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      The familiar business of Meryton’s streets should have been soothing, but Elizabeth Bennet was on edge for no reason other than the fact that her younger sisters would not stop talking. 

      Their constant chatter did not always wear on her nerves, but over the past fortnight there had been no variation in their subject of choice. 

      Officers.

      Specifically the arrival of new officers to the Meryton militia garrison. 

      In the past few months, Elizabeth’s patience for many things had waned considerably. The Meryton Assembly should have been the highlight of the autumn season. But, thanks to the arrival of Mr. Charles Bingley and his retinue, it had been anything but. 

      Well, for her at least. 

      Jane had made an admirable, and yet somehow expected, achievement in managing to secure the tentative affections of the newly arrived gentleman, but Elizabeth did not trust the motives of his sisters.  

      Mrs. Hurst seemed to merely tolerate the ‘country lifestyle,’ as she called it. But Miss Caroline Bingley was filled with open disdain for anything and everything about life in Hertfordshire. Elizabeth had only been able to stomach one teatime at Netherfield Park before Jane had absolved her of accompanying her to any subsequent engagements. 

      “Mama has said that I may have a new gown if there is to be a regimental ball,” Lydia exclaimed suddenly. 

      Kitty gasped in horror. “But that is not fair. There is always a regimental ball when the new officers arrive!” Her younger sister tugged on Elizabeth’s arm. “Oh, Lizzy, that is not fair at all. I have not had a new gown since last year, how is Lydia permitted—”  

      Elizabeth sighed heavily. “I shall have to speak to Mama,” Elizabeth said. “But I am quite certain that Papa has not agreed to any such expense. I, myself, have not had a new gown since last Christmas, and I do not think Papa will see a regimental ball as an excuse for new finery.”

      Lydia frowned. “But, Lizzy! Jane has had a new gown—”

      “She has, indeed,” Elizabeth said shortly. “But Jane is soon to be engaged, and she will have need of many new gowns before long.”

      Lydia could not argue with that, though Elizabeth suspected that she would try before long. Lydia’s capacity for allowing others to take joy in things that did not interest her was very slim. 

      Elizabeth loved all of her sisters dearly. 

      That was what she tried to remind herself of as she took a deep breath. 

      “Come along,” she said briskly. “We have a list of items that Mama requires, and we must not be late in returning home—” Elizabeth looked up at the late autumn sky and frowned. “The clouds do not look kindly.”

      “I did not bring a parasol,” Kitty cried. “If it should rain—”

      “Then we shall have to hurry,” Elizabeth said. She smiled brightly at her sisters and wrapped her arms around their waists. “Take heart, my dears. There is much to be grateful for.”

      “If I had an engagement upon the horizon I might be inclined to believe you,” Kitty grumbled.

      “I shall be engaged before you,” Lydia said. 

      “Stop it,” Elizabeth chided them. “This is not the time to be petty. Mama will need all of our help if Jane is to be engaged before Christmas. We must do everything we can to support her.”

      “But why?” Lydia whined. “What help might she need?”

      “For us to convince Mr. Bingley that there are no other young ladies in all of England that he might wish to call sister,” Elizabeth replied. 

      “A funny thing to consider,” Kitty laughed. “Do gentlemen really consider such things?”

      Elizabeth was almost certain that they did not give such things any thought whatsoever, but it was something she was entirely too concerned with. Mr. Bingley’s sisters were unfortunately not the sort that she would wish for Jane… But that could not be helped.

      His friends were also not what she might have approved of— 

      But that could not be helped, either. 

      “Lizzy, will you dance at the regimental ball?”

      Lydia’s question sounded sharper than it should have. 

      “Why would she not?” Kitty demanded. 

      “Well, she did not dance at the Assembly—”

      “There were not enough gentlemen as you well know!” Kitty’s glare was fierce and she pulled away from Elizabeth’s grasp to walk ahead. 

      “That did not stop me from dancing,” Lydia retorted as she, too, pulled away and marched up to Kitty.  

        “That is because you would not leave the dance floor!” Kitty’s cheeks were pink, but it seemed as though she had forgotten the fact that she had not allowed some of the other young ladies to take a turn with the available gentlemen, either. 

      Elizabeth allowed them to bicker for a few more moments before she took them both by the hand to silence their argument. 

      “Come now,” she said. “This accomplishes nothing. There will be plenty of officers to dance with at the regimental ball. And we shall all dance.”

      Elizabeth was not certain how much she believed her own words. 

      As much as she tried not to think about what had happened at the Meryton assembly, the events of that evening had been almost impossible to push from her mind. 

      There would be no possibility of Mr. Darcy appearing at the regimental ball. 

      Surely, not.

      She would not have to think of him again. 

      Jane had mentioned his presence at Netherfield Park, and his aversion to dancing and frivolity. Perhaps she had said it to calm Elizabeth’s nerves. 

      “Yes,” Kitty laughed. “The officers will be arriving in town and we shall decide on our dancing partners while they are still upon their horses!”

      Elizabeth took a deep breath and tried to smile. Her sisters would always be silly, but one day they would see how ridiculous such cares were.

      Elizabeth managed to pull her sisters toward the shops as they laughed. 

      “Why must we worry about Jane,” Lydia asked again as they entered Mrs. Gisbourn’s dress shop. The ribbons that Mrs. Bennet had requested were waiting for them, but Elizabeth had been given permission to select more to use for the re-hemming of her own gown. 

      “We must worry about Jane, and her engagement, because if she becomes Mrs. Bingley, then we shall not have to worry about Mr. Collins turning us out into the street when Papa dies,” Kitty answered brightly. 

      Elizabeth choked on her breath as Lydia’s eyes widened. She had not expected Kitty to have such a grasp of their situation. 

      “Is that not correct, Lizzy?”

      Kitty blinked at her. 

      “It— It is,” Elizabeth replied. 

      “He would not dare be so cruel,” Lydia whispered. 

      “He may very well, indeed,” Elizabeth said. “So now you understand why Mama is so determined to ensure that this engagement is seen through.”

      Lydia nodded, suddenly serious.

      Kitty was oblivious to their exchange, busy sorting through the ribbons that she wished to purchase for her own gown.

      Elizabeth pushed Lydia gently toward the boxes of ribbons. If he noticed, Mr. Bennet would complain a little at the extra expense, but it would be easily smoothed over. It was clear enough that they all deserved a little treat every now and again, especially when it was very obvious that their mother would, very willingly, forget her other daughters in favor of Jane’s advancement. 

      It was not Jane’s fault, of course, and Elizabeth knew that she must make an effort to keep the other girls from resenting their elder sister. 

      Mrs. Gisbourn kept a stern eye upon Kitty and Lydia as they giggled and jostled against each other over the box of ribbons, but Elizabeth was pleased to see that they had taken her words to heart and the ever-present competition between them had eased somewhat. Elizabeth had no doubt that it would return with full force soon enough, but for now, it was lovely to see them behaving as sisters ought. 

      “That green will look terrible,” Lydia exclaimed. “It will only make your hair look dull— Unless that is what you wish…”

      Elizabeth let out a breath and rolled her eyes heavenward. 

      So much for peace.

      “Lizzy, you must tell Lydia not to be so horrid! I like green, and I should like to wear it!”

      “I did not say you could not wear it,” Lydia protested. “Only that it will not look well on you. I am saving you from embarrassment. Unless you wish to look like a blotchy cabbage—”

      Kitty’s strangled cry of outrage was the telltale beginning of a full-scale war and Elizabeth turned away from the bolts of fabric to intervene. 

      “Now, girls. This is not the place for quarrels. Mrs. Gisbourn is the expert in these matters.” She turned to the shopkeeper and forced herself to smile as though nothing was amiss. “Mrs. Gisbourn, what might you suggest for Kitty?”

      The woman’s smile was as thin as her lips. “Green is not your color, my dear,” she said. “Perhaps the raspberry pink?”

      Kitty’s cheeks were flushed as she nodded. 

      “But I always wear pink,” she stammered.

      “If you will not take Mrs. Gisbourn’s advice, perhaps I shall,” Lydia said. “I had a mind to ask Lizzy to help me to make some ribbon roses for my sleeves, and that color would look very sweet upon my gown.”

      She pulled the ribbon out of Kitty’s hands and held it against her arm. 

      “Yes, I do think so. I shall take the raspberry,” Lydia said brightly. 

      Kitty’s mouth dropped open and Elizabeth resisted the urge to pluck the ribbon from Lydia’s fingers and march them both out of the shop. 

      “Kitty, why not the midnight blue?” Elizabeth asked. “You have a blue gown that you have hardly ever worn and it looks very well on you.”

      “But it will look black under the candlelight,” Kitty murmured. “Would that not be—”

      “Very striking, indeed,” Mrs. Gisbourn said. 

      Lydia looked down at the raspberry ribbon in her hands and at the midnight blue spool that Kitty cradled. Elizabeth wished silently that Lydia would keep her mouth shut. She had clearly made her decision based on what would hurt Kitty at that moment, and now that another alternative had been offered—

      Kitty should be allowed a victory, even if it were a small one. 

      “Your ribbon roses will be lovely,” Elizabeth said, but Lydia did not need any reassurance. 

      “They will be,” she sniffed. “Better than a boring hem and altered sleeves.”

      Kitty’s chin lifted slightly, but she said nothing and handed the spool of midnight blue ribbon to Mrs. Gisbourn.

      Lydia’s eyes fell to the ribbons once more. “And what will you choose for yourself, Lizzy?”

      “I had not made a decision yet,” Elizabeth murmured.

      “You always choose blue,” Kitty said. “What about yellow, or orange?”

      Elizabeth rubbed her finger over a vibrant orange velvet ribbon and smiled. “Perhaps I shall choose something out of the ordinary…”

      “That will look very well against your hair,” Kitty murmured. “Perhaps Jane will lend you her pearl-headed pins…”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Perhaps.”

      She selected the ribbon and handed it to Mrs. Gisbourn who seemed exhausted by the whole procedure, and as their purchases were wrapped up, Elizabeth felt a sense of relief as she tucked the package into the basket she had brought with her. 

      “Oh, Lizzy!” Kitty cried suddenly. 

      “What is it now?” Elizabeth muttered, but as she looked up to where her sisters stood at the shop window, she realized why Kitty had sounded so melancholy. 

      Rain.

      Of course.

      “Come along,” Elizabeth said briskly. “We must walk quickly before the road to Longbourn becomes a mud puddle.”

      Lydia groaned loudly and then her expression brightened and she dashed for the shop door.

      “Lydia, whatever—”

      “Hurry, Lizzy,” Lydia cried. “It is Mr. Denny! He shall see us safely home to Longbourn!”

      Kitty laughed and ran after Lydia out into the rain, and Elizabeth let out a furious breath as she followed her eager sisters. It was no wonder that there was always a hint of danger and embarrassment that followed Lydia everywhere she went—she was far too prone to acts of impulsive selfishness that were of no use to anyone but herself, and even that was questionable. 

      “Lydia,” Elizabeth huffed as the shop door slammed shut behind her. She tugged at her bonnet to pull it back into place and was grateful that she had thought to bring a heavier shawl. The rain was not torrential, but it would be uncomfortable and cold in a short amount of time. 

      “We cannot delay,” she called out. 

      “But Lizzy,” Lydia protested. “It is Mr. Denny! Do you not see?”

      Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed as she beheld the officers who stood outside the White Horse Inn. “I do, indeed,” she muttered. 

      “We shall ask them to escort us back to Longbourn,” Lydia announced. “We shall be able to ride their horses and keep our dresses out of the mud and our shoes dry!”

      “Oh, yes, please say that we might,” Kitty murmured. 

      It seemed cruel to deny it and Elizabeth finally relented. “You may ask, but do not be rude about it,” she said as Lydia dashed toward the gentlemen. “Lydia!”

      Elizabeth took a deep breath and tightened her grip on her basket as she followed Lydia and Kitty toward the inn.

      The officer’s smile was bright as he caught sight of Lydia. 

      Mr. Denny was a jovial young man who doted upon Lydia in as innocent a fashion as one might expect—and Elizabeth viewed their relationship as more of an elder brother to a younger sister. Affectionate, yet reserved. Lydia did not seem to mind that he flirted with other young ladies, and he did not seem to mind that Lydia was outrageously forward with any young man who came close enough to make eye contact.

      But Lydia was a silly girl, and she was not yet sixteen. Perhaps the circumstances would be different once she had reached her eighteenth birthday and had left some of her childish attitudes behind…

      “Come along, Lizzy! The officers will see us home! Mr. Denny has promised!”

      Kitty squealed with laughter as Mr. Tanner, another officer who had been in Meryton for the better part of a year, helped her into the saddle of a gray horse that stood nearby. Kitty’s cheeks were pink, and her eyes sparkled with laughter as the young man secured her foot into the stirrup.

      Mr. Denny helped Lydia to climb into the saddle of a dark chestnut mare. “And there is one for you, too, Lizzy,” Lydia cried. 

      “I can walk perfectly fine on my own,” Elizabeth said. 

      “Now, Miss Bennet, with this rain? I would not hear of it.”

      The gentleman’s voice was low and comforting, and Elizabeth felt heat creep up her neck as an officer she had not seen before bowed low. “If you will do me the honor? My gelding is quite amenable to walking in the rain.”

      “I am grateful,” Elizabeth said. “Mr—”

      “That is Mr. Wickham,” Lydia crowed. “He has just arrived in Meryton from somewhere in… Essex? I cannot recall, he said it so quickly!”

      “Kympton,” Mr. Wickham said with a smile. His blue eyes were pale and captivating, and Elizabeth found it easy to return his smile.

      “I confess I do not know where that is,” Elizabeth said.

      “It is some miles away,” Mr. Wickham said. “And the less said about it, the better. A dreary place to be sure, especially when compared to the beauty of Hertfordshire.”

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth murmured. 

      Laughter broke out among the other officers, and Elizabeth’s face grew warmer as Mr. Wickham helped her to climb into the saddle. The gelding stood very still and Elizabeth settled herself in the saddle with more confidence than she had initially felt. 

      “We are a merry party, indeed,” Lydia cried. “Come now, Mr. Denny, to Longbourn!”

      “We have been commanded,” Mr. Wickham laughed. 

      “It would seem so,” Elizabeth replied. 

      The gentleman tugged on the reins and Elizabeth held tight to the saddle as he led the gelding toward the road to follow Lydia, Kitty, and the other two officers. 

      Mrs. Bennet would demand to know every detail of how this strange circumstance had come to pass… and Elizabeth would have to use the journey to prepare for an interrogation.
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      It was not a hardship to make a journey with a handsome officer by one’s side, and Mr. Wickham seemed determined to make the journey seem short by distracting her with conversation. Most astoundingly, he seemed uninterested in talking about himself, but rather asked her questions about her life in Meryton and her thoughts on everything from the local militia, to the society of Hertfordshire and her opinions on matters that Elizabeth thought mostly reserved for men.

      Did she have an opinion on local politics? Did she frequent salons? Or travel to London very often? 

      Overwhelmed, and very flattered, by his attentions, Elizabeth found herself sharing more than she ever had in the past—within reason, of course. 

      By the time they reached Longbourn, the light rain had become a downpour, and Kitty and Lydia shrieked with laughter as their bonnets and shawls became soaked. 

      Thoroughly drenched, Elizabeth accepted Mr. Wickham’s help to dismount and stood shivering in front of the door as the other two officers mounted their horses once more. 

      “Will you not come in for tea?” Elizabeth asked. “To say thank you for your generosity—”

      “Indeed, I think not, Miss Bennet,” Mr. Wickham said. His smile was disarming and Elizabeth tried to ignore the heat that crept into her cheeks once more. “The others are already well on their way back to Meryton— Will I see you at the ball?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Indeed, you shall,” she replied. 

      “Will you save me a dance?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “It is enough of a promise for me,” the gentleman laughed. He jumped up into the saddle and spurred his horse to catch up with the other two men and Elizabeth stood in the rain to watch them canter up the road and disappear from sight. 

      “Lizzy! You must come inside at once!” 

      Mrs. Bennet’s outraged shout echoed in the courtyard and Elizabeth tugged her shawl more tightly around her shoulders and rushed into the house. They might have escaped the mud, but their dresses and shoes were soaked through and would have to dry—and they would all need hot baths to keep away the threat of a chill. 

      At the very least, she had brought back the ribbons her mother had ordered, she could not be scolded for that. 

       She ventured into the house and handed the package of ribbons to Mrs. Hill who frowned deeply to see how wet she was. “You shall go upstairs at once and I shall send up hot water for a bath,” she fussed. “Your sisters are already upstairs. Perhaps you can convince Lydia to take a bath when you are finished!” 

      “Will she not take one?”

      Mrs. Hill shook her head. “She has refused and demands to sit by the fire instead.”

      Elizabeth let out a heavy sigh and untied the ribbon on her soaking bonnet to pull it from her hair. “She is so very stubborn.”

      “That she is,” Mrs. Hill agreed. “Now, get yourself upstairs! I shall send Flora up shortly.”

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth murmured as she climbed the stairs toward the bedchamber she shared with Jane. Lydia and Kitty’s argument could be heard in the corridor and Elizabeth shook her head as she reached the landing. 

      Jane leaned against the doorframe of their room, a smile upon her face. 

      “I know Mr. Denny and Mr. Tanner,” she began. “But who was the officer who escorted you back to Longbourn?”

      Elizabeth laughed. “Watching from the windows?”

      “Of course,” Jane exclaimed. 

      “That was Mr. George Wickham, newly arrived from Kympton…”

      “Where is that?”

      “I daresay I still do not know.”

      “Did you not ask him?”

      “I did not have the chance,” Elizabeth protested. “He was most insistent upon knowing everything about me… and did not speak of himself at all!”

      Jane pulled her into their bedchamber and set about pulling the washtub out from behind its screen as Elizabeth laid another log on the fire and began to peel off her soaking wet dress and chemise. 

      Shivering and teeth chattering, she stood in front of the fire, wrapped in a blanket until Flora came with buckets of hot water to fill the tub. 

      “Could you please check on Kitty and Lydia and see that they go down to the parlor to sit in front of the fire,” Elizabeth asked.

      Flora murmured her agreement and left the room as Jane tapped a few drops of rose oil into the bath water. 

      “Get in,” Jane commanded. “Surely, you would not wish to have to explain to Mr. Wickham that you had to stay home from the regimental ball because of a chill.”

      “Jane… It is nothing. Mr. Wickham was kind enough to accompany us back to Longbourn. Nothing more.”

      Jane’s eyebrow rose. “Then why can you not stop smiling?”

      “I—”

      A knowing smile spread across her sister’s face and Elizabeth scowled as she dropped the blanket to the floor, stepped into the bath, and sank down into the hot water.

      “Will you persist in teasing me now?”

      “Only as much as you did about my early affection for Mr. Bingley,” Jane laughed as she sank into a chair by the fire. 

      “I did not—”

      “Indeed,” Jane said. “And I do apologize for any insult I might have given you for my insistence that you try to change your opinion of Mr. Darcy.”

      “Do not mention him again,” Elizabeth begged. “It is enough that you have tormented me with reports on what he is doing while you are at Netherfield Park. I will not be prevailed upon to hold him in any esteem whatsoever.”

      “Your mind is made up, then?”

      “It is. Most assuredly.”

      “In favor of this officer?”

      Elizabeth flicked water at her sister. “Perhaps.”

      Jane let out a half-hearted shriek. “But you have only just become acquainted with him!”

      “Even so,” Elizabeth said. “I feel that we have forged a stronger affinity than anything I shall ever feel for Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy.”

      “And Mr. Wickham does not have ten thousand a year to recommend him.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “Indeed, we might assume that he does not.”

      “I never thought you would be happy as the wife of a soldier—”

      Elizabeth splashed water at her sister again, this time a larger wave slopped over the edge of the tub and hit Jane’s feet. 

      “Lizzy!”

      “I have only just become acquainted with him,” Elizabeth said primly. “I shall thank you to abandon any discussion of our nuptials until after I have danced with him at least once.”

      “I do agree,” Jane laughed. “If he is a terrible dancer you should spurn him immediately.”

      “And I shall,” Elizabeth sniffed. 

      “You are far too cruel,” Jane sighed. She leaned back in her chair and looked up at the ceiling. “I do think that I should have forgiven Mr. Bingley if he were a poor dancer.”

      “I do think you might forgive Mr. Bingley almost anything,” Elizabeth said with a smile. “He is very fortunate that you are so agreeable. He could not ask for a better wife.”

      “You are far too kind to say so,” Jane said, but her cheeks were pink and Elizabeth’s heart was full to see her sister so happy.

      “Mama believes that he will speak to Papa before Christmastide,” Jane said. “Do you believe it might be so?”

      “I believe,” Elizabeth said carefully, “that our dear Mama would always wish for a winter wedding to be certain that all of Hertfordshire would be present to celebrate and share in her triumph.”

      “Lizzy,” Jane gasped. “That is not fair!”

      “Is it not? I would dearly love to see you married by Twelfth Night! It would be the grandest of affairs and the happiest of seasons. No one could begrudge Mama such joy.”

      “Then you are being serious?”

      “Of course,” Elizabeth assured her. “I could never tease you about such a thing. I have never seen two people who are better suited for one another, and that is the truth.”

      It was the truth. It had only been a few months since the Meryton assembly and Jane had been to Netherfield Park for tea or supper on so many occasions that Elizabeth had almost lost count. 

      But Mr. Bingley had not yet come to Longbourn. 

      It was a detail that had not been lost on anyone… and though Jane had dismissed any questions about the matter, Elizabeth did not know how she felt about it. 

      “Lizzy—”

      Kitty stood in the doorway, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Her teeth still chattered. 

      “May I have the bath when you are finished?”

      Elizabeth’s irritation at the events of the day faded in an instant. “Of course,” she said at once. “I am quite warm enough and the water is still hot.”

      Jane jumped up to offer Elizabeth some dry linen to wrap around herself as she stepped out of the bath and Kitty stumbled into the room gratefully. 

      “Had Lydia gone down to the parlor?”

      Kitty nodded. “She wanted to tell Mama everything about meeting Mr. Denny in town. She was very excited about the prospect of the new officers and felt that Mama should know everything.”

      Elizabeth gritted her teeth. That meant their mother would know everything Lydia had to tell about Mr. Wickham, and the time he had spent speaking to Elizabeth.

      “Get in the tub,” Jane said and Elizabeth stepped behind the privacy screen to dry herself and pull a chemise that Jane had brought for her over her head.

      “Mama will not be angry with us, will she?”

      “For what? Being caught in a rainstorm?” Jane laughed. 

      “No— I— I do not know, I always expect Mama to be cross with me.”

      Elizabeth felt some sympathy for Kitty, it did always seem that Mrs. Bennet was cross with Kitty. But she was very silly on a great many occasions that called for more tact or sense… But that was her way. She followed Lydia too closely on too many things, and she was far too trusting, which often led her astray. 

      “She will not be cross with you,” Elizabeth said as she pulled her sleeping robe over her chemise. “I shall make certain of that. It was Lydia’s idea to ask the officers to assist us, and Mama would certainly have been angrier if we had come home with mud splashed up to our waists and ruined shoes.”

      Kitty giggled. “And Mrs. Hill would be ever so upset…”

      “Indeed she would have been!”

      Elizabeth laughed and came out from behind the screen. “Do not worry about Mama,” she said. “She will be content with the ribbons we have brought, and cheered by the fact that Mr. Tanner showed you such affection.”

      Kitty’s cheeks reddened. 

      “He is very sweet,” she murmured. 

      “I am certain you shall dance with him at the regimental ball,” Elizabeth said. “But do you know anything about him?”

      “Of course,” Kitty spluttered. “He has four elder sisters, and one brother—”

      “Goodness,” Jane exclaimed. “Almost as blessed as we!”

      “But his elder brother will inherit the family estate so he decided to take a commission, instead of joining the clergy.”

      “Very respectable, indeed,” Elizabeth said. 

      “He is quite enthusiastic about his career,” Kitty continued breathlessly. “He means to stay in Brighton after they are deployed—I should very much like to see Brighton—”

      “Oh, no,” Elizabeth said. “Mama would never agree to such a thing.”

      “I know,” Kitty said. “But all the same—”

      “And did he ask anything about you?” Elizabeth asked. 

      “Me?”

      Confusion was written plainly across her sister’s face and Elizabeth crouched down beside the tub.

      “You,” she said. “Did he ask you about what you liked and disliked? Does he know that you prefer almond biscuits to almost anything else that might be served for tea?”

      Kitty glanced at Jane for support and then back to Elizabeth. “N— No.” 

      Elizabeth smiled. “Perhaps you shall tell him at the ball.”

      “Why— Why would I do that?”

      “Because if the gentleman has an interest in you, then he should show it in other ways that do not include talking of nothing but himself.”

      “Oh—”

      “Lizzy—”

      Jane’s tone held a warning, and Elizabeth smiled in response, kissed Kitty’s cheek, and stood. “It is no matter, of course,” she assured her younger sister. “Gentlemen may do as they like… is that not so?”

      “Lizzy… Perhaps you should dress and go down to the parlor. I will see to Kitty.”

      “Of course,” Elizabeth replied. “Mama will wish to hear all of the news from town, and, if I am not mistaken, Lydia will have an order for a hundred ribbon roses to be completed before the ball.”

      “Surely not so many,” Jane murmured. 

      Elizabeth rolled her eyes and Kitty giggled. “No, but it will feel like a hundred.” 

      “Hush,” Jane scolded her, trying not to smile. “Get dressed. Mama will be calling for you before long.”

      Elizabeth smiled and did as she was told, though the thought of facing her mother was a daunting prospect. 

      Mrs. Bennet had been happily distracted by Mr. Bingley’s arrival in Hertfordshire, but Mr. Darcy’s treatment of her at the Meryton assembly had brought Elizabeth’s future under her mother’s scrutiny once more. 

      “Shall I say that you will be down soon?” Elizabeth asked as she bent to look in the vanity mirror. She slid a hairpin into her curls and tucked a wayward strand behind her ear before looking expectantly at her elder sister. 

      “Of course,” Jane sighed. “As soon as Kitty is ready we shall come down.”

      “Or when the bath water is cold,” Kitty muttered. 

      “You both know that Mama will not be happy unless we are all in the parlor,” Elizabeth said. “Poor Mary has been trapped there all day.”

      “She has her small revenge,” Jane said. “She received a new collection of sheet music from Lucas Lodge today.”

      Elizabeth smothered a laugh. “I am so glad that Mariah is putting her tutor’s efforts to good use.”

      “She has promised to send copies of all of her sheet music to Mary,” Kitty said brightly. “Mariah does not enjoy playing nearly as much as she does transcribing it…” Kitty’s eyes widened. “But you must not say anything to Mama.”

      “Of course we shall say nothing,” Jane assured her and Elizabeth nodded her agreement. Mary deserved more sheet music, and their father would not pay for it. So, another arrangement had to be made. Mariah’s generosity did her credit.

      “Nothing at all,” Elizabeth said. “But do, please, hurry downstairs. I do not know how long I shall be able to manage to keep my smile in place. I am certain that Mama would much rather talk about your impending engagement.”

      “Hush,” Jne muttered, but Elizabth only smiled and departed their company. 

      Mrs. Bennet would want a trustworthy account of what had happened in Meryton that day, and Elizabeth was the only one who would be able to deliver such a report. 

      She was as ready as she would ever be. 
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      “Mama, it was nothing,” Elizabeth sighed. “Lydia has already told you what happened in great detail, I am certain of that.”

      “She has, indeed,” Mrs. Bennet cried. “And I wish to know what might have happened to make you believe that it was the best course of action?”

      Her mother’s shrill tone was, as always, one of Elizabeth’s least favorite sounds. All eyes at the table were turned to her and Elizabeth’s shoulders straightened.

      “It was raining, Mama,” Elizabeth said gently. “I thought that you would prefer that we returned home without the accompaniment of several pounds of mud upon our gowns and three pairs of ruined shoes.”

      “You should have checked the almanac,” Mrs. Bennet fumed. She was, of course, not really angry. The exclamations and concern were merely for show. Had they brought the officers in for tea, their mother’s reaction might have been different. But the circumstance had not lent itself to such pleasantries. 

       “I did,” Elizabeth sighed. “It has been very temperamental of late. A prediction of rain, but not a cloud in the sky… and then, very suddenly, a downpour!”

      Mrs. Bennet frowned, but Elizabeth chose to ignore it. 

      “You must admit, Mama, it was very fortunate to have three officers to escort us home,” she continued. “How wonderful would it be to have two more marriages to celebrate at Christmastide?”

      Lydia laughed loudly, while Kitty’s cheeks pinkened as she looked down at her plate.

      “Do not be ridiculous,” Mrs. Bennet snapped, but she did so with a quick smile, her ire easily abated with thoughts of more of her daughters finding husbands in quick succession. 

      Elizabeth knew that she was concerned for the future, as she well should be. It was not an easy thing to navigate the waters of inheritance with a house full of daughters. They must rely on themselves—and a prudent match—to see them through. 

      Jane’s eventual engagement to Mr. Bingley would provide Mrs. Bennet with the security she required for when her husband was gone from the world—but the other girls…

      “Well, you must all plan to give those officers the first dance at the regimental ball,” Mrs. Bennet huffed. “To express your favor and gratitude.”

      “Of course, Mama,” Kitty murmured. 

      “I shall dance with whomever I like,” Lydia exclaimed. 

      “As long as you dance with Mr. Denny first,” Mrs. Bennet said firmly. “I should not like you to have a flippant reputation, Lydia. There are far too many young ladies in Hertfordshire for you to behave as such without a fear of… losing your place!”

      “Losing my place,” Lydia snorted. “Mama, that will never happen. I am far too well loved to be set aside by one of the borning young ladies who populate this place!”

      Mrs. Bennet’s brow furrowed, but she did not argue with her youngest daughter. It was a well known fact that Lydia was a popular dance partner at every event, but Elizabeth often wondered how long that would last once she chose a husband—or what might happen if the scandal Lydia flirted with made the decision for her.

      But Lydia was young and foolish, and such things would soon pass by the wayside. Perhaps once Jane were married Lydia would begin to think of her own future.

      It was possible. 

      Doubtful… but still possible. 

      “Well, there is a great deal of work to be done before the ball,” Mrs. Bennet huffed. “Kitty, your pink gown will have to be re-hemmed, and I do not know why you have brought home such a dark blue ribbon!”

      “Mrs. Guilford suggested it,” Kitty replied softly. 

      “That woman would say anything to make a sale,” Mrs. Bennet huffed. 

      “And I will not be wearing pink,” Kitty said somewhat more firmly than before. “Lizzy said that she will help me—”

      “But Lizzy will be too busy making ribbon roses for my gown,” Lydia interjected. 

      Elizabeth set down her fork. “I shall help you with the ribbon roses,” she said. “You will not make me your servant for the sake of a few roses that you know very well how to make yourself.”

      Lydia grumbled and pushed a forkful of potatoes into her mouth.

      Jane had observed everything silently and Elizabeth wondered what her sister was thinking. The regimental ball would not be of any interest to her now that Mr. Bingley’s attentions had been directed toward her. 

      “I shall be happy to assist Kitty,” Jane said with a smile. “The regimental ball is ever so exciting, is it not?”

      “Especially with all of the new officers in town,” Lydia agreed readily. Her grin was bright as she leaned forward and placed her elbows upon the table. “Do you think I might be able to dance with all of them?”

      “I daresay you might be able to,” Jane said. “You do have so much… energy.”

      “I find balls invigorating,” Lydia laughed. “While the other ladies are sitting down to rest, I shall happily dance all the more!”

      “Will you be coming to the regimental ball,” Kitty asked excitedly.

      “Why would Jane come,” Lydia laughed. “She has Mr. Bingley to dance with whenever she likes.”

      “Hush,” Mrs. Bennet said. “Your chatter has given me a headache. Finish your supper and then come into the parlor. We have a great deal of work to do, and there is very little time!”

      The meal was completed in a relative silence that Elizabeth was grateful for. Before that day she had not quite decided whether or not she would attend the regimental ball, but after meeting Mr. Wickham, she had somewhat changed her mind. 

      The orange ribbons she had chosen would, indeed, look striking in her hair, and no other young lady would dare deviate from the expected palette of pink, purple, or blue. 

      Mr. Wickham was charming enough; he could be diverting company. 

      

      In the parlor, Jane sat beside Elizabeth upon the couch.  While Elizabeth  worked at Lydia’s ribbon
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