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      When we last left Hunsford…

      

      Charlotte walked after Elizabeth and met her at the end of the path. Lizzy took her friend’s hand in her own.

      “Oh, Charlotte. I have so much to tell you and yet I can tell you none of it. Not now. And perhaps you would not believe me if I told you.”

      Charlotte gestured for Elizabeth to join her on the bench that sat at the edge of Collins’s garden. When they sat down, Elizabeth took a deep breath.

      “It involves Mr. Darcy and a surprising offer I received from him only this afternoon.”

      Charlotte leaned forward in curiosity, though she was rarely the type to express excitement over gossip. Even so, Lizzy could see her friend was ready to hear the story.

      “It began this afternoon with a knock on my door…”

      Elizabeth told her friend everything that had transpired with Mr. Darcy, while leaving out the portions that would shock her friend into an early grave. By the time she finished, the sun had almost set and Lizzy was quite sure that Collins was fussing over his dinner becoming cold. Yet, Charlotte sat next to her friend in utter shock, as if she might stay in that same seat forever, staring at her friend.

      “Charlotte? Did you hear what I said? I cannot tell.”

      Finally, Charlotte reached out and took Elizabeth’s hand in her own, holding it tight and patting it gently at the same time.

      “Lizzy, dear, this is quite the turn in events, is it not? It was only a few days ago you were telling everyone you met that you believed Mr. Darcy to be a scoundrel and a brute. And now you tell me he loves you? What might have turned his heart so in such little time?”

      Elizabeth wished she knew the answer to that question herself. In truth, she was still in a state of surprise at Mr. Darcy’s confession. She was even more shocked at what had transpired between them but she was afraid if she lingered on the memory, she might begin to blush. Even the slightest blush and Charlotte would know that something was amiss; they had been friends for many years and the only person who knew Lizzy as well as her sisters was Charlotte.

      “I do not understand what changed, Charlotte, but I know that I must convince him to explain to me his motivations. He certainly can not be interesting in marrying me for my family name, nor our vast wealth, so is it possible that he might truly love me? After all of the terrible things he said?”

      Lizzy stood up and began to pace back and forth across the garden, her nerves almost causing her to shiver in frustration. What did Mr. Darcy want?

      She had to know.

      “Charlotte, I’m sorry, but please dine without me. I must go to Rosings and speak with Mr. Darcy before I go mad.”

      “But Elizabeth, it’s almost dark! You should not be walking through the woods alone at such an hour.”

      Lizzy touched her friend’s face with the utmost affection. There were few who cared so deeply about her safety and she adored Charlotte all the more for it. But she could not grant her dearest friend’s wish.

      “I am sorry, Charlotte. But I must get my cloak and go to Rosings. I can not wait until morning.”

      Elizabeth turned to walk back into the house to retrieve her cloak when the sound of a rider approaching drew not only her attention, but the attention of the entire household. Even Collins joined them outside to see who the sudden arrival might be. When the rider jumped down from his horse and walked through the Hunsford garden gate, Collins clapped his hands together in joy.

      “Oh, a letter from Rosings! It must be communication from Lady Catherine de Bourgh!”

      But the rider shook his head then turned to Elizabeth.

      “Apologies Mr. Collins, but I arrive with a letter for Miss Bennet from Mr. Darcy. He said it was of the utmost importance and must be delivered immediately.”

      As the rider handed Lizzy the letter, everyone turned to stare at her in surprise. Her hand shook as she tucked the letter into her skirt pocket and nodded her thanks to the rider.

      “My thanks to you, sir. Are you to wait until I read it?”

      He shook his head.

      “I must deliver another correspondence from Lady de Bourgh to the apothecary in town before he closes for the evening. Would you like me to return tomorrow to pick up your response?”

      Collins hunched over and looked at Elizabeth with a combination of confusion and a mild amount of distrust. Neither became him, as they made his forehead wrinkle and his already pinched nose even more defined. Lizzy tried not to look at him, instead focusing all of her intention on the rider.

      “No, sir. But I thank you for the offer. If I have any response to the gentleman, I shall deliver it to him myself”

      The rider nodded and made his way back to the horse, but even his absence was not enough to end the attention his arrival had brought to Lizzy. She could almost feel Collins’s eyes boring a hole through the core of her. Rather than allow the uncomfortable emotions in the air to linger, without another word, Elizabeth turned on her heel and ran back into the house. Once she was in the safety of her room, she opened Mr. Darcy’s letter…

      And she could not believe what she saw.
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      Dearest Miss Bennet, the letter began, which sent her heart racing with such a sudden urgency, she thought she might faint dead away. He started by explaining all of the mistakes he made in regards to her sister Jane’s attempt to know Mr. Bingley better, and he even apologized for the way in which he interfered in the progress of their relationship. But then his tone changed in such a way that it made Lizzy feel faint all over again.

      I know that my behavior brought you much pain, and perhaps what happened between us earlier has only inspired further confusion, which I would never wish upon you in two lifetimes. I am not accustomed to sharing my feelings with anyone, least of all a young lady who brings me so much joy. In truth, I have never been in such a situation before. What I mean is, I have never loved anyone as truly and as wholly as I love you.

      I am sure that this is confusing for you, and I wish to assure that it is just as strange and new to me. I have spent many a year worrying exclusively about protecting my dear sister Georgiana, and focusing on the care of Pemberley. Until I met you, I never considered that there could be a woman that would distract me from these duties. My intended marriage to Anne de Bourgh was simply one of convenience, not one of love. But now, I cannot imagine marrying for anything but love.

      My dear Miss Bennet, I hope you take this letter in the spirit in which it was intended: one of care, affection, and the deepest fondness. If you truly cannot forgive me for my transgressions, I understand, and with a word from you, I shall leave you alone forever. But if you can find it in your heart to forgive me, I shall spend the rest of my life doing everything I am able to show you that you made the right choice.

      Regardless of your answer, I ask that you respond with haste, Miss Bennet, for I fear my heart could not take the absence of your reply.

      With affection,

      F. Darcy

      

      Elizabeth read and re-read the letter at least five times before folding it up again with care and tucking it back into her skirt. She knew that she should write him a response right away, but she could not make her legs stay anchored to the floor. Before she even became aware of what she was doing, Lizzy was taking her cloak and wrapping it around her shoulders, then running down the stairs with such haste, she almost slipped and fell. She hoped she might make it out of the door without being seen, but as she worried, Charlotte was able to spot her from her chair at the dining table.

      “Elizabeth! Where are you going? I thought you were staying in tonight!”

      Lizzy barely paused as she threw the door open and took a focused step into the night.

      “I cannot, Charlotte. I must go see him tonight before I lose my nerve to speak to him.”

      Collins leapt to his feet with such speed, he knocked his chair back onto the floor. Elizabeth could not recall ever seeing the rotund pastor move so quickly.

      “Now, cousin Elizabeth, I must insist that you do not go running off to Rosings at this hour. Lady Catherine de Bourgh will find it most improper. You may even disturb her rest. No; you must stay here. I insist.”

      Lizzy kept a smile on her face, though she found herself feeling less than charitable toward Mr. Collins.

      “As I am sure you remember, Mr. Collins, I am not your bride, so I am sorry to say I will not take orders from you. Though I am, of course, grateful for your hospitality. I shall return before long. And I think your time would be better spent eating your supper before it grows cold.”

      Elizabeth did not linger to hear Collins response, as she suspected it would not be respectful, nor befitting a man in his position. Instead, she ran out into the night, hoping the lights from Rosings would guide her way...
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