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      The consequences of the pleasure she had found in Mr. Darcy’s arms—if only she had known… 

      But she had known. Elizabeth Bennet sighed deeply and turned another page in her book. She had long since ceased reading, but she turned the pages as though she were. 

      Another page. Another admonition. 

      If only she had not given in to her own selfish desires. 

      “Mama, do make Lizzy stop sighing,” Lydia complained. “It is making my head ache.” 

      The younger Bennet sisters were hunched over the dresses they had chosen to wear for the annual Regimental Ball and it was clear that Lydia was already in a terrible mood at having to put her focus into something so utterly dull as measuring and sewing ribbons.

      Mrs. Bennet stirred on her chair and pretended that she had not been dozing in the quiet room. “Quite so, Lizzy, whatever is the matter with you?” she exclaimed with a flustered air. “Why are you not assisting your sisters with their sewing?” 

      “Lizzy finished her dress ages ago,” Kitty whined, “but she will not help me.” 

      Elizabeth closed her book and sat up a little straighter in her chair. “It is not that I would not help you, Kitty,” she said. “It is that you insisted upon telling me what you wanted the dress to look like and then disappearing. I am not your personal seamstress.” 

      Kitty pouted and looked down at her dress once more. 

      “It is not fair,” she mumbled. “Jane and Lizzy are allowed to go to tea at Netherfield Park while we are left here…” 

      “And what would you do at Netherfield Park,” Lydia laughed. “How dull to be invited for tea. I should much prefer to be invited to a hunt or a dinner party!” 

      Elizabeth looked down at her book and said nothing. Jane had, indeed, been invited to Netherfield Park on several occasions now, and she had begged Elizabeth to come with her to yet another invitation that afternoon. 

      “Perhaps when you catch the eye of a wealthy gentleman you shall be invited to tea with his sisters,” Mrs. Bennet commented grumpily. She shifted in her chair and pulled her ribbon box into her lap. Her younger daughters had pillaged her collection and she sighed as she looked at the sad remainder. “I shall have no velvet left for anything at this rate,” she sighed. “Lizzy, while you are in town will you purchase some new ribbons for my box? You must ask your Papa for some coins, as I do not know how much credit we have left with Mrs. Fairton.” 

      “New ribbons? Mama, how unfair!” Lydia cried out. “I have chosen a color that it entirely too dark and it will look black in the candlelight… If I had known that I could choose brand new ribbon instead of these scraps—” 

      “Oh, do hush, Lydia,” Mrs. Bennet admonished her. “You shall have new ribbons for Christmas Eve.” 

      “But, Mama!”  

      Elizabeth set down her book and stood up from her chair. “Of course, Mama,” she replied. Ignoring Lydia’s mournful wail, Elizabeth walked from the room to find Jane.

      She would have taken any excuse to remain away from Longbourn, and an errand for her mother was not entirely unpleasant task. She did not, however, relish the task of asking her father for money. The Bennet family was not well moneyed by any means and Mr. Bennet kept a watchful eye on the account ledgers. They used credit where they could, but sometimes the occasion called for their father to open his strongbox. Elizabeth would have to find a way to explain the situation to him so that it would not be brushed aside. 

      She could appeal to Mrs. Fairton’s kind-hearted nature, but she hated to think of the poor woman giving away something that she could have just as easily sold. She had a family to feed and clothe as well. 

      Mary had done her best to avoid all notice in the days leading up to the Regimental Ball, and Elizabeth envied her somewhat. Everyone in the household knew that Mary abhorred such ‘frivolities’ as she called them.  

      She suspected that Mary’s distaste for such events sprang from a different emotion than pure disapproval, but she could not be certain… But she did know that any questions she might have asked would have been met with rancor and defensiveness. 

      Elizabeth shook her head and tried to focus on the task at hand. She had to speak to her father and then dress for tea at Netherfield Park. A light rain was falling outside the house, and the autumn months had rushed over the region at a quicker pace than normal. At this rate they would have snow by Christmas… 

      Luckily, Caroline Bingley had promised to send a carriage to fetch them, but regardless of the weather, Elizabeth would insist upon walking back to Longbourn when they took their leave. No matter how much Jane might want to believe that Mr. Bingley’s sisters cared for her and appreciated their company, Elizabeth was quite certain that they had no such emotion whatsoever and she had no intention of taking advantage of the courtesies that were offered—however begrudgingly.

      Mr. Bennet’s study door was closed, but it was always closed, and she knocked upon it gently. 

      Elizabeth was certain that she was the only one, aside from Mrs. Bennet, who ever disturbed him at his work, and her mother’s knocks were neither subtle, nor gentle.

      “Come.” 

      His voice was muffled by the door, but Elizabeth smiled and pushed it open. 

      “Ah. Lizzy,” he said as she entered the room. “And what errand has your mother set you upon today?” 

      “You are far too suspicious, Papa,” Elizabeth replied. “But in this instance you are correct. Mama has requested some new ribbons from Mrs. Fairton’s shop in Meryton. I had hoped I would not have to ask you, but I do not know what the state of our credit is with her so close to the holiday season.” 

      Mr. Bennet sighed heavily and leaned down to open the drawer in his desk where the strongbox was kept. “Your mother is well aware that I cannot deny any of your requests, Lizzy,” he said with a smile. 

      Elizabeth nodded. “You have said so many times.” 

      “And yet you have never asked me for anything for yourself.” 

      “No, Papa. I do not need anything.” 

      “You are a good girl, Lizzy,” Mr. Bennet said as he placed a small bag of coins in Elizabeth’s hand. “I know that I can trust you with such things.” 

      Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “Oh, Papa, you know very well that I will be giving this immediately to Lydia. She and Kitty are waiting outside in the corridor.” 

      Mr. Bennet chuckled softly and smiled. “I truly despair of the day that you will leave Longbourn to become the mistress of your own household.”

      Elizabeth sighed gently and patted her father’s hand. “You shall have a long time to wait, Papa, of that I am very certain.” 

      “You are unnecessarily critical of yourself, my dear,” Mr. Bennet said, “but I will not argue with you if it keeps you in this house for a little longer.” 

      Elizabeth smiled at the fondness in her father’s voice, and she kissed him on the cheek before he waved her away. She left the room with a lightness in her heart, but also a twist of guilt. He could not know that there was no man who would ever be able to make her his wife—he could not know that she would never agree to such a thing. 

      Elizabeth was content with the knowledge that she might spend the rest of her days at Longbourn… but he could never know why. None of them could. 

      She left her father’s study with a new weight upon her shoulders that mimicked the weight of the coin purse in her hand. 

      Elizabeth hurried up the stairs toward the bedchamber she shared with her elder sister and did her best to put all thoughts of the despair she had been avoiding for so long away once more. It had been two weeks since the assembly… 

      No. Three. 

      Three weeks. 

      Could it have even been a month? 

      Was she really so consumed by her misery that she had lost so much time between that night and this morning? 

      Elizabeth’s face burned as the memory of that night flooded back into her mind. The way she had felt when Mr. Darcy’s lips had touched hers—the way she had wanted him to touch her, wanted him to take her… The way the feel of his hands on her skin had made her lose all control… made her lose almost every piece of herself. But what of her heart? What was left of that? 

       With every step she took she wondered if Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, master of Pemberley in Derbyshire, thought of her… Did he consider at all what position he had put her in? Did he ever regret their intimacies—-but if his own words could be believed, perhaps the very things that haunted her haunted him as well… She could only hope with a splash of bitter irony that such a thing could be true. 

      She pushed open the door to the bedchamber and smiled at her sister. “Are you ready to leave for Longbourn?” she asked. 

        Jane turned from the vanity and Elizabeth could see the excitement in her sister’s beautiful face. It was no wonder that Mr. Bingley was so taken with her, and she could only hope that an official marriage proposal would follow in short order. A month seemed entirely too long to keep a woman like Jane waiting for such a small question. 

      “Ready enough,” Jane replied with a smile as she rose from the vanity. She pulled at her dress and then turned for Elizabeth’s approval. “Miss Bingley suggested that green would look well with my complexion—do you agree?” 

      Elizabeth looked down at the pale green dress, made a face, and then looked back at her sister guiltily. “It would be a lie to say that you did not look anything but beautiful,” Elizabeth replied, “but I daresay that Miss Bingley might have some ulterior motive for making you doubt your own beauty.” 

      “Lizzie— please.” 

      “Green is… it is not your best color,” Elizabeth admitted. “And that dress has been through so much over the last few years.” 

      Jane sighed heavily.

      “You should wear that cream gown with the blue flowers,” Elizabeth said firmly. “The blue is the same color as your eyes, and then the only green in the room that will clash with anyone’s complexion will be Miss Bingley’s envy.” 

      Jane blushed slightly. “She is not envious of me.” 

      Elizabeth laughed and walked toward the vanity. “Oh, indeed? I do believe you are blind to such things, my sweet Jane. Caroline Bingley is a vicious creature, and it is not surprising to me in the slightest that you refuse to see it.” 

      Jane checked her hair in the vanity mirror once more and then moved away from the chair so that Elizabeth could sit down. “Miss Bingley has never been anything but lovely and welcoming to me,” she said. 

      “For now,” Elizabeth observed. 

      “Lizzy, you are entirely too…” 

      “Suspicious?” 

      “Yes,” Jane sighed. 

      “I have good reason to be,” Elizabeth said primly. She had not trusted Caroline Bingley from the first moment she had laid eyes upon her, and Elizabeth was certain that even the most mildly expressed elements of conversation carried hints of judgement and scheming. 

      “Oh, indeed?” Jane laughed. “Well, I shall remain in ignorance and delight in the company of my new friends. I am thankful at the very least that you are able to put aside your suspicions to enjoy tea at Netherfield Park.”

      “How could one not enjoy
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