so well as that, but only in passing. His friend Mr. Bingley was at Netherfield Park until recently. I did meet him on a few occasions, but I would not say that we are well acquainted.” The lie pained her, but it was easier to pretend that she did not know Mr. Darcy. But as she looked out over the wide parkland that surrounded the estate, something inside her softened just a little. If the nature of a man could be gauged by the beauty of his house and walks, then Pemberley was the most exquisite recommendation a gentleman could hope for.

      Pemberley was a large, handsome, stone building surrounded by the loveliest gardens that Elizabeth had ever seen. A graceful stream with surpassing natural beauty flowed gently through the property and Elizabeth sighed with contentment as the carriage rolled onwards into the courtyard. An orchard stretched beyond the garden and Elizabeth was sure that she could see the edge of a vineyard hidden beyond the corner of the house.

      “Are you very sure that we should be here?” Elizabeth asked nervously. “I shouldn’t like to disturb the household if they are at home.” Mr. Gardiner nodded in agreement, but motioned for the driver to continue on.

      “If they are at home, we will make our apologies and be on our way. But until then, we may enjoy the beauty of the park!” Mrs. Gardiner tapped the basket containing their luncheon and Elizabeth smiled. Enjoying the beauty of the estate would be an easy task, and she did just that, trying to take in every detail of the impressive house and surrounding area.

      “If they are not at home, then we should take a turn about the gardens, and perhaps take our luncheon beside the lake, do you not agree, Lizzie?” Mrs. Gardiner’s smile was warm and genuine, and Elizabeth could not help but feel a hint of excitement rising in her chest.

      “Do you like my surprise, Lizzie?” her aunt asked, placing her hand upon Elizabeth’s arm.

      “I... I am not sure,” she replied honestly.

      “My love, should not you like to see a place of which you have heard so much?” said her aunt. “A place too, with which so many of your acquaintance are connected. Did Mr. Wickham not spend all of his youth there?”

      “He did indeed,” Elizabeth murmured.

      “Well then, it is settled. Perhaps we will take a turn through the gardens and find ourselves a quiet place to lay our picnic.” Mrs. Gardiner smiled, satisfied that her surprise had been well received.

      Elizabeth nodded, her cheeks reddening slightly. There was nothing that would suit her better than a walk through the shaded gardens, but the hope that Mr. Darcy would not be here was the only thing that made her feel comfortable with this rush of emotion. Had she known that this was their destination, she would never had agreed to it.

      The orchard caught her eye again, the trees heavily laden with late summer fruit. Beyond the house, the sparkle of a small body of water glinted through a small copse of trees and the smile on Elizabeth’s face widened.

      When the carriage stopped in front of Pemberley’s great front doors, Elizabeth was again struck by the beauty of the house and its position on the grounds as it rose above the stream, which gurgled pleasantly nearby. The splash of a fountain could be heard, and Elizabeth tried to imagine what the gardens that surely accompanied it would look like. It would likely be as elegantly appointed and tended as the house itself and the sudden thought that she could have been mistress of all of this struck her with force.

      To be mistress of Pemberley would be something indeed.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of an older woman in a dark, modest housedress, with a heavy ring of keys at her waist. She opened her arms wide to welcome them, embracing Mrs. Gardiner warmly.

      “My dear, Lizzie, this is Mrs. Reynolds. She was a great friend to my late mother and has been the housekeeper at Pemberley for many a year. She was very kind to welcome my request to visit Pemberley.”

      Mrs. Reynolds was indeed welcoming, and was very agreeable to their visit, and ushered them inside the great foyer for a tour of the great house.

      Elizabeth found herself stunned at the grandeur and beauty of the rooms but also surprised at the pleasing taste with which they had been decorated. Mr. Darcy’s late mother had been in possession of a fine eye for art and furnishings, and the house was filled with priceless antiques and beautiful works of art that were surely very expensive, and Elizabeth feared that she might not be able to take it all in without bursting for happiness at seeing their beauty.

      “Surely Lizzie, this is not the house of the same Mr. Darcy that you described to me?” Mrs. Gardiner’s voice was low, but the intrepid ears of Mrs. Reynolds heard them whispering together.

      “Does the young lady know my master?”

      With a blush on her cheek at being overheard, Elizabeth stepped forward.

      “Only a little, ma’am. We met in Hertfordshire.” The housekeeper clasped her hands together and a smile of great warmth spread across her face.

      “Then you will agree with me when I say that he is the
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