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      “… and therefore is not by any to be enterprized, nor taken in hand, unadvisedly, lightly, or wantonly, to satisfy men’s carnal lusts and appetites, like brute beasts that have no understanding; but reverently, discreetly, advisedly, soberly, and in the fear of God…”

      The priest’s voice droned on and on, and Elizabeth Bennet found her mind wandering for the second time during the service.

      Elizabeth looked over at her sister, Jane, standing nearby with Mr. Bingley. Jane looked radiant, her cheeks shining pink in the candlelight. Mr. Bingley looked as he ever did, pleasant and mildly overwhelmed. Jane was beautiful, and Elizabeth congratulated herself lightly on the way the pearls in her sister’s hair bands accentuated the hairstyle she had created. They had helped each other dress this morning, and though both of their hands had shaken with nerves, they had been each other’s comfort.

      The chapel was filled with people, everyone that she and Jane had written an invitation to had made the journey to Netherfield Park, and the rooms at the inns in town and houses nearby were all let. Elizabeth did wonder how many of the assembled guests had come for the simple fact that they could say that they attended a wedding where Lady Catherine de Bourgh was a guest of honor.

      Except, Lady Catherine de Bourgh had declined her invitation. Even though she was now Elizabeth’s aunt by marriage, she doubted that the woman would welcome her to Rosings Park anytime soon. Elizabeth stole a glance at the man by her side, he appeared stern and stoic as usual, but she detected the hint of a smile on his face and it warmed her.

      

      “I, Charles George Bingley, take thee, Jane Miranda Bennet, to my wedded Wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part, according to God’s holy ordinance; and thereto I plight thee my troth.” Mr. Bingley’s voice carried through the chapel, and Elizabeth heard a few of the ladies sigh as they remembered their own wedding days. It was Fitzwilliam Darcy’s time to speak, and Elizabeth turned towards the man that she would promise to love, honor, and cherish for the rest of her days.

      She barely heard him speak the words, all she could do was look at him as his unwavering gaze held hers. Her hand was steady in Mr. Darcy’s as he slid a the simple golden ring upon her finger. Elizabeth’s lip caught between her teeth as the weight of the ring settled on her hand.

      

      “Lizzy... are you... afraid?” Elizabeth had looked at her sister in surprise.

      “Afraid? Whatever do you mean, Jane?”

      They had sat together, talking quietly in the days before the wedding as Mrs. Bennet had fluttered around them, overwhelmed with the planning of not one but two extravagant weddings. Lydia had been married since the summer, and their youngest sister was now expecting her first child. The realities of married life were not a mystery to Elizabeth or Jane, but they had never spoken of it except in hushed tones, and even then, they did not quite know what they were speaking of. When a pregnant Lydia came to visit under the pretence of assisting with the wedding, but Elizabeth wondered if she was only there to cause trouble and vex Kitty, who was now the only other unmarried Bennet daughter aside from Mary.

      Lydia’s assistance was mostly taken up with showing off her swelling stomach proudly, and doing her very best to frighten her elder sisters with details of what might happen on their wedding nights, and Elizabeth was trying her best to put it out of her mind. The manner of Lydia’s marriage was a scandal that the family had only survived due to the generous nature of Mr. Darcy, and while Lydia was content to ignore those circumstances, her husband was not, and Mr. Wickham had the good sense to stay far away from Netherfield Park and the disapproving stare of Mr. Darcy.

      

      The smiling priest proclaimed them now happily wedded, and Elizabeth blinked, she had not heard the words, so lost was she in the moment. The smell of the herbs in her bouquet, the slight smile on her husband’s face. Her husband. She was Mrs. Darcy. They turned together, she and Darcy, Jane and Bingley... newly wedded and pledged, they turned towards the assembly and accepted the applause and good wishes of the congregation.

      Beside her, Jane’s face was suffused with joy, and her happiness was reflected in Elizabeth’s own countenance, and she could scarcely believe that such a day was possible. She looked to the man at her side, and thrilled as her arm pressed against his. She was Mrs. Darcy now, and her husband, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy was her own dearest love. For he was... and though they had begun their relationship as opponents, it had been revealed to her that not only were they well matched in wit and temperament, but also in their follies, and if that was not a sound basis for a marriage, than Elizabeth did not know how else she would prefer it to be.

      Jane, newly Mrs. Bingley, could not have found a better match in her own choice for wedded bliss for Mr. Bingley was gentleman in possession of a most pleasant and gentle nature which matches Jane’s own, and Elizabeth could not be happier for her sister. That they should both be so well paired was indeed a blessing. Lydia stood near Mrs. Bennet, and her face wore a familiar expression... one of utter boredom.

      As all assembled left the chapel and followed the bridal carriage towards Netherfield Park and the lavish wedding breakfast that Mrs. Hurst, Miss Darcy, and the staff at Netherfield Park had seen to arranging. Caroline Bingley, who had sat sullenly during the wedding ceremony. She had also declined to be involved in the arrangement of the wedding celebrations, and Elizabeth could not help but wonder if the other woman had been disappointed by the developments of the past several months.

      The clouds overhead were fat with snowflakes, and Elizabeth snuggled closer to her husband under the fur blanket that covered their knees. Darcy smiled down at her, and Elizabeth jumped as she felt her husband’s stroke along her thigh, squeezing lightly as it traveled up from her knee. Elizabeth held her breath, trying not to make any sign that anything was amiss. Jane and Bingley looked perfectly happy, and Jane’s cheeks were pink with the cold. Netherfield Park was coming into view, and Elizabeth’s heart hammered in her chest as her husband’s hand crept farther up her thigh.

      Elizabeth bit her lip and tried to move her leg away and press her knees together, but her husband’s hand was firm and warm on her thigh. His face registered no emotion, and Elizabeth fought to keep her own expression neutral as the carriage rolled closer to Netherfield Park.

      “You have no idea what awaits you in the marriage bed, Lizzy. To think that I, so much younger know more than you! It is almost too much to bear!” Lydia’s taunting words floated into her mind and Elizabeth shivered.

      “Are you cold, Lizzy? We will be inside Netherfield Park soon, and I have been assured that everything is in readiness for our arrival. Mrs. Hurst and Miss Darcy have arranged every last detail.” Jane’s excited smile did little to calm Elizabeth’s nerves, which were on high alert as her husband squeezed her thigh gently under the blanket. Elizabeth tried to smile, and she felt Darcy’s hand slid from her leg as the carriage pulled to a stop in front of Netherfield’s grand entrance.

      The entryway had been swagged with fresh pine boughs, bright red berries, and long white ribbons, and now Elizabeth’s smile was genuine as she took in the sight. “How beautiful!” breathed Jane, and Elizabeth could only nod in response.

      Together, the couples walked through the great entryway and into the grand ballroom which had been set with tables and decorated for a grand party. Crisp linens, crystal goblets, and hundreds of candles adorned the space, and Elizabeth’s breath caught in her throat at the grandeur of the space. She could feel her husband’s hand in hers, and Elizabeth felt the scorching heat of his palm on the coolness of her flesh. Soon this room would be full of their guests, and the Netherfield Park staff would bring tray after tray of delicately prepared dishes, candied fruits, and cakes... they would be served wine, and sweet apple cider from the Netherfield cellars, and the celebrations would extend long into the night.

      Perhaps long enough that they would be too exhausted to celebrate their union in the traditional manner. But with one sidelong glance at her husband, Elizabeth knew that would not be possible. She could finally admit to herself that the prospect of her wedding night was terrifying, and she did not know if she would be able to get through the rest of the evening.

      

      The couples sat side by side as their guests flooded into the ballroom, exclaimed over the decorations, the beauty of the ceremony, and the generosity of their hosts. Elizabeth spoke quietly to Jane, but did not say anything about what was surely weighing on her sister’s mind as well. And that was what would happen when the last of the guests had said their goodbyes, and it was time to go up... to bed.

      The Bingley’s and Darcy’s would be occupying Netherfield Park tonight, and Elizabeth found her mind wandering to the details of what lay beyond those doors. She only wet her lips with the wine, too nervous to drink, and she pushed aside the gorgeous food that was loaded on her plate by smiling members of Netherfield’s staff. Caroline Bingley was watching her with hard eyes, and Elizabeth tried her best to ignore the other woman’s glare.

      “Lizzy, are you not enjoying yourself?” Jane’s voice was quiet, and Elizabeth looked at her quickly, pulled from her nervous contemplations of what lay in her bridal chamber. Elizabeth forced a smile onto her face, Jane looked so concerned.

      “Of course, I am having a wonderful time. This is more beautiful than I could have ever imagined. We must remember to thank Mrs. Hurst and Miss Darcy properly.” Jane returned her sister’s smile and nodded emphatically, but her eyes were on Lydia who sat with Mr. and Mrs. Bennet and a red-eyed Kitty who looked as though she would burst into tears at the slightest provocation.

      “Do not think about Lydia... she has always made up stories to make herself seem more important. There is nothing to worry about.” Elizabeth gripped her sister’s hand lightly and squeezed her fingers. Jane’s smile wavered just a little, but Elizabeth knew that Jane was just as nervous as she, and that gave her some strength.

      

      The celebration continued late into the afternoon, and as the new brides were permitted to retreat to their bedchambers to refresh themselves, their guests were treated to a changing of the room, and the introduction of a group of players and musicians who distracted all assembled as the room was transformed into a ballroom once more.

      Elizabeth had parted from her sister after a quick embrace, and was directed to a room at the opposite end of the hallway by one of the maids. A new dress was laid out for her on the bed, and a bowl of steaming wash water was available for her use. Elizabeth sighed gratefully and closed the door behind her, dismissing the maid with a tired motion of her
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