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      Though he had ridden over the gentle hills and lush forests of Pemberley more than a thousand times, there was not a single day that Fitzwilliam Darcy did not take a moment to look over the vast estate with a sense of wonder and gratitude. Rather than being imposed upon the landscape, the grand house was a compliment to it. He had often heard it compared to his aunt’s estate at Rosings Park—especially when he visited Lady Catherine at her home in Kent—but he could not see the similarity with his own eyes. While Pemberly was embraced by the natural beauty of the countryside, Rosings Park perched like a predator above its sprawling estate. They could not have been more different, and he was firm on that.

      His gelding whickered eagerly and Darcy smiled as he set his heels into the stirrups and urged his mount into a gallop.

      Here, on his estate, away from the rush and noise of the city, he was free.

      There were, of course, matters that should captivate his attention more than this morning ride—but they could wait.

      Besides, he was heading down to the tenant farms to speak with the menfolk about the effects of a recent rainstorm.

      Eventually.

      The wind whipped through Darcy's hair as he rode and the rhythmic pound of his horse's hooves against the earth filled his ears. He reveled in the sensation of speed and the way the gelding responded to his every movement. For a moment, he could forget about the endless social obligations and business matters that awaited him back at the house. Out here, it was just him, his steed, and the glorious expanse of nature.

      He did not shirk those duties or responsibilities—but he often wished that he could forget them for a time.

      There had to be more to life than… duty.

      As he crested a hill, he slowed his horse to a trot, and took a deep breath as he looked out over the verdant fields stretching out before him. The winter had been hard, but the snows had melted and given way to the warmer breezes of spring, though a chill still clung to the early morning air. From this distance, he could see the tenant farms, their thatched roofs burnished by the morning sun. He knew he should head there directly, but the temptation to prolong his ride was strong.

      Just a bit further.

      He urged his horse forward once more and followed the path as it wound through a copse of trees. The dappled sunlight played across his face, and he closed his eyes for a moment, savoring the peace of the moment.

      Darcy slowed his horse to a trot to better appreciate the tranquil beauty of his surroundings. He had always found solace in the untamed wilderness of Pemberley—and he preferred them to the stuffy ballrooms and crowded streets of London.

      He leaned forward to stroke his horse’s neck. “A pity Georgiana doesn’t like the outdoors,” he said aloud.

      The horse snorted in response and Darcy chuckled.

      “Quite right. Ballrooms and seasides are where young ladies play—it is not for the likes of us.” He paused and sat up a little straighter. “Well— not for the likes of me,” he muttered.

      Charles Bingley was better suited to such places. He recalled with some chagrin his last attempt at social interaction… it was better for him to stay at Pemberley, immersed in the business of the estate.

      The business of the estate—he could put that off no longer.

      As he emerged from the grove, he turned his horse toward the trail that led down through the fields to the rear of the estate. As he approached, Darcy felt a sense of responsibility wash over him. These were his people, and it was his duty to ensure their well-being. He knew that the recent rainstorm, as well as the melting of the winter snow, had swelled the river that ran through the estate and had likely caused damage to their crops and homes, and he was determined to offer whatever assistance he could.

      He would speak with the farmers, assess the situation, and do whatever was necessary to help them recover from the storm.

      As Darcy approached the tenant farms, he could see the extent of the damage caused by the recent rainstorm. Fields were waterlogged, with tender young shoots of wheat and barley beaten down into the mud. Fences had been washed away, and debris littered the landscape. He could see a group of men gathered near one of the farmhouses and his chest tightened as he saw how grim their faces were as they surveyed the destruction.

      Darcy dismounted and handed the reins of his horse to a sturdy lad who had run up to greet him. He strode toward the group of farmers, his boots squelching in the muddy ground. As he drew near, the men turned to face him—relieved that he had come.

      "Mr. Darcy," said one of the older men, stepping forward and touching his cap respectfully. "We're glad to see you, sir. It's been a hard few days, and no mistake."

      Darcy nodded as he looked over the damage. "I can see that, Mr. Wilkins. Tell me, how bad is it? What do you need?"

      The men exchanged glances, and then Mr. Wilkins spoke again. "The fields are a mess, sir. We'll have to replant most of the crops. And some of the houses have taken damage—roofs leaking, walls crumbling. It'll take weeks to set right."

      Darcy listened intently, his brow furrowed. He knew that time was of the essence—the farmers would need to replant their crops as soon as possible to salvage what they could of the growing season. And the damaged homes would, of course, need to be repaired quickly to shelter the families from the elements.

      "I will ensure you have the resources and labor you need to recover from this," Darcy said firmly as he met the eyes of each man. "Extra hands will be sent from the house staff to assist in rebuilding. And I will personally see to it that you receive an advance on your rents, as well as seed and supplies, to replant your fields."

      The men murmured their thanks and Darcy clasped Mr. Wilkins on the shoulder reassuringly.

      "You have always been loyal tenants and served Pemberley well. It is only right that I support you now in your time of need. We will get through this together."

      He spent the next hour walking the fields with the farmers to survey the extent of the flooding and discuss recovery plans. By the time he mounted his horse to return to the house, the sun was high in the sky.

      As Darcy rode, his mind was preoccupied as he worked through the logistics of coordinating the relief efforts. He would need to review the accounts, and perhaps reallocate some of the discretionary funds.

      The planting would have to be expedited—

      There was much to do.

      Realizing that he had neglected to speak with Mrs. Reynolds, Darcy brought his gelding back to the stables and handed the reins into the capable hands of Pemberley’s head groom. “Brush him down well,” Darcy called out. “It has been a long morning—”

      “I can see that from the mud, sir,” the groom laughed and Darcy looked down at his boots.

      He cursed under his breath. “Ah, yes,” he said wryly. The thick black mud was good for the crops, but Mrs. Reynolds would scold him bitterly if he tracked it into the house.

      “Shall I have him ready for an evening ride before the supper bell?” the groom asked.

      Darcy dearly wished he could—but there were other duties he had let fall by the wayside.

      “I am afraid not,” he replied. “But tomorrow morning—I shall not miss it.”

      “Aye, sir,” the groom replied. “He’ll be ready.”

      Darcy thanked the man and strode up the hill toward the house.

      He cast an eye over the orchard and gritted his teeth as he remembered that he had not yet spoken with the head gardener about plans for the coming year. There was simply… too much to manage. Too much for one man.

      Georgiana would tease him that he needed a wife to look after such things—or at least to take some of the burden from his shoulders. But he would not hear of it.

      Pemberley was his responsibility.

      And his alone.

      His stomach rumbled and Darcy took the path that would lead him to Pemberley’s kitchens.

      Upon entering, he was greeted by the familiar warmth of the bread ovens and the enticing aromas of various dishes being prepared for the day. He knew each and every servant by name, and the cook, Monsieur Lilet, greeted him with a small bow.

      “Good morning, all,” Darcy exclaimed. “Have— have you seen Mrs. Reynolds yet this morning?”

      “Of course,” the cook replied. “She has just been—”

      As if on cue, Mrs. Reynolds, swept into the room with an air of authority that only years of experience could bestow.

      "Ah, Mr. Darcy," she said. "I was just about to send someone to find you. We need to discuss the menu for this evening."

      "Of course," Darcy replied, “shall we walk?”

      The housekeeper inclined her head and followed Darcy out of the kitchen and into the corridor.

      She paused for just a moment and Darcy froze in place.

      “What?”

      “Your boots, sir,” Mrs. Reynolds replied tersely. “I see you have been in the fields—”

      Darcy grimaced. “Indeed I have. Shall I go around?”

      Mrs. Reynolds’ smile was tight, but amusement sparkled in her dark eyes. “If you please, sir. I know you insist upon traipsing through the mud with the tenants, but you cannot bring it into the house!”

      “Quiet right,” Darcy said. “I shall meet you in the foyer—”

      Mrs. Reynolds continued up the stairs and Darcy turned back to the kitchen. On his way, he snatched a bread roll from one of the baskets and an apple tart before he stepped out of the kitchen and back into the herb garden. Mrs. Reynolds was right, his boots were filthy.

      As he walked through the garden toward the courtyard, Darcy made a detour toward the creek that rushed by the front of the house. Silver-sided trout leapt in the clear water and Darcy smiled as he counted the flashing shapes. The gamekeeper had outdone himself this year, and the creek was well stocked for spring.

      “Excellent,” he muttered.

      As he turned back to the house, he noticed a carriage approaching.

      He wasn’t expecting any guests—and had not received any letters announcing any intentions of a visit from his relations or friends…

      “What can this be—” he mused aloud.

      He waited in the courtyard, hands upon his hips as the carriage rumbled down the road and slowed as it came onto the gravel.

      Two trunks were secured to the top of the carriage, and he could only assume that the occupant meant to stay for quite some time.

      Even before the carriage came to a stop, the door was flung wide and the familiar figure of Charles Bingley leapt from the confines of the vehicle.

      “Charles!” Darcy cried out. “What in heaven’s name—”

      Charles’s expression broke into a wide grin that reached his eyes, revealing the genuine happiness he felt at seeing his dear friend.

      "What a pleasant surprise," Darcy exclaimed, extending his hand in a warm greeting. "I had not expected you!"

      "Nor did I plan to arrive so suddenly," Charles chuckled as he shook Darcy’s hand. "But I have news I simply could not wait to share with you in person."

      "Ah, then let us retire to the drawing room and discuss this news over a glass of brandy," Darcy suggested.

      “You are covered in mud,” Bingley observed.

      Darcy looked down at his boots. “So I have been told,” he said. “If I bring them into the house Mrs. Reynolds will take my head for it—”

      “Good Lord, we do not want that,” Charles laughed. “She is a fine housekeeper, but I have been terrified of her for years and I do not mind her knowing it!”

      Darcy led Charles around to the side entrance, where he could slip inside and change his muddy boots without incurring Mrs. Reynolds' wrath. After quickly freshening up, he rejoined his friend in the drawing room, where a servant had already poured two glasses of brandy.

      "Now then," Darcy said as he settled into an armchair across from Charles, "what is this news that brought you all the way to Pemberley? I had thought you were well seated in… Hertfordshire, was it?"

      “Indeed,” Charles exclaimed. “I have become quite enamored with my new country home! Netherfield Park is, of course, nothing to Pemberly—but I can see why you are such a country minded sort of man. The fresh air, the rolling hills, the quaint society—it has done wonders for my spirits."

      "The country has that power," Darcy said with a smile. "I am glad to hear it suits you so well, Charles. But you did not come all the way to Deryshire to gloat about the country air…"

      "No, indeed,” Charles continued with some excitement. "I have… I have met someone, Darcy.”

      “Oh?”

      Darcy had not expected that. Bingley’s sisters had been trying for years to find someone their brother would be even remotely interested in marrying, and all their efforts had yielded nothing. Perhaps it was because they did not understand their brother as well as they believed they did. Darcy had a feeling that every young lady they would bring before Charles would have much in common with them, and less in common with Charles than might be required of a bride.

      An unfortunate situation when the matchmakers were concerned with the quality of their own society rather than the happiness of the couple.

      Charles did not wait for Darcy to ask any questions and continued with haste. “She is a country gentleman’s daughter,” he said in a rush. “A young lady named Jane Bennet—I say to you, Darcy, I have never seen a more beautiful creature in all my life! She is kind, generous—such a gentle spirit!”

      “But that is wonderful,” Darcy said. He had often heard Charles speak kindly of young ladies of his acquaintance, but not with the same vehemence in which he spoke of Miss Jane Bennet.

      “I— I could not write to tell you,” Bingly said. “I was certain of it the moment I laid eyes upon her, and even more certain once we had danced at the Meryton Assembly—”

      Darcy took a sip of his brandy. “Certain of what?”

      Bingley’s forehead creased slightly. “That she was destined to be my wife,” he exclaimed.

      Darcy blinked at his friend in surprise. “What?”

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/agr.jpg






