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What do you regard as most humane? To spare someone shame.
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Chapter One
Pitched over the rail of the Hermes Bounty, Elizabeth Darcy lost the contents of her stomach for the second time that day. It appeared neither breakfast nor luncheon was destined to fortify her. Her most stoic husband stood nearby, torn between showing his wife comfort and not embarrassing her further over a momentary lapse in ladylike behavior. Seasickness never cared much for the status of its victims, afflicting the gentle and the lay in equal measure.
"Is that a gull? Mr. Darcy, how far are we from Scotland? I'm sure I can see it now!" Lydia Bennet squinted at the horizon in the wrong direction towards the vessel's stern.
Mr. Darcy cleared his throat and tugged his coat sleeve back into place.
"Lydia . . ." Elizabeth tested her stomach's mettle before continuing.  She discretely accepted the handkerchief from her husband with the utmost decorum and used it to blot her mouth. The bitter taste mirrored her feelings. "We are days away from our arrival. You cannot see Scotland as yet, and not when you are looking southward."
Cheeks burning red, Lydia, despite being a few months gone with child, whipped around to face her older sister. The Darcys warned her about the frequent leers from the crew directed at her svelte figure, but Lydia remained adamant in her jolliness. Elizabeth tried to remember her sister was a fifteen-year-old girl, still naive as the day she anticipated her vows with George Wickham. The same vows never to be taken as he ran off to the underbelly of London to escape debt collectors. 
"You are merely cross because you cannot keep your meals down." Lydia inhaled an audible breath of sea air. "I find travel by sea quite invigorating!"
"Should not she remain in the cabin?" Elizabeth suggested, sincerely wishing her husband to establish some rule over her younger sister. Lydia's pregnancy and presence was ruining Elizabeth's honeymoon trip after an insufferable six months' worth of pain and obstacles at every turn to marry her Mr. Darcy. From unruly relatives trying to break them apart to losing her father's protection, running away from her own wedding breakfast to conceal her sister's growing belly had been the last straw for Elizabeth's patience.
"It might be wise, Miss Lydia, for you to take a rest," Darcy cleared his throat again, his face paling, "in your condition."
"But—"
"Ah, Mr. and Mrs. Darcy! How is this morning fairing for ye? Oh, I see you are a bit behind the blow fish there, Mrs. Darcy, but fear not, most find their sea legs by the third day."
"Thank you, Captain Tompkins. I do believe I am growing accustomed to the constant shifting beneath my feet." Elizabeth managed a weak smile.
"There now, it's as I said.  My, you look well, Miss Lydia! There's no question but the sea agrees with you." The captain bowed with his hands clasped behind his back.
Lydia Bennet, guileless as a dove, altered her petulant pout to a flirtatious smile looking up through her eyelashes. "How kind of you to say, sir."
The captain laughed. "On board a boat, madame, to call a captain 'sir' is a disgrace! You must call me by my first name."
Lydia straightened at such familiarity, seeing this as a sign the great man took an interest in her. "I should be delighted to do so, pray what is it?"
Tompkins leaned in close and looked Lydia right in the eye. "Captain."
Darcy laughed at the jest, as Lydia resumed her pouting and Elizabeth frowned. "The joke is much too old, yet still, I laugh every time." Darcy proffered his hand to the captain. Turning to his wife, he began to explain. "I had not told you, dear, because you were so very ill yesterday, but John Tompkins here and I share a history."
"Aye, it was his bloody fault I became lost in Rome and almost killed by vagrants."
"He misrepresents the truth. I returned to our rooms after viewing the Coliseum. He chose to go back out with some locals. If I hadn't gone in search of him after I noticed he had not returned, indeed he might be dead."
"And you wouldn't have a private crew to ferry you about."
Elizabeth shook her head and rubbed her temples with her eyes closed. "So this is how you were able to arrange our travel with such speed? You keep a ship's crew in your employ at all times?"
"No, John is more of an independent merchant captain. This vessel is one your uncle has a majority stake in so we were able to leave without delay."
"Captain, would you show me how the ship is steered? I would dearly love to learn more about sailing." Lydia jumped into the conversation as it had gone on far too long without her inclusion. As Mr. Darcy made to divert the girl's request, Captain Tompkins gave a slight motion with his hand that he did not mind.
"Of course, Miss Lydia. It is uncommon to meet a woman interested in the navigation of a vessel. Have you a mind to join His Majesty's Navy?"
Lydia giggled as the captain guided her up towards the higher deck. Elizabeth watched with a weary eye. "Is she quite safe with him?" she asked, reaching out to take William's arm, uncaring who should see this public display.
"I believe so, my dear. He is a gentleman, married with two children."
"However did he escape the Navy?" Elizabeth gazed up at her husband, learning to focus more on the objects and persons on the boat rather than the rise and fall of the sea and landscape behind them.
"He was injured in a riding accident. He and Richard were fierce competitors, and when they were sixteen, John fell and his leg was never right again. Being a second son himself, but with plans to join the cavalry like Richard, he was too late to be a midshipman, even if he wasn't disqualified. The merchant fleet had need as their best captains were conscripted."
Elizabeth allowed Darcy to begin leading her on a slow walk around the main deck. It wasn't a large circuit, but the physical activity calmed her nerves and the ache in her head. She sighed against her husband's arm, content that the man she had married was a most attentive partner, even after the wedding ceremony.
After three rounds, the Darcys turned back towards the forward section of the vessel and the cabin they had rented for their little adventure. Traveling by boat, Darcy managed to avoid any prying eyes of the Ton seeking a glimpse of Lydia's waistline at inn after inn between London and Edinburgh.
"William, I believe I would care to rest for awhile." For two nights, Elizabeth's sleep was scarce with the ship's constant movement. She had always wished to see the world, but after this sea-faring adventure, she was finding her island country more and more appealing.
"As you wish." Mr. Darcy bent down to give his wife a chaste kiss on the cheek. With Lydia in tow, Elizabeth's illness, and a topsy-turvy ship, the new husband and wife were still a mystery to one another. "I shall attend to Miss Lydia and coax her back into the cabin."
"Thank you." Elizabeth opened the door and slipped inside, gripping the bolted table as the ship moved with a violent lurch. She could hear shouts and Lydia's giggles. Restoring her balance, she realized somehow her sister had talked Captain Tompkins into letting her try the wheel. Two more days and they would be on land again. Elizabeth focused on that certainty as she steadied her breathing.
Pulling a worn quilt from her trunk, Elizabeth curled up on the bottom cot bunk she was sleeping in to give Mr. Darcy the larger bed on the far side of the cabin. Willing her anger to dissipate, she worked hard to not dwell on how ungrateful Lydia was for her rescue. Because of Lydia, she was unable to unite with her husband in every sense, and it should be her as the first sister married to welcome a babe. Instead, with every angry thought, Elizabeth turned her turmoil over to God, praying for a safe journey, praying for patience, and most fervently, praying for time alone with her William in Scotland.
Hours later, Elizabeth awoke to find she was no longer in the cot she began in, but instead nestled safe in the arms of Mr. Darcy in the larger bed. The ship groaned as if it were coming apart and she could hear shouts from outside the cabin. As her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she blinked a few times to resist the nausea sweeping over her. The ship pitched and rolled. A lone stub of a candle hanging from the cross beam swung with wild abandon, casting a kaleidoscope of shadows. Elizabeth let out a whimper and tried to open her eyes again and turn over, but Mr. Darcy's arms held her still.
"Ssh, ssh, 'tis only a summer storm. Will soon pass, love," he mumbled, groggily.
"But the boat! Will it not sink? We must get out!"
One of Mr. Darcy's eyelids popped open and he smiled at his wife as she managed to turn over into his chest. Elizabeth snuggled further into the safety he provided, wondering if the loud beating of her heart in fear was so thunderous as to be heard throughout their cabin. The boat seemed to rise and fall with great velocity. She swallowed down the bile rising in her throat. Elizabeth Darcy would not and could not retch upon her husband!
As the boat thrashed to and fro, a great thud came from the other side of the cabin. Lydia had fallen out of the low bunk that Elizabeth had fallen asleep in earlier and she cried out as if in great pain.
"Lizzie!" she sobbed, covering her face with her hands.
Mr. Darcy released his wife to permit her to dashed from the bed and tend to her sister. The pitch and roll set Elizabeth unsteady and she flailed at her loss of balance, veritably stumbling to her sister crumpled on the floor.
"Are you injured? The babe?" Elizabeth held Lydia in her arms as the younger girl continued to sob. "Ssh, hush now, we are safe. The Lord will protect us and give us safe passage. He will, I promise." Still Lydia cried, her wails increasing in volume. "Lydia!? Where, where does it hurt? We'll fetch the doctor."
"It does not . . . hurt . . . I . . am uninjured . . ." she sniffed, gasping for air between heaves. "I want to go home to Mama! I don't want to have a baby!"
Elizabeth gripped her sister tighter as they remained on the floor and began rocking Lydia in time with the storm's waves. For a few moments, she thought passing the storm in such a position was about the best she could hope for until two strong hands began to lift her.
"Mr. Darcy, I cannot. Let me hold her."
"You both need your rest. Take the bed, it is easier to stay put there than in that cot." He helped the ladies to the mattress and donned his coat.
"Where—where are you going?" Elizabeth begged, fear notched in every syllable.
"I must go to the deck and see what help I may provide. I am able bodied and not inept at sailing."
"No! Please, do not go out there. I shall worry too, too much." Elizabeth was frantic, seizing Lydia's crying form even tighter. Mr. Darcy clasped her hand and held it in both of his own, squeezing with a tender firmness he hoped would find it's way to her terrified heart. He leaned over to kiss it before giving a farewell.
"I must madame. Pray with your sister. We could all use it."
Elizabeth complied, blinking to release her own silent tears down her cheeks. She settled back into the bed and kept her arms around Lydia. To her surprise, Lydia's shaky voice broke the silence not long after Mr. Darcy left the cabin.
"Our Father, who art in Heaven . . ."
Elizabeth joined in and after a few rounds, exhaustion led the sisters to fall asleep as the storm began to subside.
 
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
In London, Jane Bennet stalled for time while packing her trunk in preparation to reside at Matlock House for the last four weeks of the Season. Where she would go after, she did not know, but she was almost certain it would be wherever Lady Matlock felt it best.
"Ooh, Jane, you must take this dress. It looks stunning on you!"
"Mama, I told you I am not to bring any dresses from home. I spent all day at the modiste and have a wonderful, Lady Matlock approved wardrobe. It would not do to anger her while she assists us."
Mrs. Bennet frowned. The widow's feeling smarted at being ignored by the woman who'd taken the care of her girls as a personal mission. Oh, it was quite alright for Lady Matlock to champion Elizabeth and Mary, Mrs. Bennet's least favorite daughters, but quite another for her to interfere with Lydia and now her poor Jane.
"But Mr. Bingley made such an effort to compliment this shade of blue when you wore it last. Yes, yes, you must take this dress to keep him happy." Mrs. Bennet carried the dress over to fold it as if it were the best silk and put it away.
Jane sighed and gave up. If allowing her mother to pack a few dresses kept her happy, by all means it would be best to concede since Jane had further news her mother would not find welcome.
"Mama, you've been away from your beautiful new home in Meryton for quite some time. Perhaps you and Kitty should return home, make sure the staff are doing all they ought?" Jane tucked a dried rose from her father's garden back into a sachet for her trunk. Elizabeth had her copy of Hamlet, but to Jane, she missed the times her father would walk with her in the paths she helped design for planting and even pruned on occasion.
"Oh, I could not possibly leave London now! Not as you are making your grand debut. No, no, I must go with you, Jane, dear, to help guide you as you encourage Mr. Bingley's attentions. Millie is packing my trunks as we speak. It has been some months now since you started courting . . ." Mrs. Bennet trailed off, seeming to become rather alarmed as she considered how long her eldest daughter had remained attached to one man, but not engaged to him. "Have you listened to Mr. Bingley as I have instructed you? Paying him careful attention and displaying your beauty to your advantage? It is odd that he has not yet come to the point . . . I shall invite him over for dinner!"
"No, Mama, I shall not be here to dine. Lady Matlock has a most careful schedule planned for Mary and me; it will maximize our exposure to the most elite members of society." Jane held her breath as she watched her mother ruminate on what she had said. She did not address that her mother had no invitation to Matlock House, knowing her aunt would never allow Fanny Bennet to conduct such a faux pas. 
The last thing Jane wanted to tell her mother was of the times Mr. Bingley had come to call on her, she had told the servants to send him away. She planned to tell him it would be best if they acknowledged they were not the right match, but she had yet to determine the best way to deliver the blow.
"That does make sense. Yet, I still do not see how you can finish out the Season without my invaluable guidance. You need me. And I feel bereft and abandoned. First Lizzie marries, and takes Lydia with her, who is to care for me in my old age? I am a poor widow you all wish to send away!" Mrs. Bennet began to wail near the end, resorting to the old theatrics her departed husband always catered.
"Of course not! You must not think this way." Jane reached forward to pat her mother's arm, causing the sniffling woman to pause her act in wonderment. "I am lucky to have Lady Matlock take me under her wing, as is Mary. But poor Kitty! There is none to help her and she needs your guidance before she can handle a London ballroom. They are vicious, Mama," Jane ended in a conspiratorial whisper.
"Kitty! That girl spends too much time covered in ink for any man to take notice of her. Why, all this writing and writing. I swear I do not know what has come over her since your father died and left us penniless."
Jane gritted her teeth behind her plastered smile. Her father had not left them all penniless; in secret, he had invested in their uncle's business to provide for his daughters. He had not provided a largesse for his wife aside from her dowry. "But we must think of Kitty's future. She has a dowry of five thousand pounds now and if she is not prepared, I'm fearful she could fall for a fortune hunter like poor Lydia."
"Wickham! That scoundrel. I never liked him, you know! I was certain in my heart he was not good enough for my dear Lydia, and now look at what's he gone and done! My poor, poor Lydia!" Mrs. Bennet ranged from indignant anger to wails. Jane's shoulders tensed as her eyes searched the door. She prayed none could hear her mother's commotion. The sooner she moved her mother back out to the country, the better they'd all be at keeping the secret from society.
"Mama! Please remember, no one else must know," Jane whispered as she resumed packing. The carriage would be here any moment. "Will you please make plans to return to Meryton? Take Kitty, and why not invite Miss Darcy? She has never had a mother and a summer with your affection would be such a gift."
"I shall think upon it. I will speak with my sister and see how fares my brother's recovery. I could never leave his side as he heals from such a grievous accident." Her mother grazed her hand along the fabric of the pale blue dress she had placed in the trunk, before nodding that she was leaving Jane to her packing.
Jane bowed her head to hide her smile. She had won. If one could see thoughts in another's mind, Jane Bennet was certain her mother planned to ingratiate herself as a mother-like figure to Georgiana as a one-way ticket to Pemberley, Mr. Darcy's grand estate in Derbyshire. And, after talking with her aunt last night, there was no question that the heavy with child Madeline Gardiner wanted her sister-in-law out of her house post haste. For once, it was Mrs. Bennet's nerves aggravating the lady of the house, not the other way around.
 
❂❂❂
 



Chapter Two
An open barouche jostled and bounced its way down the winding path to Starvet House, carrying the party from London relieved at last to be on dry land. Lydia Bennet sat with her back to the driver, so it was Elizabeth who gasped first when she spied the ancient manor home situated on a vista of verdant rocky fields.
“And this—this is only one of your homes?”
“One of our homes, Mrs. Darcy. One of our homes,” Mr Darcy replied with a twinkle in his eye.
Lydia wore a sour face, but soon curiosity bested her restraint. With an audible groan, she crossed her arms and turned in her seat. The grand scale of the home dissipated her desire to quarrel over her well-intentioned captivity. She brightened and asked a dozen questions of Mr. Darcy, much in the style of her mother.
“How many rooms are there? How many servants? Oooh, I bet the ballroom is simply divine!”
Mr. Darcy cleared his throat and adjusted his weight next to his wife. His lovely bride took over her sister’s inquisition. “Lyddie, this is not a social visit. I’m afraid you will be quite restricted in your activities.”
“Restricted? But no one knows me out here! I thought that’s why you dragged me along on your wretched wedding trip in the first place!” After a pause, she muttered to herself “Who goes to Scotland for holiday anyway? It is so unfashionable.”
“Miss Lydia, the local populace may not know you, but they and the servants most certainly know me. My family has owned this home for over a hundred years. It is best we keep to a low profile whilst we are in residence. After your condition is improved, we shall return to London and I will be happy to show you the diversions you require.”
Lydia flashed Mr. Darcy a flirtatious smile which made Elizabeth narrow her eyes in jealousy. Would no one check her sister? “Diversions conditional upon your behavior while we visit Starvet House,” she added.
The barouche came to a halt in front of the main oxblood doors, heavy with medieval styling. As the wooden portals creaked open, a team of footmen in plaid livery exited to hand the party down from the equipage. Miss Lydia was handed down first, though she managed to make a face and stick her tongue out at her sister before she accepted assistance. Mr. Darcy moved to exit the barouche to hand down his wife, personally.
For a moment, Elizabeth and William locked eyes, lost in their own world. Elizabeth spotted the years of loneliness melting away from the fine lines near his eyes, and as she offered him a genuine smile, the gentleman returned one with equal delight.
"It is so hot! Must we stand outside in this dust?" Lydia whined.
The spell of arriving home for the first time as husband and wife shattered. The carriages with their trunks began to pollute the air with more dust as they too came to halt behind the barouche. Elizabeth clasped her husband’s arm as he escorted her up the worn, cobbled steps to Starvet House, checking her intense annoyance with her sister lest the servants think her cross.
“Mr. Darcy, so happy to see your safe travels, sir. Oh, Mrs. Darcy, such a pleasure ma’am that you would come to our little corner of Haddington for your wedding trip! Cook has a leg of mutton, your favorite, Mr. Darcy, and your rooms are ready for you to rest.” Mrs. Buchanan fussed over the party on their entry.
“Thank you, Mrs. Buchanan. Miss Lydia shall be retiring to her rooms, but I would like to briefly tour the gardens with Mrs. Darcy. We  would like refreshments delivered in twenty minutes’ time.”
Lydia began to protest, but a Master of Pemberley look from Mr. Darcy immediately limited the girl in her lament. A maid appeared to escort Lydia up the grand staircase and Mr. Darcy led Elizabeth through the home to the back doors.
The glass doors opened onto a relatively wild moor with artificially laid, weather-worn stone paths winding throughout.
“What a curious design! Which path shall we take?” Elizabeth asked as it appeared five different paths ended right where they were standing.
“Those dark grayish rocks will take you to the stables, the lighter gray to the barn. The grassy covered stones lead to the main road and into the village beyond, and the moss covered stones end at the lake. But this one will see us to those bluffs yonder overlooking the sea.”
With a giggle, Elizabeth grabbed Darcy’s hand and started skipping along the path to the bluffs.
“No, Elizabeth, I asked for refreshments, I had planned to show you the stables and barn, and return here for a repast.”
Elizabeth continued to laugh and released his hand to skip ahead. With a quick motion, she untied the ribbon of her bonnet and clutched the offending article in her hand. With her other hand, she released a few pins to allow the tight tresses framing her face to flow freely behind her. The breeze whipped around her to present William with the most pleasing sight of his wife—young, free, and brave.
A few yards ahead, she turned and smiled. “Come, Mr. Darcy. Where is your sense of adventure?”
William took a deep breath and prayed for patience, but ever the dutiful husband, he tarried on after his spirited wife. And if he happened to be smiling while chasing her, it was a demonstration of his newly emerging disposition to be a man lucky in matrimony.
Mrs. Buchanan spied the young couple dashing off through the window and clapped her hands in a small, rapid succession. She had heard it was a love match from Mrs. Kensington, the housekeeper of Darcy House in London, but to see it with her own eyes was a blessing indeed.
“Of a’ the airts the wind can blaw…” she whispered.
“Mrs. Buchanan?” A young maid startled the older woman from her ruminations, causing Mrs. Buchanan to turn around.
“Aye, Anna, what is it?”
“Cook wonders if Mr. and Mrs. Darcy be wanting wine or whiskey with their food?”
“Oh, tell Cook not to bother now but to keep the mutton warm. I suspect they’ll be a little longer.” The older woman smiled at the confused young maid.
Humming a little tune, Mrs. Buchanan absently jingled the keys of the manor as she headed upstairs to check on the young lady who had arrived with the Darcys. 
She had a feeling there would be a difficult interview with Mr. Darcy on the morrow and it would be best to learn what she could to avoid showing shock in front of the master. The specific request of employing the services of the local midwife had raised her hopes it was just an early anticipation for a Darcy heir, but this appeared to be an unfortunate situation for all.
 
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
The ladies of Matlock House now evenly matched the men and Lady Matlock behaved thrilled at this turn of events. Her home felt warm, bustled with activity, and she avowed to do all in her power to keep it that way even if it meant she would need to marry off one of her sons.
“Now, after the Seftons' tea, we need to rest and dress for the theatre. A dinner follows at Lord and Lady Harrington's home, and Mary, you will be paired most of the evening with their youngest son Alfred. He is a bookish sort of man, but he has a promising career as a barrister ahead of him. Jane, dear, I’d prefer you to seek the attentions of—” A loud door slam interrupted Lady Matlock as she flinched before calmly resuming her instructions. “Cater to the attentions of Viscount Torrington. He owns a large estate in North Umberland, his father passed not two years ago, so expect plenty of competition . . .”
Further shouts and the sound of tinkling glass continued from outside of the parlor where the ladies were taking tea and refreshments. Lady Matlock pressed her lips together in disapproval as she heard her husband’s bombastic voice yelling in tandem with her youngest son's.
“Pardon me,” she said. With a graceful glide, Lady Matlock exited the parlor and closed the door behind her, but the door did not latch, and bounced part of the way open, allowing the voices to waft through clearly.
“Reginald! Richard! Enough! Take this into the study this instant!” she hissed.
“It’s his fault, just look at him Margaret! He’s only arrived this moment, in that state you see before you, after being out all night. He reeks of perfume, I know where’s he been and what he’s been up to!”
Lady Matlock’s understanding dawned and she quickly tried to think of a way to cover the situation before Mary Bennet gathered the particulars. Not all in the house knew the mission her son was upon.
“For the last time, Father, I was looking for Wickham! I wasn’t there for the ladies’ favors, I can tell you that much!”
Hearing the name Wickham in the parlor, Jane could not stop Mary from leaving her chair. Gingerly, the young woman opened the parlor door fully with confusion on her face.
“Why are you still searching for Mr. Wickham? I thought the engagement was officially off and Lydia was in Scotland to help others forget about it?”
“Yes, yes of course she is, dear.” Lady Matlock tried to appease Mary, but could see the young woman’s mind raced through the facts as they presented themselves.
With accusing eyes, Mary turned to Jane who remained sitting serenely, feigning indifference to the argument. “You know! What is it? Why must Mr. Wickham be found?” The pious Mary returned and Jane’s smile wobbled into a frown.
Jane tried to speak, but no sound would come forth. The fire and brimstone in Mary’s eyes flashed fiercely and Jane felt paralyzed by the sudden change in her usually docile sister.
“Lydia is indisposed. There, now everyone in this household knows. We can move on. Gentlemen, the study?” Lady Matlock waved her arm in that general direction with an open palm. The two gentlemen walked to the study, and to Lady Matlock’s surprise, Mary Bennet walked past her with a curtsy and followed them inside.
Aghast, Lady Matlock started to call after her, but finally Jane found her voice. “We should allow her to go. Mary needs answers and she trusts the Colonel to be honest with her. I’m afraid she would never be able to discuss these schedules until she is satisfied with what has been done,” Jane said, flatly.
“Well, I never.” Lady Matlock pretended to be truly offended, but her quick smile removed any fear from Jane. “Of course, I seem to say that a great deal in regards to the Bennet girls. May I never stop! Now, where were we?” Lady Matlock returned to her seat next to Jane. “Ah, yes,” she glanced once more over her notes on the subject, “the Viscount of Torrington . . .”
In the study, Lord Matlock poured a drink for his son and himself, and offered an empty glass to Mary as a mock gesture. Mary nodded, shocking the Earl, until he looked to his son.
“She drinks the strong stuff, sir. Just a finger.” The Earl nodded and poured a small amount of brandy into the glass to hand it to the young woman.
“I-I-I am most thankful for your family’s assistance in the face of my own disgrace. How we shall ever repay you, I cannot—”
“Hold your tongue, young lady!” The Earl’s booming voice reverberated through Mary’s bones for a moment, startling her into silence.
“Your family became my family the second my nephew fell in love with your sister. We Fitzwilliams are a ferocious lion of a line, we take no kindness to strangers and always protect our own.”
Mary meekly smiled and pressed her glass to her lips for a sip of the aromatic liquid. Her senses awakened, she licked her lips and broke into a grin. The Colonel and Earl laughed heartily.
“What did I tell you, father? Stern stuff is what our Mary is made of, if I may say so?” The Colonel winked at Mary eliciting a blush that spread from the woman’s bosom to her cheeks.
“Ahem.” Lord Matlock interrupted, curious to see the exchange between his son and Miss Mary. He filed it away to speak with his wife over the implications. “What leads did you find about Wickham?”
“Not a blasted one! Forgive me, Miss Mary.”
“You are forgiven, sir. This is your study, if my ears should be offended, it is upon my duty to remove them.”
The Colonel nodded, reflecting how convenient it was to have a woman of sense and sensibility in his circle. “As I was saying, I patroned ah, a dozen houses of ill repute and none of the, ah, contacts there had seen Wickham or heard of him.”
“So, he is not up to his old haunts. He must be finding funds somehow. Perhaps he is already dead?” The Earl looked hopeful, but the Colonel shook his head.
“No, a few of the contacts have seen him, just nothing in the last week or so.” Grimly, Richard Fitzwilliam, Colonel of His Majesty’s 7th Light Dragoons, downed his drink and slammed the glass on his father’s desk. “It’s confounding! And if I do not find the man, all will be for naught. As soon as the gossip reaches him, he will blackmail the devil out of Darcy!”
Mary listened closely as the Earl and Richard deliberated over finding the blackguard. She concentrated and recalled all she knew of Mr. Wickham and reddened as she considered him hurting Miss Darcy. The Earl noticed her expression and inquired about her discomfort.
“I was reflecting upon the knowledge I have of Mr. Wickham, and I confess it is little in comparison to the years he’s been of your acquaintance,” she said, looking up at Richard, who now was giving her his full attention. “But, who assisted him when he injured Miss Darcy?”
The Earl coughed, concerned the Bennet sisters would know of his niece’s disgrace, and it fell to Richard to speak. After a moment, a moment in which Mary worried she had grievously insulted her host and his son, Richard let out what could only be described as a war whoop.
“Bravo, Mary, Bravo!” He leaned down to kiss her hand. “I cannot believe I’ve blundered so deeply as to overlook such an important lead. I shall find Mrs. Younge this very afternoon!”
“Oh, Colonel, you must rest first.” Mary bit her lower lip at her impertinence, but her concern won out. “If you find Mr. Wickham, I am afraid he might become dangerous. I would feel much better if you were at your full strength when you confront him.”
“You think my strength is wanting?” he asked, with a slight huskiness to his voice.
“No, I am impressed by your strength. I only meant you would be better served . . . that is . . .” Mary was flustered and felt an insensible heat rising along her neckline that was most bothersome.
“Richard! Miss Mary is correct, you need a bath, a good meal, and sleep to be equal to the task at hand.” The Earl clasped his son on the shoulder as to brook no disagreement.
Mary watched them, father and son, so openly showing affection for one another, and memories of her own father's neglect clouded her thoughts. She rose from her chair, curtsied to the gentlemen, and returned to the main hall. She could hear her sister and Lady Matlock still discussing their social plans and shook her head. She took the stairs to her bedroom and laid down.
The flushes of heat worried her that she might be falling ill and the last person she wished to disappoint was Lady Matlock. She curled up on her bed and dreamed of dancing with the Colonel, but became most annoyed when the warmth began to overtake her again. Frantically searching her trunk, she found her worn prayer book and pulled it out to ease her mind. She knew what came of these stirrings, and Mary Bennet whispered an oath that she would not become another fallen Bennet girl.
❂❂❂



Chapter Three
The morning's service at church regarding the sanctity of marriage inspired Jane Bennet to approach the Earl about inviting Mr. Bingley to Matlock House. The old man inquired if Jane was prepared to sever the connection, and Jane nodded most vigorously, not trusting her voice to remain steady. As she paced the parlor hours later, her maid sat in the corner of the room doing her best to blend in with the wallpaper as she mended a bonnet.
Jane continued to wring her hands as she spied the carriage most assuredly carrying Mr. Bingley arriving in front of the house. She involuntarily flinched, unable to watch as the carriage door opened, while the lady of the home entered the parlor with a "tsk, tsk." Calmly, Lady Matlock reached for Jane's hands and held them. "It's a nasty business, but once it's over, the only future you will have is a happy one, my dear."
Jane managed a firm countenance as Mr. Bingley's arrival was announced. Surprised, Lady Matlock greeted Mr. Bingley and escorted him to the sofa directly after Jane took a seat.
"I must say, the invitation was a surprise. I thought perhaps Miss Bennet was ill, but I've heard you were at the Sefton Tea."
"Hmmm, you heard we were there? I rather wonder we did not meet your or your sister there." Lady Matlock's expression was best described as a cat playing its prey, and the display made Jane do a double take.
"Well, yes, we had a previous engagement, Caroline was most displeased we could not take up the invitation." Bingley glanced around at the elegant furnishings, choosing to focus on a painting of wildflowers on the far wall.
Jane furrowed her brows and stared at her lap. She knew the Bingleys were not invited to the tea party, it was the only reason she had agreed to attend. It was so unlike Charles to put on airs, mayhap he was not the man she thought he was? She tried to return to the polite conversation going on between her beau and her sponsor in society, but found his manners so thoroughly superficial and the subtle slights by Lady Matlock painful to watch.
"Mr. Bingley, I had asked the Earl of Matlock to invite you here this afternoon for a purpose, sir." The words tumbled out of Jane's mouth before she realized how forward she appeared. A quick glance to Lady Matlock showed the older woman approved, and with a slight nod, she rose and excused herself from the room, making sure the maid was indeed present and not fully closing the parlor door.
Baffled, Mr. Bingley sat speechless after Lady Matlock's exit, but soon recovered by remarking on the painting of wildflowers. Jane cocked her head to one side and listened with half a heart. When he asked her opinion, she shook her head.
"I believe it is time we end our courtship, Charles. I purposely avoided your company and refused your visits, and . . . behaved not as a courted woman ought." A lightening in her chest allowed Jane to inhale deeply for the first time since the disastrous ball on the eve of her sister's wedding.
"You've needed time, I'm sure, my dearest to tend to your family and your grieving. I, too, have been distracted, but hope I have placed no undue pressure upon you, Jane. There is no need for hasty decisions." Bingley's hands sweated most profusely and he tried discreetly to wipe them on his trousers. If his sister heard he lost the courtship of Jane Bennet, she would be most displeased about what it would mean for their social calendar. She had already begun putting it about London how she was practically a sister to Mr. Darcy by marriage.
"I see you have not considered how unsuitable our match has become. We want different lives, I'm afraid. You enjoy the hustle and bustle here in London, and I wish nothing more than to go home to the country. I do not believe I will ever be able to accept a proposal from you, much as I have esteemed and respected your person. I think—I believe it best we both have the opportunity to seek our own future." Jane said strongly, rising from the sofa with a firm posture.
Bingley too rose, but with panic. "Jane, please, Jane." He looked behind him as Lady Matlock re-entered the room. Frantic, as she announced she had just called his carriage, Bingley did the only thing he could think of to save the situation. He grabbed Jane by the arms and kissed her directly on the mouth.
 Upon release, the fist of Jane Bennet, supreme queen of the frog catchers in her youth, connected most sincerely with the nose of Charles Edward Bingley. Lady Matlock gasped as Bingley stumbled backwards, cupping his nose with his hands, but she recovered swiftly to grab the wayward gentleman by the ear, dragging him out of her parlor.
"Good day, Mr. Bingley, and be thankful my sons are not here to trounce you out my door!" Lady Matlock made sure the butler escorted Mr. Bingley out the door none too gently. Margaret Fitzwilliam returned to the parlor to find the maid comforting a sobbing Jane who had collapsed on the couch.
"Edith, please fetch a basin of cold water and a cloth. Miss Bennet has injured her hand." The maid curtsied and left through the side door to the servant's hall.
"I'm so sorry, Lady Matlock. I don't know what came over me! For him to impose himself, I just was so angry!"
"Sssh, ssh, Jane dear. That was an impressive display of fisticuffs, I must say. Do please look at it this way, had either of my sons witnessed such a display, his face would be much more maligned."
"But we will have to marry now." Jane buried her face in the offered arms of Lady Matlock, cradling her throbbing hand.
"What, an ant like Bingley? Please, darling, where is your sense? No one in the Ton will admit the Bingleys if he should tell tales about how he injured his face. I would hardly call that being ruined when both your maid and I were present. As far as I'm concerned, Mr. Bingley tripped over my Oriental and tumbled into your person."
The basin of water arrived and Jane carefully soaked her hand in the cool relief. Reflecting on all Lady Matlock had said before she excused herself to make regrets for tonight's event, Jane sniffed to restore her calm demeanor. She knew once Lizzie heard the tale, she would be incredibly proud.
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
With her head in her hands, Elizabeth Darcy openly wept. Becky, her maid, walked in with a fresh gown in hand to spy her mistress sitting slumped at her dressing table.
"Mrs. Darcy! Mrs. Darcy!" Becky laid the gown on her bed and rushed over to her side. "Oh, ma'am, whatever is wrong? Shall I tell Mr. Gerrod you are indisposed?" she whispered.
"What?" Elizabeth stopped her sobbing, to look up at her maid with tear stained cheeks. Frantically, Elizabeth began to wipe her face as she tried to steady her heaving. Becky hastened to the drawer where the handkerchiefs were kept and produced a fresh one for her mistress. "No, please do not. Do not. I shall be ready, presently." 
Elizabeth stood up to reach for her gown, then confused for a moment, located it lying on the bed. Two weeks in their Scotland home and she still struggled to feel at ease in her boudoir, though that was most likely due to the enormous amount of time she spent in Mr. Darcy's suite.
The door connecting the suites opened and Mr. Darcy strode into the room. He paid no mind as Becky helped Elizabeth change her dress and patiently waited for his wife to turn to him.
"My dearest," he huskily uttered, reaching out a hand Elizabeth immediately grasped. "Shall I have a talk with her?"
"No, it was dreadful, but, nothing I cannot handle. She is my sister and my burden to bear. But how, how did you come to me?"
"There's a great deal of caterwauling going on in Miss Lydia's room, and if one sister was screaming and throwing items, it did not take a giant leap of logic to suppose the sister I love best might be similarly disturbed."
Elizabeth sighed, leaning closer to her husband as Becky disappeared into the closet to fetch the rest of her things. "I am so very sorry, William."
Rigid, William embraced his wife, but his own guilt weighed heavily on his shoulders. Gingerly, he bent his head and tilted his wife's face up to lightly brush her lips with his. "I am afraid you are mistaken, my lovely, witty, Elizabeth. The blame lies square upon my shoulders."
Elizabeth pushed back slightly and scoffed. "How so? Explain yourself, sir!" Never able to remain melancholy for long, Elizabeth's bright spirit began to rally.
"I knew what a scourge Wickham was! I barely warned your mother and did nothing to warn the general population of Meryton about him. Perhaps the only silver lining to this dark cloud is the maiden afflicted could come under my protection . . . a penance I'm certain."
Elizabeth's lower lip began to quiver, her face crumbling into a silent sob. Here was her husband, such a gallant knight of a gentleman, taking the blame for a scandal entirely wrought by her own family. Her emotions overcame her and her husband directed her as they both sat on the edge of her primly-made bed. Inhaling a number of deep breaths, Elizabeth refused to give into another bout of sobbing. It simply would not do!
When she trusted her emotions, she began to speak. "A letter from Charlotte tells me Maria and Kitty were witnesses of Lydia's shameless behavior. The worst part is Jane has learned from our own mother she encouraged Lydia from shortly after we made Mr. Wickham's acquaintance to focus her attentions on the officer, even going so far as to allow her to visit with the man unchaperoned." Elizabeth's voice sounded small near the end, and Mr. Darcy cleared his throat as they both sat extremely uncomfortable.
Becky appeared with the matching slippers and silk pelisse. Elizabeth donned the garment and took her husband's arm as they left the room to exit the home.
"How did she react to the plans for the . . .?" Mr. Darcy asked quietly as they walked in the deserted hall, still able to hear loud voices coming from Lydia's end of the family wing.
"That is precisely what sparked the tantrum. She thought we were hiding her and the child so she might one day marry her dear Mr. Wickham. As soon as he is found, in her own foolish words. To start, I told her she would not be able to keep the babe, producing quite a shock. It was only after she accepted she could not go back to London for balls and delights with a baby in tow, least of all a bastard, that she asked about the arrangements . . ." Elizabeth stopped as a trio of maids waited at the bottom of the stairs.
Once the entryway had cleared, she never managed to finish as Mr. Darcy broke away to open the front door himself. In the drive, their open barouche waited, covered in green and lavender silk ribbons and bouquets of flowers. Elizabeth gasped at the lovely sight. The maids behind her giggled, and she turned to see Mrs. Buchanan wiping her hands on her apron with a wide smile on her face. Elizabeth mouthed "Thank you,"  and the older woman merely nodded in return.
With a shriek, Elizabeth was scooped into the arms of Mr. Darcy and carried to the barouche. "Mr. Darcy, I do believe you are supposed to carry your bride over the threshold into the house, not out of it."
"Am I?" He gave her one of his rare dimpled smiles as they reached the barouche and he carefully released her feet onto the floorboards, and reached for her hand to steady her as she took a seat. Before alighting into the open carriage himself, he doffed his hat to the Starvet House staff congregating in the doorway eliciting a tremor of cheer and applause. Using his momentum to get into the carriage, he leaned close to his Elizabeth's ear and whispered, "When have we ever done what we're supposed to?" The devilish man took a seat next to his bride.
Elizabeth giggled and clasped one hand of her husband as he patted with the other on the side of the carriage to motion for the driver to start. With a quick flick of the reins, Mr. and Mrs. Darcy were on their way to the little hamlet of Haddington. Elizabeth relished the fresh scent of sea spray that appeared to hang in the air, but as the carriage drove further inland towards the village, new scents replaced the ocean's mighty pull. Hawthorn and foxglove lined the gently rolling fields as Elizabeth squinted and looked up into the sun. Without turning her head, she began to speak.
"I should be hopelessly brown and coarse if you continue to insist on enjoying these sunny afternoons in an open carriage, Mr. Darcy."
"Then I shall be hopelessly thrilled to trace the lines of your sun-kissed skin, Mrs. Darcy."
Elizabeth pretended to be shocked, but instead found herself pulled into a tight embrace as the carriage made a final turn before they came upon Haddington proper. Reluctantly, they resumed decorum, though Elizabeth still grasped Mr. Darcy's hand with her own gloved one. The arrival of such important persons as Mr. Darcy and his new wife seemed to give pause to those in the town as the carriage rolled by. No sooner had the final set of wheels passed that pedestrians began their urgent whispers and young assistants dashed around to warn their shop proprietors.
Elizabeth waited while Darcy gave instructions to the barouche, and she happily took his arm as they strolled down the the edge of shops on the western side of town. "How often were you at Starvet House? The people here seem to adore your family."
"My great-grandfather's family owned the property for many generations. When my great uncle died without an heir, my father was next in line. Grandmother Darcy stayed in the home until she passed away, and my father brought me many summers to fish and hunt. Once my mother started falling ill, we came here less and less . . ."
"It's a lovely home, I'm sure your father would be proud to see how it is run today."
"Yes." Darcy mumbled, looking around at the shop names with a furtive glance. His favorite shop for books was missing and in its place was a new store for sundry items. Steering Elizabeth inside, she was bewildered at entering a shop usually reserved for the housekeeper or maids to peruse for the supplies of the house. After the woman inside finished helping a customer, she addressed Mr. Darcy.
"Mr. Darcy, I had heard that Starvet House was open once more. My father always spoke so highly of you."
"Your, your father? Was he Mr. Stevens?"
"Aye, he's gone to God these many years past, and I be following in his footsteps one day, Lord willing." The young woman smiled and pulled out a sheet of paper and mended her pen. "How I can help ye? Mrs. Buchanan already placed an order, but I am happy to augment it, sir."
"But where are the books?"
Miss Stevens wrinkled her nose. "I sold most of them to pay for the supplies ye see here. The books, well, they didn't sell so well, sir and after Da died, the accounts had to be settled. A sundry shop, now that's something any family needs. And how!"
Mr. Darcy mumbled a thank you and said that Mrs. Buchanan's order should be more than sufficient. As the Darcys left the shop, Elizabeth smiled as her poor husband became lost in his thoughts. She knew how much the sting of unexpected change could pierce a heart, so she took it upon herself to cheer him.
"Well, I liked Miss Stevens. What a clever young woman."
"Pardon?"
"Miss Stevens. It must have been dreadful to lose a father and then find a way to keep a profit. She is mighty brave to change the shop's offerings but I am happy it is successful." 
Darcy ruminated on Elizabeth's words and realized how close to her own situation Miss Stevens' predicament had been. He offered her a nod and slight smile, which made Elizabeth laugh. 
"Oh, come Mr. Darcy, don't be sullen about it. We'll buy you all the books you could ever want in London. And I might even have a few contacts to allow you access to tomes not generally available to the public."
"Oh?" he asked as he followed his wife's direction into a sweets shop. "Pray tell madame, how do you have these contacts to the underbelly of the literary world?"
"Through my uncle of course!" Elizabeth laughed and Darcy shook his head. With Mr. Gardiner still recovering from his accident, he had quite forgotten how successful the man's business was in imports and exports. Watching his lithe wife purchase a great deal of sweets, Darcy was struck with a notion.
"Will you stay here, madame, while I run an errand?" Mr. Darcy brightened to see his wife's easy manners already make her a friend with Mrs. Rowe. The two women were chatting and laughing about something, but Darcy saw his wife's quick nod in his direction.
When Elizabeth was ready to leave with enough candy and sweets for the children of Starvet House and the area tenant families, she exited the shop to direct the young groom to load them into the box on the back of the barouche. No sooner had she walked out of the shop than there was her gallant husband, holding a single white rose. Elizabeth caught her breath at the romantic gesture of her husband, and happily accepted the single rose causing him to bring his other hand around to present a bouquet of white roses, with foxglove and hawthorn mixed in.
"Mr. Darcy," Elizabeth giggled, "the villagers will think I've bewitched you!"
Taking her arm, the Darcys walked leisurely back to the barouche surrounded by the fragrance of the bouquet so sweetly tendered by the new groom to his bride.
"Mrs. Darcy, if you have bewitched me, for my sake, I beg of you, never lift the spell." 
Before helping his wife into the carriage, Darcy made sure to bend down and kiss just above her glove, on her bare wrist. His young wife blushed, and both of the Darcys were quite happy to return home and forgo their afternoon picnic plans.
❂❂❂
 



Chapter Four
 
The summer humidity punished all who remained indoors. Most mornings, both Kitty and Georgiana escaped to the cool shade of Winslow's Woods as soon as they were able. The two trooped their way to the well-worn path Kitty knew from the times she accompanied Elizabeth on her walks. 
Slung over Kitty's shoulder rested the hand-sewn bag Georgiana presented as a birthday gift. For her stories, the younger lady had explained. Along the way, the two friends laughed and congratulated themselves on once again rising for the day before Mrs. Bennet.
"Please do not mistake me, Kitty. I am touched your mother would extend an invitation to me. It is certainly more appealing than a summer of lessons, I cannot believe my brother agreed!"
Kitty bit her lip, knowing Wickham was still running to ground in London, she didn't want to tell Georgiana she was probably in Meryton for her own safety. Jane had given Kitty explicit instructions to never mention Lydia or Mr. Wickham to Georgiana, but never gave a reason why. Still, the most mischievous Bennet sister didn't wish to hurt her friend. "If we have to discuss lace trims one more time or go to the modiste so you can describe what they're wearing in London, I might scream!"
Georgiana giggled as she leaped over the babbling brook which divided the Longbourn lands from the old Winslow estate, playing a light game of hopscotch with the stones. Her daringness to use her longer legs to skip some of the usual stones served her ill as one foot missed and went right into the brook with a splash. Kitty called out, worried Georgiana was hurt, but the younger Darcy merely lifted her soggy shoe and frowned. "I always hated these shoes, but please, let's stay here until they dry?"
Kitty nodded. She reached out for a steadying hand from Georgiana as she followed, not skipping steps. Carrying her manuscript, the last thing she desired was to have an aquatic accident.
The girls found the flattish stones they used as an impromptu seating area. Kitty wasted no time in pulling out her journal, ink and quill. Georgiana accepted the pen knife and extra quill to start mending it for Kitty when the present one dulled. "What do you think we should have happen to the evil Mr. Boggins? I thought a horse accident, but how about a house fire?"
Georgiana wrinkled her nose, "A fire is too tragic. Can't he be accused of a crime and thrown in jail?"
Kitty sat, thoughtful for a moment and began scribbling. Georgiana leaned to peer over her shoulder and read as the words were scratched. "Ooh, he's accused of starting a fire. Brilliant!"
The girls worked on the story for over an hour when Georgiana had a serious question to ask. "Kitty, what if your husband doesn't like your writing? What will you do?"
Without stopping, Catherine Bennet confessed a truth she had not told any of her sisters. "I do not plan to wed."
Shocked, Georgiana had never considered not getting married. It was a future as certain for her as the sun rising tomorrow. "I see, you're jesting with me. Of course you will get married." Georgiana reached down to pluck a wild bloom from the forest floor. A small gap in the canopy above allowed for a patch of weeds and flowers to line just where the deeper buried rocks covered in slippery moss started.
"No, I shall not." Kitty finished her last sentence and blew on the ink. Satisfied it was dry, she glanced up at the high sun and reasoned they would be missed soon. "I cannot think of a single marriage that is happy, can you? Why should I marry when I will have more than enough means to survive and can continue my writing?"
"But—" A twig snap caught the immediate attention of both girls and Mr. Collins, leading a pack of sniffing dogs, came thundering out of the bushes.
"Confound it! You're not the stag."
Both ladies jumped from the rocks, and Georgiana giggled as Mr. Collins' hounds began to sniff her feet. They tickled her ankles.
"What are you two doing out here, Cousin Catherine? This is not your land anymore, you should not be flitting about doing, doing, what is it you are up to? I ought to march you back home to your mother this instant!" Mr. Collins yelling started the dogs off in a barking frenzy and this made Georgiana take a step back.
Kitty put her hands on her hips and glared right back at her cousin. The same cousin that threw them out of their family home in the dead of winter after the sudden death of her father. "Miss Darcy and I are not on your property. I am quite educated on the boundaries of my family's ancestral lands, though it appears you sir, are not. You are hunting on land which does not belong to you."
Collins looked around him, then shook his head and began to pale. "Miss Darcy, you say, as in niece of the supreme Lady Catherine de Bourgh?"
Georgiana curtsied, and Collins licked his lips which made Kitty uneasy. "We will be going now, Mr. Collins. Send my regard to Mrs. Collins." Kitty curtsied and after shoving her journal into her bag, linked arms with Georgiana and started in the opposite direction away from Mr. Collins, further into the woods.
"Kitty," Georgiana whispered, "we're going the wrong way."
"I know," she whispered back, "but I don't want to go past Mr. Collins. We will head this way and turn left, finding the main road."
The girls marched for a half hour towards what Kitty thought should be the main road, only no such road produced itself. The forest became darker and darker as the trees intensified in thickness. After an hour, Georgiana started to worry.
"Kitty, I think we are lost. Shouldn't we turn back?"
Unnerved, but stubborn, Kitty was adamant they would find the main road. She cast an eye over her shoulder to tell Georgiana they must keep going when she lost her footing and tumbled over a fallen log.
"Kitty!"
"Owwww. I'm alright, I'm alright" Kitty spat out the bits of detritus that had stuck to her lips when her face had hit the dirt. "Help me up?" She reached a hand up for Georgiana and instead, pulled the girl right down into the dirt with her.
Georgiana screamed and Kitty took a fistful of leaves and threw it on top of Georgiana's lavender gown. "What! Why ever did you do that for?"
"Because, the first rule of sisterhood is you never go home with only one of you dirty and unkempt. Mama'll never punish both of us."
Georgiana squealed as Kitty picked up another handful of dirt to help her new sister play the part most convincingly. Georgiana, not to be left out of the fun, grabbed her own handful of loose soil. The sound of a horse made them both hush, and from their forest floor vantage they saw a clearing ahead where a carriage walked by.
"The road!" Georgiana exclaimed as she jumped to her feet. She turned to gape at Kitty, still filthy on the ground, then down at her own dress. "My brother would kill me if he caught me in public in such a state!"
"Well, I suppose we better not tell him!" Kitty said, lifting herself up and getting a head start on Georgiana. With no other choice, the youngest of the Darcy clan followed her guide and couldn't help but smile. She had no idea how angry Mrs. Bennet was going to be, but at long last she had a sister—even if it meant getting filthy to find one!
 
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
The evening of the Courtney Ball, Jane's nerves about seeing Mr. Bingley again for the first time after his accidental tripping over Lady Matlock's oriental had mostly subsided. Until the carriage door opened and the elder Fitzwilliam brother, Viscount Ashbourne, handed her down in a golden gown that mimicked the glow of the sun on a hot summer day. Even her fan matched the creamy hue and Jane Bennet had to admit she felt more like an ornament than a human being.
The room was a crush of people. In a few days the Ton of London would retire to their country estates in preparations for the hunting season. Using a trick from Elizabeth, Jane tilted her chin up but focused her eyes on the footwear of every one so she carried herself in a regal manner, without actually making eye contact with any. With an inward chuckle, she wondered if it was Lady Matlock who had taught her sister the trick, originally.
"Miss Bennet, you appear most lovely." Lord Bergamote bowed deeply over Jane's hand and she gave the slightest curtsy in return. Something about the man still made her uneasy from when she had met him at Easter time.
"Lord Bergamote, it is a pleasure to see such familiar company this evening."
"I hope you will save a dance for me. Perhaps the third set?"
Jane gave a hollow laugh. "The third set, you do not ask for the first?"
The dashing Frenchman winked at her, forcing Jane to hide her annoyance. "A beauty such as yourself must be spoken for . . ." He tried to gaze into her eyes, but Jane squeezed the arm of the Lord Ashbourne for assistance.
"Indeed she is, Alphons, indeed she is." Lord Ashbourne bellowed, a younger version of the Earl's bombastic voice when he grew irritated. Robert Ftizwilliam whisked Jane away from Lord Bergamote as she realized she had not accepted the man's offer. She cast off this worry and followed the Viscount to dance the first set.
Lady Matlock had implored her this was the crucial moment, the moment in which London Society would judge who was spurned and who did the spurning. If Jane showed any sign of discomfort, concern, or worry, the Ton would judge she was cast aside by Bingley, which would be social suicide. It was all a ruse, of course. Just as Jane and Robert moved to line up in the first set, at the last moment Lord Ashbourne bowed low to an approaching man.
"Your Grace, may I present Miss Jane Bennet of Hertfordshire?"
The mysterious man bowed and gave Jane a warm smile before introducing himself. "Augustus Hamilton, Marquess of Haddington."
Jane's cheeks flushed as she accepted the son of a Duke's hand as the music began to play. The twirls and spins came easy to her. She noticed many of the ladies with a prime location to observe the dancing couples were whispering furtively behind their fans.
"It would appear you've been enlisted in the Matlock army as well, sir." Jane teased as the couples grew closer to promenade down the line.
The marquess laughed. "I heard you Bennet girls are saucy. But as the Fitzwilliams, Darcys, and Hamiltons have all been close allies for generations, I take the compliment."
Jane tried to puzzle out the connection and at the beginning of the second movement, she asked where Haddington was located.
"It's a town built on my ancestor's holdings in eastern Scotland, madame."
Suddenly, Jane realized where she had heard Haddington before, it was the town on all of her letters from Elizabeth! "Oh, perhaps you've seen my sister and her husband, Mr. Darcy?"
The marquess shook his head as they separated for a moment to complete the dance. When they returned to applaud the musicians, he bowed and Jane took stock of his person. His chin was a firm sort, shown as exceptionally masculine in contrast to his silky black curls neatly tied behind him. Jane noticed he was of a large build, but did not appear to particularly broad. He was in every way the opposite of the fair-haired Mr. Bingley and Jane found herself bemused by her mild attraction to the kind man who would dance with a stranger to save a reputation.
As Lord Haddington escorted Jane back towards his distant cousin, he explained he was unfortunately in London with his father to learn the politics of the seat he would one day inherit. "The experience has been an eye-opening one and I can't say I'm eager to rush home to the sheep and rolling fields," he said, with a laugh expecting Miss Bennet to agree with him.
Instead she frowned. "London does have its charms, but I do so miss the quiet of my home county. I-I do enjoy the delights of a dance, though." She added the last part as she realized her honesty would likely be seen as rather rude to this complete stranger.
"I believe most ladies do." The Marquess bowed over her hand and gave it to the Colonel who was waiting most anxiously for his turn. The peace was short lived as Mr. Bingley weaved his way through the crowds to request a dance. With a stern face, and a slight feeling of guilt, Jane did as she was instructed and ignored him entirely, giving him the cut direct. Nearby patrons laughed at Mr. Bingley's hopeless faux pas and the Colonel happily escorted Jane to the dance floor after making a slight glance to ensure Mary was in safe hands with his brother.
Jane teased the Colonel about losing a button on his red coat and was so convincing in her tale, she made the young man inspect his person during the set. When he realized he had been had, he gave biting words back to Miss Bennet. "I knew not to underestimate you, private. I do believe you are having a modicum of fun."
While the ballroom was hardly full of families she grew up with, Jane began to relax, feeling at ease in the protection of the Fitzwilliams. The practice through the week in preparation for the slings and arrows of society had put her nerves on edge, but when she allowed herself to feel happy, she found the emotion swept over her quickly.
Desperately thirsty, Jane asked the Colonel if they might visit the punch bowl before she danced the third set with Lord Ashbourne to make up for his stolen first set. She could see Mary was already at the bowl with Miss Bingley, showing signs of discomfort in the conversation.
Setting her shoulders back, Jane approached the punch bowl where she accepted the shallow compliments of her once would-be sister-in-law. Before she could form a polite response, the devilish Bergamote appeared from behind Jane to request his dance. So flustered by having to change her dance plans yet again, Jane gave the Viscount a look of regret, but knew the older Fitzwilliam son danced only for ceremony. He had no interest in Jane and she could not claim such desire on her part, either, no matter how many times Lady Matlock sat the two of them next to each other over dinner.
Her second dance with a relative stranger, Jane stuck with the approved topics of the size of the ball and how it compared or contrasted to other balls this Season. She heard the commotion before looking over to the punch bowl, nearly missing her step. Craning her neck despite the turns and handoffs, Jane could clearly see Mary, upset, with a dark red stain down her ivory gown and Miss Bingley offering the most play-acted apologies Jane had ever witnessed. Anger at Caroline humiliating another one of her sisters festered in Jane's mind and she completely ignored Lord Bergamote's question about her family's connection to the Bingleys.
When the music ended, Jane watched as Mary was taken under the Colonel's arm to return to Matlock House as her dress was beyond ruin. The smug look on Caroline's face seared in Jane's mind. Without thinking it through, Jane turned to Lord Bergamote and told an absolute truth.
"My aunt's husband assisted Mr. Bingley with the lease of an estate in my home county last summer. Mr. Bingley sold the last of his family's factories and was looking to purchase. Unfortunately, he struggled to manage and my sister's husband, Mr. Darcy, intervened to keep the property afloat." Satisfied Lord Bergamote's ears were not the only to hear how inexplicably close the Bingleys were to trade, though Caroline and Louisa had always attempted to hide it, Jane excused herself and walked to the older Fitzwilliam brother on her own.
"I do believe I am feeling a touch faint. Should we follow Mary and Richard?" she asked sweetly, and Robert Fitzwilliam did not need to be asked twice. Giving a quick nod to his red faced mother standing across the room, trapped in a conversation with one of the Earl's friends, Robert and Jane made their escape.
❂❂❂



Chapter Five
 
Playing a triumphant nine, Elizabeth Darcy laughed. "Fifteen for two!" She pegged her points, desperately trying to catch up to Lydia's pegs on the cribbage board.
Lydia played a seven. "Twenty-two," she said flatly.
"Thirty for a run of four!" Elizabeth wiggled in her seat after paying her eight, marching her pegs four more spaces.
"Go."
Elizabeth frowned. "Are you even attending the game? You are winning you know."
Lydia pushed back from the table and stood, her round belly weighing her thin frame down. She rubbed her midsection and paced. "I so wish to go out of doors, to shop, to do anything but sit inside and read or play cards with my sister!"
Elizabeth frowned and picked up the cribbage board and playing cards, annoyed that her efforts to cheer her sister met with failure. "There is nothing I can do to undo your tragic decisions. Do not be mistaken in thinking I enjoy spending my wedding trip fulfilling the whims of a mad woman heavy with child." 
For two months now, Elizabeth had endured the rants and ravings of her youngest sister who still refused to accept even an ounce of responsibility for her condition. There was no remorse, no contrition, only constant whining and complaints and Elizabeth Darcy had reached her limit.
Mr. Darcy stood outside the door, listening to the latest sisterly spat and chose an opportune moment to enter. Elizabeth rose to greet her husband, inquiring if his work was finished for the day.
"Yes, madame, though we've had a delivery and I wondered if you might assist me?"
Elizabeth glanced at Lydia who made a face and crossed her arms before asking the maid for more refreshments. Resisting the urge to remind Lydia she had eaten luncheon recently, Elizabeth pressed her lips together and accepted her husband's arm. 
She began to giggle as he escorted her upstairs, but her expectations came to halt when he led them to her bedroom, not his. Laid out upon the bed was a riding habit of the latest fashion, a long coat in a military style with matching slit skirt.
"I know horse back riding is not your preferred mode of transportation, but I had hoped, that perhaps if you would try a few lessons, you might ride out with me on occasion?"
"Yes!"
"Now, I know lessons are daunting . . . wait, did you say yes?"
Elizabeth spun around with a broad smile for her husband. "Yes! Anything, everything to remove myself from the company of that spoiled child!"
Darcy chuckled and accepted his wife's embrace, looking over her head at the handsome riding habit he selected from a fashion print of his sister's back in London. "Would now be too soon?"
Elizabeth shooed her husband out and called for Becky. It was not until she wore the full outfit, complete with a beaver hat matching the fine fur lining the jacket, that the full weight of her decision rested on her shoulders. 
The woman in the mirror stood fearless, regal, and commanding, but the Mrs. Darcy staring at the reflection trembled at the thought of mounting a large beast and relying on its good sense for her safety. Elizabeth's thoughts were interrupted by the appearance of another in the mirror, a tall, handsome man in the tightest of breeches that left little to the imagination. For him, she would be strong.
As they reached the paddock on the far side of the stables, Darcy pressed an apple into her hand. "I couldn't possibly eat, sir."
"It's for the horse."
A beautiful chestnut brown pony stood in the paddock, tufts of lighter hair hung loosely along its hooves, matching its mane and tail. Elizabeth had never seen such a sturdy breed of horse, though compact in size. She held out the apple and the horse clopped over to eat the treat from her hands, making her squirm in excitement. Once she calmed, she stroked the animal's muzzle, finding kindness in the dark, black eyes.
"I do not see a saddle, surely I'm not to learn to ride bareback?" Elizabeth laughed as the horse snorted as if in response to her tease.
"No, Elizabeth. As I instructed my sister, I shall instruct you. First, you must learn to saddle a horse."
"But William, will not the grooms saddle my horse?" Elizabeth did not mind learning new skills, but this was quite peculiar.
Darcy grabbed the sidesaddle from where it rested on the fence and motioned for Elizabeth to come over to the box. "Tomorrow, you'll learn to put reins on a horse, but first I want you to sit upon your new friend while I lead you around the paddock." 
As Elizabeth joined him at the box, he deposited the saddle into her arms, causing her to shrink slightly under the weight until she adjusted. He clicked his tongue and the horse obediently approached. As Darcy instructed her where to place the saddle and how to fasten the straps, she was at last introduced to her friend.
"This is Zanzibar." Elizabeth greeted the horse by name and remarked on the exotic sounding name to which Darcy responded. "All of Captain Tompkins' horses are similarly named."
"The Captain breeds horses?" Elizabeth was all astonishment and doing her best to draw out the moment when her husband would ask her to mount this Zanzibar creature.
"His access to ports around the world brings a rather interesting variety to his breeds, Zanzibar here is a cross between a Belgian draft and a local mare, producing a sturdy, short pony. Perfect for a certain wife of mine." William smiled wide enough for her to see his dimples and Elizabeth knew the time had come.
With a deep breath, she accepted his assistance to mount which he promised to offer only this one time. Feeling more and more like he was teaching her to swim by tossing her into a the middle of a pond, Elizabeth tried to still her nerves as she was now two-and-a-half times as high as she was accustomed.
"I am going to lead you around the paddock and you can hold Zanzibar's mane, it will not hurt him."
Elizabeth clutched a handful of the horse's mane, uttering her apologies.
 "Concentrate on holding your own balance. It's important to find your natural seat and find a rhythm with your mount."
Feeling ridiculous, Elizabeth tried to find what Mr. Darcy called her natural seat, but wondered if she was failing miserably. At last he urged her to close her eyes and let go of the horse's mane.
"Are you mad? I shall fall!"
Darcy stopped the horse's leisurely walk and reached to touch his wife's gloved hands. "I shall not let you fall. Trust me."
With a deep breath Elizabeth released the mane and closed her eyes. She heard Mr. Darcy click his tongue and at first, she was desperately afraid of falling but squeezed the pommel with her right knee. She still found the entire exercise unsettling and once she endured a few rounds, Mr. Darcy stopped the lesson to change saddles.
"Will you ride Zanzibar?"
Darcy laughed. "Heavens no, I'm too tall for him. Tell me, how did you like riding?"
Elizabeth wrinkled up her nose, an expression she knew her husband found enduring. "Unpleasant I'm afraid. Papa tried to teach me, but I never took well to the lessons."
"I was hoping you would say that," he whispered into her ear as he bent down for a quick kiss on her cheek. Her husband removed the sidesaddle and accepted a smaller, astride saddle from the groom before he disappeared back into the stable. Again, Elizabeth was instructed on how to buckle the saddle and about placement.
"I must say, you never explained why I must know how to saddle the horse on my own. I confess I am curious."
Darcy sighed, surprised Elizabeth could not guess. "To ride a horse is freedom. It is a necessity, a luxury, and at times, the only means of escape. I will not have any women of my protection unable to harness and ride all means of transportation available to them."
"Does this mean you will teach me to drive the curricle?" Elizabeth brightened at such a possibility as she dearly hoped to one day drive a gig of her own.
"Learn to ride a horse first, dear."
Astride Zanzibar, Elizabeth Darcy sat like a queen. She moved easily in tune with Zanzibar, and before too long, her husband had even given her the reins to walk and trot around the paddock a few times on her own. 
By the end of the lesson, her hindquarters were most sore, but she had great pride in conquering her fear of horses. More important to her was the way her husband gazed at her, a mixture of pride and lust that she found intoxicating. If riding a horse could inspire such feelings in him, she would gladly endure a sore posterior every day of the week.
 
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
Gingerly, Edward Gardiner inhaled deeply and released the edge of the credenza he was holding in the hall. He legs wobbled, but he remained upright. His wife and a few longtime servants of the family began to clap and cheer.
"That's it, darling, you're doing wonderfully!"
He grimaced a smile to his adoring wife, and took a step, pausing to breathe shallowly for a moment. His ribs still ached some and his leg atrophied from his accident four months ago.
"Mr. Gardiner, you've won the day, sir. Only a few more!" The butler Kline encouraged his employer, standing behind him in case the man should fall.
With great concentration, and keeping any cries of pain buried deep in his gut, Mr. Gardiner took the five more steps he needed to reach his wife. As she grasped his arms in her own and leaned forward to kiss his cheek, she related to him how proud she was of his recovery.
"I told you I would walk again before the babe was born. I meant it." Tears glistened in his own eyes, both from the exertion and this milestone of him leaving his sick room. He could not return to work quite yet, but spending part of the day in the parlor was on the schedule for him to keep the doctor at bay.
Madeline Gardiner patted her rounded belly, feeling the babe move under her hand. "Mmmm, I do believe this one might not be too far longer . . ."
As the Gardiners settled in the parlor, the arrival of Miss Mary Bennet was announced, and Madeline held her husband's arm to keep him from trying to rise. "You've done enough, dear. Do not overtax yourself."
"That is what I frequently say to you!" He playfully swatted at the back of his wife's dress as his niece entered the room with the jubilant couple.
"Edward!" Madeline turned around, pretending to be shocked.
"Good morning, Aunt, Uncle. I am so happy to see you up and about!" Mary beamed at the sight of her uncle on the sofa as she took a seat in the arm chair. Greetings exchanged, Mary removed her gloves as a servant brought a tray of refreshments. The young woman was excited to see her uncle's progress, but felt disappointed to not secure a private visit with her aunt. Mary nibbled a biscuit and filled her family in on the latest developments regarding Jane.
"She honestly struck him? I must say, I am impressed." Mr. Gardiner smiled as he gazed out the window to the bustling street beyond. He errantly tapped his injured leg with his thumb, thinking how long until he might return to his offices. He trusted Darcy's man to help his clerk, but there was something emasculating about relying on another's work for his livelihood. If this was the life of a gentleman, he was quite content to remain in trade. His wife's piercing gaze made him realize he had not attended the conversation. "Pardon me, you were saying?"
"I thought for sure you'd be most anxious to attend to your office by now." Madeline Gardiner gave her husband a sly wink to make sure he knew she was not sending him away, but that the ladies needed a few moments alone.
"Yes, yes, I must review those latest figures." Edward Gardiner nodded to his niece and motioned for the footman's assistance. He resolved privately that by the end of the week he would be in possession of a fine walking stick. The potential re-injury of falling by attempting to walk on his own again was well worth the embarrassment of needing a strong arm for support.
His wife wasted no time, once the ladies were alone, to gently pat the sofa next to her. Obediently, Mary rose to join her aunt as she turned her upper body to face her niece. "Now, talk to me about the Colonel."
Mary gasped. "How did you, how did you know?"
Pursing her lips, her aunt wore an amused expression. Madeline Gardiner smiled to think all young people were so similar, so wrapped up in their own lives that they failed to consider those older and wiser had faced similar trials of the heart, too. "My dear, your eyes light up when he walks into the room. I do believe you dropped your silverware three times when we last dined at Matlock House."
Mary hung her head, ashamed her wanton behavior was visible to all. Her aunt crooked a finger and lifted her chin. "There is no reason to be ashamed. You are blossoming into a vivacious young woman and he is a handsome match."
"But I am excitable around him and I am too poor! I shall not fall like Lydia!"
Confused, Madeline used a few moments of silence that a sip of tea afforded to work through Mary's outburst. How had she moved from rejection to fear of compromise? Was there information she did not hold? "Have you . . ." she cleared her throat to make her tone as non-judgmental as she could manage, "Have you permitted him liberties?"
Mary shook her head, then whispered, "I desire his attentions and that is a sin and a wrong I must carry. As the woman, it is my burden to not tempt his baser instincts and I fear I am failing."
"Mary. Mary! I should hope by now you would stop using Fordyce's Sermons as the measure of manners for a young lady! Heavens!" Exasperated, Mrs. Gardiner blew out a breath and smoothed a curl behind her ear. 
Restoring her calm, she grasped Mary's hands and held them tightly. "You are a beautiful, kind, vibrant young woman and any suitor would be blessed to have you as his wife. The feelings you fear are the stirrings of love. Certainly, your behavior must reflect proper decorum for you both, but there is nothing wrong with feeling attracted to the Colonel."
Mary closed her eyes and considered if all her feelings for Richard were lustful. She imagined him hurt and a deep melancholy washed over her. She remembered his teases and verbal taunts when they were in mixed company, and her heart felt light. Opening her eyes, she gave her aunt a curious look. "How do I show him affection? How do I demonstrate the depth of my feelings?"
Mrs. Gardiner released her niece's hands to take another sip of tea. To explain this part was tricky. Finally, she arrived at an explanation. "Your interest and genuine support of his interests will carry the point. A woman's good opinion is one craving all men suffer, but do not recognize so until they have it."
She could see Mary absorbed her words and began thinking of ways to implement her advice. Leaving the young girl a little privacy to her life, she changed the subject. "Have you heard from Lizzie?"
"Lydia is being a complete pill!" Mary gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. "Forgive me, but her behavior vexes Lizzie to no end and she holds no remorse so that I fear she is trying everyone's patience. Oh, but Mr. Darcy has taught Lizzie how to ride. Astride!"
Madeline Gardiner coughed as she stifled a laugh at Mary's choice to omit the word horse. "I'm sure the horse back riding is giving them plenty of reason to quit the house with Lydia inside."
Calmer, Mary realized she was suddenly quite hungry as she had arrived at her aunt's home with her stomach in knots. She hungrily devoured a biscuit before explaining. "Yes, they've ridden to their neighbor, Mr. Graham Hamilton, and she wishes me to find father's book on sheep." Mary wrinkled her nose in an expression reminiscent of her older sister. "Something about Mr. Darcy believes her ignorant on the subject of sheep and knowing Lizzie, she won't tolerate any lack of knowledge on her part."
"I believe your uncle may help you locate the tome in your father's collection in his study." Mary requested with a gesture if she might be excused and her aunt nodded.
As soon as Mary quit the room, Madeline Gardiner winced in pain as the little one growing within moved too high in her middle. Pressing firmly with both hands, it took a moment, but eventually the babe acquiesced to his mother's demands. "Stubborn already, Lord help me." She knew it would not be too much longer now and left to find Cook to add more to the evening's meal in case Mary wished to stay.
❂❂❂
 



Chapter Six
 
Door slams and raised, shrill voices punctuated Fitzwilliam Darcy's afternoon, every afternoon. He continued to scratch at his desk when a few moments later, his lovely wife appeared in his doorway, breathless and with a few strands of hair out of place.
"Fitzwilliam, I am at my wits' end with that girl. I try to placate her, try to cheer her, and each attempt devolves into her blaming me for her every misfortune!" 
Elizabeth Darcy entered the study and collapsed into the sofa in a most unladylike manner. Darcy looked her over out of the corner of his eye, aroused by the site of her flushed appearance, yet equally sympathetic to her plight. After all, it was his own plight as well.
"Perhaps we ought to pack our trunks and leave her in Scotland to deliver the babe? I do not wish for Miss Lydia's childish manners to further injure my family." His eyes darkened as he imagined the young woman, screaming in pain and alone, feeling in his heart it was not an action he could take, no matter how trying her behavior had become.
Elizabeth's mouth dropped in horror. "I could never leave her! She is a spoiled brat, but she does not deserve to be abandoned." She inspected a loose thread in her skirt, making a mental note to show the flaw to Becky. The tartan fabric was one of her favorite frocks and one she intended to keep as a reminder of the happiness she had managed on her honeymoon. 
Sighing, she began to explain her main dilemma. "I only wish I were not alone to take the brunt of Lydia's anger. I never was her favorite and I feel so helplessly miserable in failing to offer her the empathy she needs." Elizabeth shook her head and rose from the sofa, walking over to her little desk they fashioned next to his to peruse her correspondence. An invitation to Mr. Graham Hamilton's Blaylock House to dine in a fortnight caught her attention and she carefully fingered the rough edge.
She glanced at her husband, jubilant he had sorted the piece of mail to her domain, a small but lovely reminder as his wife, it was for her to set their social calendar. She was about to ask him if he wished to attend, but stopped herself when she saw him pinch his temples and stare at his own desk. Realizing she was delegated the task and she must have interrupted his work, she bowed her head and made excuses to review the evening's menu with Cook.
Darcy shook off his thoughts and stood for his wife's exit, but grasped her hand to bestow a kiss before she left. As she offered him a flirtatious giggle and  in return he bowed, then winked at her. He watched as she swished her skirts on her way out, and snapped his fingers as soon as she was gone, suddenly struck by a solution.
Pulling out a clean sheet of parchment, since this missive had far to travel, he mended his quill to a fresh point. Dipping the pen into the new pot of ink, he smiled as he remembered there were other family members he could rely upon to help shoulder the burdens. He began his letter in earnest:
My Dearest Sister Jane,
I hope the London Season has treated you well and you have found some enjoyment in the endeavor. I write to you in confidence to beg your assistance . . .
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
Georgiana Darcy and Kitty Bennet walked arm in arm from Meryton where both girls were surprised with post. Kitty gleefully opened hers though she noticed Georgiana saved her letter.
"Oh, you go first, mine is just from my brother."
Kitty shrugged and paused in the lane as she scanned the rather lengthy note from Jane. About half through, she laughed out loud and doubled over, passing the note to Georgiana. When Georgiana reached the middle of the letter she gasped.
"They did not!"
Kitty nodded. "I can see it now, your aunt and my sister, playing prim and proper all while dropping vicious gossip right into the lap of Lady Davish! Serves Caroline Bingley right!" Catherine Bennet kicked a stone to watch it skip down the lane in frustration. She had no doubt her sister Mary was likely rude if she was in a preaching mood at the ball, but if she had been there when Miss Bingley dropped an entire goblet of wine down Mary's front, her retribution might have barred her from polite society for all eternity.
Georgiana frowned and handed the letter back to Kitty. "I could not imagine all of London talking about me from a column in the Times." She shook her head. "I'm sure Miss Bingley is devastated."
"I hope she ran off to Yorkshire or wherever her people are from."
"You do not understand how vicious they can be. To receive a cut direct from so many, I would never be able to show my face in public again!"
Kitty shrugged. This was the tired subject on which she and Georgiana differed. Where Miss Darcy feared and anticipated her grand debut next spring, Catherine Bennet was at best indifferent and at worst full of dread at the thought of the coming season. She did have one question for Georgiana. "Do you know Lady Davish? How is it she writes for the Times? I thought women were not permitted?"
Untying her bonnet, Georgiana giggled at her rule breaking to enjoy the sun's rays as they came upon the outer yard of the home. "She is a widow. It is supposed to be a secret that she is Thaddeus Puck, but whenever someone wishes a tidbit to make its way to the papers, all one need do is arrange a tea with Lady Davish and the information prints within an edition or two." 
With a smile, the younger Darcy broke off into a run. Even without a head start, Kitty's shorter legs were no match for her friend's and she reached the door last to shouts from her mother who watched from the window and Georgiana's giggles.
"Girls! Girls! Hurry in here before the neighbors see!" Mrs. Bennet ushered the two girls inside, wobbling most terribly. Kitty's eyes fell on the bottle of spirits resting on the table before giving a knowing look to Georgiana. She would distract her mother so Georgiana might escape to read her brother's letter.
"Mama, mama! A letter from Jane!"
"My dear sweet, Jane. What does she write, pray do tell your Mama?" Mrs. Bennet slurred her words and smiled dumbly at Kitty. As Kitty related the happenings at the ball and Jane taking tea to spread the gossip about the Bingley's, her mouth twisted once more in annoyance as she thought on the freedom Lady Davish enjoyed as a widow. When she reached the end, her mother snored lightly in the armchair and Kitty folded her letter and tiptoed up the stairs.
A small voice sobbing on the other side of the door made Kitty open it without ceremony to find Georgiana crying on the bed. 
"What's wrong? Is someone hurt? Is Lizzie ill?" Kitty rushed to the bed to comfort Georgiana whose tears cut porcelain trails down her cheeks.
"He's heard we have been unruly and misbehaving. He says, he says I represent the family and I am to behave accordingly or I shall have to leave at once." 
Her hands shook as she handed over the letter which Kitty read with interest. The details about the woods could only come from one scheming, sour, simpleton ninny and Kitty's eyes narrowed. Trying to gain favor with Mr. Darcy, was he? Two could play that game and Kitty knew she'd win against the insufferable oaf, Collins.
"Stop caterwauling this instant! We shall not be bullied by the puffed up nonsense of Mr. Collins!" Kitty walked over to the desk and began to write a stern-worded letter to her brother-in-law. Georgiana stopped crying and slid off the bed to peer over Kitty's shoulder.
"Oh, you mustn't, you mustn't. You do not understand. I have let my family down before and vowed I shall never do so again." Georgiana hung her head and sagged her shoulders.
"What scandalous behavior could you possibly have engaged in under your tutors and chaperones?" Kitty seemed doubtful that the angelic Georgiana Darcy had ever come close to the rambunctious behavior she had once engaged in with her sister Lydia, chasing officers in the militia. Why, once when Lydia wasn't looking, Kitty had allowed Lieutenant Denny to kiss her cheek and although she liked it well enough, she would never allow the liberties Lydia did with George Wickham. Fiance or no fiance!
"I once nearly eloped with a man." Georgiana's voice was small and barely above a whisper as she shuffled back towards the bed. Kitty's eyes widened and she couldn't speak. "See, I told you I was not well-behaved and it was important to make this visit above reproach so my brother would trust me once more."
The wheels in Kitty's mind spun in fury as she had a hunch how this might be linked to Lydia. "If it is too painful to tell, I won't mind. But what was the name of the man that made you risk ruin?"
Georgiana inhaled deeply through her nose, knowing she could trust Kitty with this secret. She had not hidden the truth from her brother's wife. "The son of my father's steward, Mr. George Wickham."
Kitty gasped in horror, making Georgiana cry fresh tears. Quickly, Kitty rushed to the bed to embrace her friend and calm her. She related her own imperfection and smoothed the situation. But something made Kitty stop short of telling Georgiana of Lydia's involvement, praying the young woman would not know he nearly married another just six months later, for a long time to come. As the girls decided to wash their faces and find a pleasant way to spend the afternoon by calling on Maria Lucas, Kitty eyed the letter to her brother Darcy. With a smile, she realized she never agreed to not write him, just not straight away.
 
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
An unmarked carriage rumbled down the streets of London with Colonel Fitzwilliam, Mary Bennet, and her new maid, Madeline ensconced inside. Lady Matlock had insisted on hiring proper French maids for both Mary and Jane for as long as they resided in her home, arguing the extra assistance would be needed when they all retired to Matlock once the season ended. Mary had nothing bad to say about the poor girl, except that she barely spoke, but then again, Mary had never had her own personal maid for a comparison.
"I am a fool for letting you talk me into this. A fool! We should turn back, this instant."
"Absolutely not, this concerns my sister. A member of the Bennet family will be represented." Mary glared back at the Colonel, hoping the mettle she displayed masked the deep fear questioning their mission. 
The Colonel had found Mrs. Younge's boarding house and Mary had devised the best plan would be for her to enter first, as she was completely unknown to Mrs. Younge, to inquire about Wickham. If either of them saw the Colonel, they would run, but Mary hoped Wickham would not remember her from the few times he ignored her in Meryton.
"My mother would skin me alive if she knew of this risky endeavor. I am of half a mind to turn this carriage round here and now!"
Mary reached out with her gloved hand to stop the Colonel's fist as he was reaching up to bang on the carriage ceiling to alert the driver. Her sudden touch stopped his progress. 
"Do so and we will lose all chance we have to find him. We leave for Matlock in two days' time and all will be lost if we fail to act now. That scoundrel will dog my sister and new brother no end. Those are your own sentiments, sir."
Hearing his own words against him, the Colonel pulled back his hand reluctantly and scowled out the window. Every few moments he would look back at this wondrous creature named Mary Bennet and wonder how in the devil he had allowed her to become mixed up in this shady business? Before he could recommit to aborting the mission, the carriage stopped at the appointed address outside a shabby boarding house. 
Mary looked around and realized she was a few streets over from her uncle's home! Her palms became sweaty as she wondered if Mr. Wickham had spied on them all along?
"You do not have to do this. I will not think less of you . . ." the Colonel's deep baritone voice soothed Mary's nerves like silk.
Tying her bonnet extra tight, she nodded stiffly to her maid and the two women descended from the carriage to a bustling street with none interested in her person. She hesitantly knocked on the door only to end the knock with a clear, strong hand. A very large man opened the door and looked her up and down, and it was all the Colonel could do to not leap from the carriage as Mary began their ruse. As soon as the weathered green door was shut with Mary and her maid inside, the Colonel opened the carriage door and whistled. A dozen or so of His Majesty's Finest surrounded the boarding house, with groups of three marching to watch the back.
"A fine spy you have there, Fitzwilliam. Fine spy indeed." Colonel Forster recognized the lithe Bennet form from his time in Meryton.
"Miss Mary is not to be harmed. That is paramount to catching Wickham."
Colonel Forster laughed. Perhaps to Colonel Fitzwilliam catching the dastardly Lieutenant Wickham was not important, but Colonel Forster had been humiliated by the scoundrel's flight. Not only had Wickham abandoned Forster's militia regiment months ago, he also absconded with the unit's mid-month pay, an insult felt by the bellies and bills of every soldier waiting outside these boarding house walls. A woman's scream rang out, the signal to storm the house.
As Richard leapt into action, he charged the door with wild abandon, his pistol cocked and lowered. Allowing his eyes to adjust to the dim lighting, he met up with a half dozen troops near the back of the house to spy Mrs. Younge with her hands on a visibly upset Mary. Madeline the maid appeared unconscious in the corner, loomed over by a brutish footman. The other men trained their muskets on the oaf, leaving Richard to focus on saving his lass.
"Unhand her, Sally Younge, or die for the crime of harboring a fugitive!" Richard yelled out, steady and true, pointing his pistol directly at the woman with scraggly brown hair falling out of her coif. Mary's fists were clenched and she stomped hard on Sally's foot almost getting away from the woman, but still the desperate boarding house shrew held onto Mary's arm, yanking her back.
"Richard!" Mary called out, desperate to reach his safety, she struggled again against the woman, pulling herself away as a shiny piece of silver appeared in Mrs. Younge's other hand, a long, sharpened pin pulled from her hair. A shot rang out and Mary crumpled to the floor, kicking her feet beneath her. Strong arms lifted her and she was suddenly turned and turned about, hysterically yelling, "Wickham ran out the back, Wickham ran out the back."
"Sssh, they have him. You did well, you did well." Richard lifted Mary as she started to go limp in his arms, overwhelmed by the danger she had placed herself in, unable to grasp how Mrs. Younge lay dead, bleeding in her own parlor.
"Richard," she uttered, barely trusting her own voice. "I am so sorry I ruined the plan."
Reaching the carriage, he placed her inside and hopped up to join her not caring about Colonel Forster taking the credit, and trusting the driver would fetch Madeline. He wiped the tears streaming down Mary's face and looked into her deep, brown eyes, woefully affected by the knowledge of how close he came to losing her. Before knowing his own plans, Richard Fitzwilliam leaned in and passionately kissed his fears and love directly upon the lips of Mary Bennet, pulling her close to his person in the privacy of the carriage.
A sudden pull on the door behind him made Mary jump back and the Colonel relinquish her as a groggy Madeline was assisted into the carriage. 
"I supposed you wished to spirit the ladies away from this nasty business as quick as you may. No need to list their role in the report." Colonel Forster gruffly dismissed their small party from his official business.
Mary bit her lip and looked out the window, scrunched as far away from Richard as she could. Before Colonel Forster  could shut the door, Richard asked about Wickham.
"Oh, he'll hang for sure." Colonel Forster tipped his hat and slammed the carriage door making Mary jump in her seat. 
As the carriage rolled away, the entire party remained silent until Madeline unfortunately lost the contents of her stomach. Mary busied herself with tending to her poor maid's condition, secretly stealing glances at the Colonel as her feelings tumbled over and over in her heart.
❂❂❂



Chapter Seven
 
The parlor drapes of Matlock House in London were drawn as preparations to close the house were well under way. Lady Matlock bustled into the parlor at the request of her youngest guest, anxious to hear what the girl had to say. Mary Bennet had been quieter and more withdrawn than usual and she was hopeful the young woman was finally confessing that which vexed her.
"The silverware is secured away and the books Reginald wished to be packed are set aside. Now, Miss Mary, how can I help you dear?" With a genuine smile, the grand dame of Matlock took a regal seat in her normal armed chair to begin the interview on an open tone.
Scrunching her handkerchief, Mary twisted the cloth in mimicry of the knots in her own person. She had no wish to disappoint her kind sponsor in society, but after much prayer and reflection, found there was no other solution to her fall. 
"I am afraid I cannot in good conscience travel to Matlock for the hunting season." The young woman frowned and gazed down at the most famous Oriental rug in London, finding little humor in its infamy.
"I see." Lady Matlock pursed her lips. Mary was not like Jane, deep in this girl was a soul accustomed to being quiet, to being overlooked. If Margaret Fitzwilliam pushed hard, she knew the stronger Bennet sister would have no qualms shutting her out entirely. Still, the Countess of Matlock had a nose for romantic anguish and Mary's behavior was suspect. "May I ask why you have changed your mind?"
Plainly, Mary met the older woman's eyes with an overwhelmed expression that was strikingly similar to her sister Elizabeth when she was piqued. Mary shook her head gently. "Please, my lady, it is a shame I must bear alone. I fear I cannot trust myself to fulfill the standards so required by such a house party."
 Mary swallowed, shifting her weight from foot to foot, realizing she appeared horribly wanton and the last thing she wanted was for Lady Matlock to guess her awful sin towards her own son. "I was never as socially intuitive as my elder sisters, and while I did try to put on a brave front for the family, I feel my talents might best serve my mother as she comes to London in a few weeks with Miss Darcy and my sister, Catherine."
Lady Matlock studied the young woman up and down and sighed. The poor girl trembled and the last thing her hostess wanted was for Mary to leave feeling unwanted. "Come, come, I am sure you have your reasons. I will have Mr. Davies arrange for your trunks to be taken to Gracechurch Street. That is where you wish to go, is it not?"
Mary nodded gratefully, relieved she had not revealed her behavior in the carriage. Making a curtsy, she left the room to finish packing her personal effects in the lavish guest suite she had enjoyed for the summer. Lady Matlock groaned and pulled the bell chord to summon Davies.
When the man appeared, she handed him a note she had scrawled at the desk with the direction for Miss Mary and her trunks. "And tell my son, Richard James Fitzwilliam, his mother awaits his pleasure in the study. Just like that, if you please." With an angry swish of her skirts, Margaret Fitzwilliam mentally listed duties she was not fulfilling by awaiting her wayward son.
A few moments into cooling her anger, Richard entered the study and the countess's blood boiled over once more. "Close the door."
"Am I to receive a reprimand, Mother?"
"You tell me! What did you do to Miss Mary?"
The Colonel's mouth dropped, but he quickly returned it to it's rightful place. Rubbing his chin, he hedged his words. "What did she tell you?"
Hands on her hips, the Countess of Matlock marched across the rug to stand toe-to-toe with her son who towered over her. With a wag of her finger she informed him that whatever his transgression, it was his fault that Mary Bennet would not retire with them to the country, and that it was his responsibility to correct the error of his ways.
"That girl is as good as family, and we do not treat family as we would a woman in the street! Her emotions are hopelessly tangled over you. I suspect you feel the same."
The Colonel rocked back on his heels, shocked by his mother's assault on his personal life. "I cannot provide for her. She won't want to live on a Colonels' salary."
"Have you even discussed the possibility with her? It seems to me that talk of money is rather unromantic and your generation is meant to be the sentimental type. Why, for season after season, have both my sons turned down every eligible maiden I have thrown their way? But no, you stand here, proving to be as mercenary as the Mamas." Lady Matlock's eyes flashed dangerously at her son, her blood pressure throbbing in her head as she dwelled on the wasted time and effort of her failure to find matches for her two restless sons.
"Mother, Robert and I do wish to consider our feelings in our matches, do not despair." The Colonel bowed to his mother and offered his rakish smile, but she refused to relent. "But being a second son, yes, I am mindful of the style in which I may keep a wife. Miss Mary . . ." he paused, considering the esteem he held for her to be higher than any he had ever felt for a member of the fairer sex, "Miss Mary deserves a world I cannot provide."
Frustrated, Lady Matlock groaned and pushed past Richard. As she swung open the doors to the study, she turned to glare at her son one last time in exasperation. 
"We will just see what your father has to say." Leaving the Colonel standing in the middle of the room, he did not remain long as he hurried after his mother. He had no plans to allow his parents to conspire against him, and he had yet to inform them of Wickham's fate.
 
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
Her bare toes wiggling in the pond, Elizabeth Darcy laughed at her husband trying to coax a squirrel to their little picnic.
"I'm telling you, when I was younger, I could offer food to any of the creatures and they would come to my hand!" Darcy blew out a frustrated breath, before beginning to crawl and tackle the still laughing Mrs. Darcy. As Elizabeth playfully fought off her husband's affection, she struggled to restore her decorum.
"Perhaps . . . perhaps it was the squirrels' father you knew so well and the son is suspicious!" She lost her countenance into another fit of laughter making her husband growl and silence her lips with a kiss. The summer grounds of Starvet House had provided a reclusive retreat for the couple during the few hours they could find privacy. As Darcy returned to a sitting position, Elizabeth remained laying with her feet in the water on the thick blanket they had situated right at the water's edge. The clouds drifted lazily above in a sky of pure blue.
"I'm not so sure I wish to ever leave Scotland, sir. The idea of living in London after enjoying this idyllic place leaves a poor taste in my mouth. Must we go back?"
Darcy cleared his throat, smiling at his own bonny lass captivated by the spell of the northern country. "Enjoying our honeymoon is what I hoped for, but wait until your first sight of Pemberley." Darcy rolled to his side and rested next to his wife, blowing his warm breath on her neck as he described to her the vistas and charms of his home estate. "Starvet House indeed lures a person's soul to the bliss of nature, but Pemberley captivates you, and will never let you go."
Nestled in her husband's arms, Elizabeth sighed at the metaphors he painted, knowing it was also his way of telling her she belonged to him. Closing her eyes in the gentle sunlight, their rest only disturbed by the sound of a horse approaching. Scrambling to right her dress and position, her husband stood to approach the rider he recognized as one of his own servants. 
Elizabeth watched from afar as her husband's body language stiffened and he hastened quickly back to their picnic. Awaiting his return, Elizabeth began to return the dishes and food to the basket as Darcy said not a word and shook out the blanket.
"Is there something so very wrong?"
Darcy pressed his lips and nodded. "She is recovering, but your sister had a fall down the stairs."
"Heavens!" Elizabeth doubled her efforts to pack everything up quickly and did not wait for her husband's assistance to load her portion of the picnic on Zanzibar. She mounted just before him and with her new riding skills, rode like the wind the few miles back towards the manor house. When she glanced behind her, she need not worry, Mr. Darcy's mount Paladin was not very far behind.
 
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
Bowling on the greens of Matlock had to be the most exasperating game in the world if you asked Jane Bennet. The only sister to retreat to the countryside with her adoptive family, Jane had no designs to comfort their mother as Mary did, especially since now it was clear to her that Mrs. Bennet was directly responsible for the tedious social position the entire Bennet family found themselves in. As Jane wound her arm with gusto, she rolled the ball towards the pins only to narrowly miss for a third time.
"Poor luck, Miss Bennet. Poor luck." The Viscount Torrington offered to instruct her on her aim, and Jane gritted her teeth as the handy man stood too close to instruct her on swinging her arm, back and forth, much like she already was doing, while keeping his other hand more on her posterior than waist for guidance.
"Thank you, my lord. I shall endeavor to roll my bowl with greater care on my next turn." She nearly insulted the man with the force she tore herself away and began to walk back towards the refreshment table. Covering her eyes with her hand since the new bonnet fashion had nary a brim to it, she searched for Lady Matlock on the far side of the yard playing a round of croquet with some of the other house party members. Jane wished her sponsor was paying closer attention as she did not feel nearly as secure as she would if one of her sisters had joined her.
"You're up, Caldwell." Torrington smugly taunted the other man as the servants at the end of the lane scurried to reset the pins. He sat with overt pomp and circumstance next to Jane at the table. "Miss Bennet, may I say how lovely you are today? The pale green of your gown is simply ravishing for an afternoon's delight."
The double meaning to the Viscount's words put Jane's nerves on edge. "Thank you, my lord."
"Please, call me Henry." The Viscount reached for her gloved hand and as he bent to bestow a kiss on it, nudged the edge expertly with his thumb to brush a small amount of her bare skin with his lips. Jane yanked her hand back as if she had been burned, cradling it with her other. Henry laughed. "A new stirring, eh? Has no man ever kissed the fair maiden of Bennet?"
"The last man to take liberties with me against my wishes felt the swiftness of my right fist connecting with his nose." Jane spat out, waving her hand above her head to Viscount Ashbourne, the Colonel's older brother. Robert Fitzwilliam begged apologies to the ladies he was speaking with and hurried over to the umbrella Jane and Henry were sitting beneath.
"Torrington." Robert tersely acknowledged Jane's companion with a brief nod.
"Ashbourne, don't be a bother. We are perfectly content to converse without you, old man."
Robert ignored Viscount Torrington's bored statement and offered a hand to Jane, which she readily accepted. He made polite conversation about introducing his mother's guest to the ladies he was speaking to earlier. As soon as the two of them reached the halfway point on the lawn, and out of earshot of Viscount Torrington, Jane begged Robert to not leave her alone with him.
"Did he harass you?"
"No, not in any way to embarrass only him and not me. He is loose with his hands and suggestive in his speech. Promise me you will keep an eye on him, I do not trust his intentions."
Robert Fitzwilliam ground his teeth, angry at being so powerless to thrash Henry Longwell for his improper attentions. These cat-and-mouse parties were his least favorite pastime that came with his rank. He was only present at the behest of his mother as he preferred to be back in London, with his friends, discussing the latest politics over a bottle of port. No sooner had he given his promise to watch over Torrington than he and Jane were approached by Mr. Holmes, carrying a silver tray.
"Forgive me sir, but these two expresses just arrived for Miss Bennet." Jane accepted the two notes, dreading the contents. The only reason to send an express was poor news, and she was grateful when Robert directed her to a stone bench on the far side of the lawn, away from the activities of the others.
Opening the letter that was the worse for wear, Jane smiled and laughed that her dear brother-in-law would send an express merely to request her presence in Scotland. Jubilation over the end of her service to Lady Matlock's matchmaking schemes made Jane lose her careful serenity in a fit of giggles. She was free! Robert Fitzwilliam turned around from his impromptu guard position.
"Who sends funny news via express? You had me worried!"
"Me too! But it is poor news, Mr. Darcy asks me to join them in Scotland as the situation there has gone completely out of hand." Jane frowned as she perused the contents of the other express, dated long after the first and only a week ago. Lydia had been injured, though not gravely, and was fighting the prescribed bedrest. 
"Oh, I must hurry." Clutching her letters, she nearly forgot herself out of concern and sprinted across the yard, but instead sighed as Robert offered his arm. Leisurely strolling to the croquet game, Jane smiled and nodded at other members of the house party while secretly cheering in her head that she would soon be away from the fake and phoniness that had been London and now camped in the country. As they approached the older Fitzwilliam couple, Jane began to perspire. How was she to discuss this situation without raising alarm?
"Mother, oh Mother! Jane has wonderful news! The Buchanans have graciously invited her for a visit and we have kept her to ourselves for such a long spell." Robert Fitzwilliam gazed indifferently as the lie spilled from his lips, making Jane take a double glance at mother and son.
"Oh, how lovely! I'm sure Mrs. Buchanan will be overjoyed to see you, dear. Mind you to pack warmly, and we shall see you at Pemberley in two months' time?" Lady Matlock leaned forward to peck Jane's cheeks farewell and whispered in Jane's ear to send her regards to Elizabeth. With another phony smile in place, she shooed the two of them away and began fielding questions about the mysterious Buchanans to her companions, explaining it was a family from Jane's home county. This explanation mollified the inquisitive interests and the croquet game resumed as Robert Fitzwilliam briskly escorted Jane away.
"Who are the Buchanans?" she whispered, as they neared the main house.
"The housekeeper at Starvet House." Robert muttered, under his breath.
Relieved, Jane abandoned Robert at the back door and clutching her letters began to walk towards the back stairs. In the hall stood Viscount Torrington, leaning against the bannister.
"Miss Bennet, you are a busy woman. Don't you know that house parties are meant for relaxations and . . . new connections?" He offered a foxish smile and Jane backed away.
"My lord, I apologize for abandoning our game of bowls, but as you could see, you were well ahead in our score. I happily concede the win." Jane furtively searched for a servant, and seeing none, attempted to ignore the pit in her stomach.
"I believe to the victor should go a prize." He advanced on her position, walking with a swaggered gait, seeming to enjoy the threat dripping from his every word.
Jane held her hand up and narrowed her eyes. "Your manners are appalling, sir, and I will ask you to please leave my presence only once."
This made the Viscount laugh. "My, you are a surly one, but I had heard you Bennet girls were a handful. You won't be sending me away after I've had my way with you." Closer he edged and Jane began to feel a panic coursing through her veins. She blinked a few times and suddenly lunged at the Viscount, dropping her letters to the floor.
"HAVE ME, will you? TAKE ME, will you?" She screamed, pummeling her fists into him, surprising him with her ferocity until he regained his wits. He grabbed one of her wrists and laughed as he began to pull her into his chest, his other hand grabbing at her person. He leaned down to kiss her roughly on the mouth. With her free hand, Jane reached up and grabbed his ear as she had seen Lady Matlock do to Mr. Bingley and pulled as hard as she could. 
This time, the Viscount yelled out. But Jane wasn't done. Her anger and frustration reached the surface and as the Viscount retreated a few steps to rub his ear, Jane began picking up knick-knacks off the table and hurling them at him. "All the same! You evil, conniving, monster!" After her third throw allowed a heavy gilded frame to swipe the corner of his forehead, strong arms grabbed her from behind. "Let me go! Let me go!"
"Jane! Jane!" The Colonel's voice calmed Jane Bennet's temper and she relaxed her struggle against him, finding comfort in his embrace as she began to cry. Viscount Torrington lay bleeding on the floor, suddenly attended to by the Viscount Ashbourne and a few maids.
"I killed him! I killed him!" Jane cried, "I'm so terribly sorry." The Colonel spun her around and shook his head. He noticed her gown's sleeve was torn.
"He's not dead. He's barely injured. In fact, he's feigning injury." The Viscount Ashbourne stood up and kicked Torrington in the leg, making the man howl and lurch up to protect his softer middle section.
"Don't let her near me. That woman is crazy!" Viscount Torrington stood and held his hand to his forehead before bringing it down to see the blood. "I want satisfaction for this. She, she attacked me! A peer."
"He would not leave and threatened to . . . he threatened to harm me!" Jane sobbed, frustrated that for protecting herself so well, she might now be in grave danger. Looking at her feet in shame, she saw her letters spread upon the floor and stooped hastily to collect them.
"Robert, help Miss Bennet see to her trunks, you said she was soon to leave?" Robert nodded and walked over to take Jane from his brother. The Colonel snapped his fingers and in moments, his man Pratt and a footman each grabbed Viscount Torrington by an arm.
"What? What is this? Unhand me!" he yelled as the two began to drag him down a hall Jane had never ventured.
"Richard . . ." Robert Fitzwilliam said his brother's name in a warning tone as he paused with Miss Bennet before leaving the room. "What are you doing?"
The Colonel helped himself to a drink that he downed in one gulp then shrugged. Maids scurried around him, righting the room from the attack. "He said he wanted satisfaction for the transgression, I am merely providing for his request." Nearly bouncing in each step, the Colonel followed the fainter sounds of Torrington's yells leaving his brother and Jane alone.
"Let's see you packed and away from here within the hour, agreed?"
Jane nodded and began to sprint up the stairs to her room where she hoped her maid Edith had already started. In her mind, she couldn't leave soon enough.
❂❂❂
 



Chapter 8
Edward Gardiner rearranged the items on his desk for the third time that afternoon. Birds chirping in the small tree outside his office window soured his mood and he perused the calculations in front of him for the sixth time. With Gardiner Imports Exports running like a top, he thought his first full day of working from home would present him with more to attend, but no. Instead, the household finances and bills lay in a neat stack for his attention and his business, the man's purpose for waking each morn, had been reduced to a mere summary of numbers for his approval.
Sighing, he picked up the first account for the butcher and gave it a cursory inspection. Now that Mrs. Gardiner was full with child, he asked the cook to give him the burden of the household accounts. Alarmed at the sheer number of legs of lamb and cuts of beef tallied before him, he felt pained by every good meal he had enjoyed. Why, their appetites for meat ran a monthly bill of over a guinea! Most reluctant, he signed the bill for payment, and moved along, comforted by the fact that had the worst happened, at least there was plenty room for his family to economize.
"Tis not normal for her to be so sullen. I cannot abide it any longer and my heart breaks for her!" Mrs. Gardiner announced her vexations with their niece Mary straight upon opening the study door.
"Yes, dear." Mr. Gardiner had enough experience with his pregnant wife to stick with safe responses at this stage.
"She sits in her room all day, I've tried countless times to speak with her. All to no avail."
"Mmmhmm," Mr. Gardiner returned to reading over the sundry bill, wondering why the family used such an inordinate quantity of soap?
"Please, go talk to her." Mrs. Gardiner ceased her pacing, panting. Nearly all activity made her face red these days.
"Me? She couldn't possibly wish to speak with me," he said, turning around in his chair.
"Edward, she is your niece. Sometimes a girl needs a father."
Edward Gardiner's face paled. Of all of his nieces, Mary was the hardest one with which to converse casually. Although, talking with Mary would certainly be more pleasant than her younger sisters. He racked his brain and worked for a subject to ease their discourse. As he mulled his options, his wife's impatience grew.
"Please! This moping and isolation must stop. We cannot, in good conscience, allow her to feel pained as she does."
"Of course, of course, I shall see to her now." Edward managed a weak smile for his wife who looked at him with insistence. He shrugged on his morning coat he had removed earlier. His walking cane with the ornate head of a lion in his grasp, slowly and deliberately Mr. Gardiner took the stairs to the second floor. Mary's room was the smallest on the right side of the home as it was the room she preferred. A gentle knock elicited a barely audible response from within and he creaked open the door.
"Mary?" The room was dark as she had not bothered to light a candle, the curtains were closed on the tiny window. Heavily relying on his cane to carry his weight, he hobbled to the far side of the room and pulled back the curtain, allowing natural light to spill in, illuminating a flurry of dust fairies flittering between him and his niece. Mary wore black from head to foot and sat prim and proper on the edge of her bed. "I believe it is time we had a talk."
"Uncle, I appreciate you and Aunt, truly, but I fear my burden is mine to carry."
Dragging the lone chair from the small vanity, Mr. Gardiner settled himself as comfortably as he could manage. "Nonsense, there is no burden not lightened by sharing it with another." He tapped his nose at his bit of wisdom, hoping to find a smile, but instead Mary viewed him with her flat expression.
"My actions killed a woman. I am a murderess."
Edward Gardiner sucked in his breath, not prepared for such a bold statement. "Surely not my niece! There must be a misunderstanding." Frantic with worry, Gardiner's mind raced as he tried to think how on earth Mary could be speaking the truth? All he knew was she did not wish to go to the house party at Matlock for the upcoming hunting season and for that, he could not blame her.
"It's true. My selfish desires directly led to a woman being shot in cold blood. And . . ." Mary's face crumpled as the emotion of finally admitting her guilt overwhelmed her. Gently, her uncle patted her shoulder.
"Why don't you begin at the start of the troubles and I will judge if you are to blame for what sounds like a most unfortunate accident."
"But it was no accident! She was shot!"
Frustrated, Edward Gardiner gripped his walking stick more firmly. This was not what he agreed to when he offered to speak with Mary to appease his wife, and he wondered if she knew the fantastical story Mary was holding to her chest. "Well, why don't you tell me how you came to be in the midst of such an incident. Let's begin there."
Mary sniffed and searched for sincerity in her Uncle's face. Feeling safe, she divulged the entire story of how she convinced the Colonel to take her with to apprehend Wickham and the awful outcome. She left out the actions in the carriage afterward. Her uncle listened intently and at the end, felt ready to commit murder himself.
"Mary Eloise Bennet, you will dress for dinner and come down stairs. You need to live, and no doubt, the story you have related to me is not your fault in the slightest! And you should never have been present for such a scheme! When I get my hands on that puffed up robin—"
"No, Uncle, please, I love him." 
Mary pulled her hands back, amazed she had stilled her uncle's clenched fist, embarrassed she had acted out. She sighed, startled she had finally spoken the words which had tormented her for so long. "I love him."
Her Uncle's face softened and he saw Mary with new eyes. "Oh my dear, he is a very worthy man, I will give you that, even if his judgment is one I might wish to alter . . ." his voice became angry again, but he regulated quickly to his normal tenor, "however, your sulking is alarming your aunt, which in turn, is a challenge for me. The unfortunate death of Mrs. Younge was not your doing, but hers alone. She had no right to attack you and I must say, I am happy it is she in a pine box and not you."
Those last words made Mary pause. She had dwelled on that day for the last three weeks, reflecting purely that her interest in Richard had led to the woman's death. She had prayed and prayed and thought surely the Lord must not approve of her wanton ways because a woman died as a result. She never thought perhaps the Lord protected her that day when Richard saved her, he could just as easily have shot her in the confusion. Realizing this made Mary's breath catch in her throat, the weight of her uncle's offhand remark crushing her chest.
"Mary? Mary!" Edward Gardiner watched his niece struggle for air and cursed himself for upsetting her so grievously. None of this would have happened if her family had been informed she had witnessed a grisly death! "Slow down, slow down. You are safe now. Nothing bad will happen to you."
"But—but—,” she continued to find breathing difficult, "I was so wrong! I was so wrong! And I left him, and now he must think horrid things."
"I'm sure the Colonel understands why you did not attend the house party. I highly doubt he thinks worse of you for it."
"But he kissed me and I ran away the next day, ignoring him the entire time between!" The words tumbled out of Mary's mouth before she could stop them.
"He did WHAT? Madeline! Madeline!" Edward Gardiner shot up and began pacing in the tiny room, moved from annoyed to livid. Mary began to wail. 
Madeline Gardiner needed quite some time to move up the stairs, but when she did, she rubbed her wet hands on her apron to stall. Who was she to comfort, the one crying or the one pacing in anger?
"Did she tell you? I don't understand?"
"Oh she told me alright. If you need me, I'll be in my study. And you young lady, well, you . . ." Edward Gardiner's words failed him as he realized he couldn't send her to Hertfordshire, she would be back in a few weeks with her mother and the younger girls. Mary didn't like to walk out of doors and he couldn't take away her Bible. Blustering and gazed at expectantly by both women, he finally took a breath and muttered, "You may not play the piano forte for a week's time." Then he quit the room.
Astonished, Madeline Gardiner soon received the whole story, including her husband's tirade, between sobs. After numerous rounds of cajoling, though she did agree with her husband that it was best for Mary to put on a brave face and join the family proper, finally progress was made. She steadied Mary by telling her she would talk to Edward. 
"Don't worry, many a couple have a rocky start. I can think of one famous pair on their honeymoon as we speak," she said, with a wink.
Leaving Mary's bedroom, Mrs. Gardiner retired to her own. She needed a few moments to work through all that Mary had told her. A murder? Wickham was found and hung? Kissing in the carriage! After she moved past the initial surprise of such a dramatic sequence, a ripple of laughter shook her belly. She laughed and laughed until tears formed at the corners of her eyes. Couldn't any of her nieces conduct a proper courtship?
After the emotional release of laughing and crying over the mess ended, Madeline Gardiner pulled out paper and pen from the small stationary set she kept in her room just for such occasions. Still smirking as she captured the details, she felt much better after addressing the missive to Starvet House, to one Mrs. Darcy.
 
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
The earth spun as Elizabeth Darcy's club missed the ball a third time in as many tries. Her extra effort this attempt added too much inertia and her feet twirled her body around on her toes, nearly knocking her down.
"Confound it and this stupid, insipid game!" She slammed her club to the ground as Mr. Darcy and Mr. Hamilton laughed behind her. Quickly, her anger spread to her male companions. "And you gentlemen would laugh at a lady? As you stand there in skirts?" Her brow arched and both men suddenly found need to cough. Elizabeth had been enlightened that the apparel was called a kilt and some type of honor for Scottish men to wear, but as she had never seen the trend before, it amused her to now end.
Attempting to restore her calm, once more Elizabeth lined up the driver with the impossibly small golf ball taunting her on the tee. With a deep breath, she lifted the club and without losing sight of the ball, managed to connect the club head and the objective to see it satisfactorily sail into the air. Jumping up and down, she gleefully glanced back at her husband who smiled at her with pride.
As Elizabeth's ball did not go nearly as far as the men's, she was to hit again right away. Walking with her husband on her arm she asked him to clarify this rule. "So you mean to say I shall have more turns in this game than you simply because I do not hit the ball as hard?"
"Yes, madame."
"Hmmm, well I rather like this game, then. All is forgiven." Elizabeth smirked as she skipped free of her husband's arm and selected a new club from the caddy. Darcy stood back with Graham Hamilton, their nearest neighbor, awaiting his wife's turn.
"Does she know to win the game you wish to have the fewest strokes?" Mr. Hamilton asked.
Another of Elizabeth's balls sailed into the air and she giggled once more, waving at the gentlemen. 
"I refuse to deny my wife even the slightest happiness," Darcy replied, clapping for his wife's triumph. He tipped his cap towards Graham and strolled to join Elizabeth, happy he chose to wear the traditional Scottish uniform for golf. His trousers were much less forgiving of the joy he felt all his own at witnessing his Elizabeth discover new delights of their world. As he neared her, his heart surged with content over his new role as her personal protector.
The small golfing party retired to Starvet House for refreshments after only nine holes. As Elizabeth declared a morning round might suit her more frequently, Mrs. Buchanan walked into the warm parlor. Elizabeth set down her tea cup, preparing to receive her housekeeper but instead the older woman directed her speech to Mr. Darcy.
"Sir, a carriage was spied at the post road gate." Refusing to even make eye contact with Mrs. Darcy, Mrs. Buchanan backed out of the room to see to further preparations below stairs.
"William? Are we to have visitors?" Elizabeth asked, bewildered. To have Mr. Hamilton was risk enough, but another visitor arriving in a carriage? There was no way to hide Lydia for the length of a stay.
Mr. Hamilton rose from the table. "I fear I have overstayed my welcome. A smashing good game, Mrs. Darcy. I look forward to our next time out on the links."
"And I'll be over tomorrow to talk about crop rotations, I believe we may find new uses for that southern pasture to protect you from the fluctuations in the price of wool." Darcy shook Hamilton's hand, and both of the Darcys began the slow walk to see their guest off. 
As Graham Hamilton, the second son of the Duke of Hamilton, walked towards the butler holding the door open for him with a stiff and subtle jig to reduce the tingling in his left foot, Darcy absconded with his wife to a pretty little alcove just off the main entryway.
"William!" she whispered, as her husband pulled her into an embrace and kissed her most passionately in their tiny moment of seclusion. "What will the servants think!"
"That I am a man in love with my wife, and blessed to be loved in return." He leaned in to touch his nose to hers, closing his eyes. The seconds passed until he heard his wife sigh and release the tension in her shoulders. With a slight sway, he lingered with his face close to hers, until she gently pushed him away to meet his eyes.
"I see worry in your expression. I do not like worry. And you cling so tightly when you think you are about to lose me," she stated rather bluntly.
"Transparent as glass, it appears. Yet so many of my acquaintance accuse me of hiding my true emotions."
"I no longer fall for your changes of subject. Tell me, what has you so worried, quickly before our guest arrives."
"There is no cause for worry." He kissed her forehead and released her, tugging on his coat that had bunched up during his amorous endeavors. "But I fear I may lose some of your attentions in the very near future .  .  ." He exited the alcove, leaving her no choice but to follow if she wished her curiosity to be satisfied.
Outside, Graham Hamilton bounded down the worn stone steps hoping his own wagon had come round, but saw that it was preceded by the mystery carriage's arrival to the long drive. Donning his tartan cap in the pattern of his ancestors, he offered his services as a gentleman to open the carriage door. Handing out the most beautifully delicate blonde creature he had ever seen, he was at a loss for words as the strange woman appeared mesmerized by the grandeur of Starvet House. Finally, he found his tongue.
"Ah, lass, you must be Mrs. Darcy's sister. Welcome to Scotland!"
Jane forced herself away from her inspection of the house to thank the man for his assistance, only to find herself arrested at the sight of such familiar features. He was tall, rugged, and dashing with a strong chin and dark features. But his clothing, once she looked him up and down, was utterly ridiculous! Stifling a giggle, which the man did not appear to appreciate, she curtsied briefly before their meeting was interrupted by the opening of the grand, front door.
"JANE!" 
Elizabeth shouted as she flew down the stairs to usurp Mr. Hamilton's place as Jane broke away from this handing down. The two sisters immediately embraced, spinning and talking so fast, neither gentleman could decipher their conversation. 
With another wave to Darcy, Graham Hamilton chuckled that by all indications, he would be seeing the enigmatic Darcy far more often than on the morrow, if only to escape the hen house now nesting at Starvet. Hoisting himself up into the modest wagon, he carefully drove his horses around the carriage and slapped the reins once he was clear. 
It was only a mere three miles drive to the edge of his lands, but he was anxious to learn the fate of his favorite mare who was to foal anytime now. Granting himself one last look at the two sisters, with one of particular interest, he was dismayed to see that the Darcy family had all retired indoors. Shrugging his shoulders, he reasoned he would learn more about the beauty from the south in due time. In due time, indeed.
 
❂❂❂



Chapter Nine
 
For a spell, the three sisters enjoyed their reunion and the eldest, Jane Bennet, wondered if perhaps Mr. Darcy had not exaggerated the trials and tribulations of handling a pregnant Lydia in his letter beckoning her to leave England. As she sat in the morning parlor of the grand stately home, Jane remained quiet, still exhausted from her ordeal at Matlock and the long journey up north.
"Tell me all about the gowns you wore! Were they lined with golden thread? Oh, how I wish I had been in London this summer! I am sure the evenings were simply divine . . ." Lydia gazed above Jane's head with a far off look on her face.
Elizabeth attempted to shake her head as little as possible in warning to Jane, but her sister missed the cue. Instead, Jane brightened at her first opportunity to cheer Lydia and rolled into a delightful retelling of her adventures.
"The first ball after breaking my understanding with Mr. Bingley was the most difficult, but I was saved in society's eyes by a most dashing man, why . . ." Jane's eyes widened as she recalled the connection to the county they were in, " he was the Marquess Haddington! He told me his family was an ancient Scottish line."
Pinching the handle of her cup until her finger's first knuckles were white as sheets, Elizabeth nodded. "Jane, how are the Fitzwilliams?"
Jane ignored Elizabeth's question and gave her attention to Lydia, still absorbed with interconnections of her experiences. Here she had been taught to think of London Society as this great sea, deep with debutantes and suitors, but the shallow degrees by which everyone who was anyone linked together distracted her in a profound way. "The Marquess Haddington has such pleasing features, why, the man I met yesterday who was so kind as to hand me down from the carriage appeared to be a mirror image. Is he related? I did not learn his name."
"You, you met a man? And he was handsome?" Lydia's lower lip quivered.
"Calm yourself, Lyddie, it was Mr. Hamilton, Mr. Darcy's friend and our neighbor. I'm sure you will meet him yourself in a few short weeks."
"The resemblance was most remarkable."
Elizabeth laughed. "I believe Mr. Graham Hamilton is a twin. I have not met the Marquess, but Mr. Hamilton holds a rather large farm he inherited from his mother's side of the family, being the second born. Their mother was the Duke's first wife." Elizabeth prayed Jane would remember her earlier question, but instead, she fell right into another subject sure to aggravate the fragile nerves of Lydia Bennet.
"How terrible they lost their mother! Was it their birth? I have heard bearing twins is tricky." Jane gasped as the weight of her words registered and she jerked her focus to Lydia. Large, fat crocodile tears poured down the young girl's cheeks.
"What if I am having twins? Look at me, I am so ridiculously large!" Sobbing and wretched, Lydia grasped her dress with two fists and pulled at the fabric.
"Lydia, no! You'll tear your lovely dress! Tell me about this fabric, what a wonderful pattern of calico, I do so love these sweet flowers along the trim." Jane smiled at her youngest sister and reached over to still Lydia's hands.
"Don't touch me!" Lydia snatched her hands away from Jane, her eyes wide with fear. "I know you two laugh at me when I am not in the room. Laugh as I waddle like a duck and I am so ugly, not even my dear Wickham will desire me anymore!"
Helpless, Jane looked to Elizabeth as Lydia continued her tirade but Mrs. Darcy, calm as could be, rang the little bell on her tray. In seconds, a maid appeared and curtsied.
"Please tell Seamus and Brandon Miss Lydia will be retiring upstairs for a rest. Thank you."
"No! No! I don't want to rest! I won't be banished to my bedroom! It's too early!" Lydia began to whine and cry harder.
"Should I fetch Dr. Simpson?"
Lydia bit her lip and shook her head. The last time Dr. Simpson visited for one of her fits, she had been sedated for days. Since none of her letters she had sent to her mother or aunt had ever seen a reply, Lydia needed to be awake and alert for her plans to escape. Besides, with any luck, she might convince one or both of the footmen to visit her later. 
"I am sorry. Please tell Mr. Darcy I'm good. I will go to my room and rest. There's no need to send for the doctor."
As the footmen arrived, Lydia stretched out her arms for their assistance to rise from her chair, and walked to the stairs, accepting one's arm to help her keep balance as she climbed while the other footman walked behind her to catch her should she fall again. Jane viewed the odd procession with her jaw dropped before turning her stare at her sister, Elizabeth.
"Has she always been this poorly behaved?" Jane whispered.
Elizabeth blew out a breath and cooled her warming cheeks with the palms and backs of her hands. "Worse. Today she was relatively calm. I expected her tantrum to rile up into an all out battle!"
Jane shook her head. "I feel so pained for her! She still has no grasp of her situation, does she?" Jane's heart beat wildly as she reflected how her original plan to care for Lydia on her own would have failed miserably. Mr. Darcy's letter had described Lydia a combination of her mother's terrible nerves and spoiled upbringing finally resonated. And the picture those words now painted was ghastly in the most extreme!
"Pity will serve you ill. For months I pitied and sympathized. My reward was the abuse of her temper! Life became so unbearable, why, I learned how to ride a horse!"
Jane giggled, feeling slightly relieved she could tease and jest again. "Come Lizzie, now I know you are exaggerating."
Elizabeth shook her head. "No, I am most fond of my Zanzibar and . . ." Elizabeth paused to glance around her, then laughed at herself remembering she was mistress of this house and there was no danger should others hear, "Mr. Darcy taught me to ride astride!"
Jane's face paled as she sat legitimately shocked that her sister, the sister who avoided horses like the plague, had not only learned to ride, but also in the most unladylike manner possible. "How odd, I would have guessed it would offend Mr. Darcy to see a woman ride in a less than appropriate manner."
"I think you will find my husband to be a man of surprising taste and manners. He has certainly surprised me, in the best ways possible, since our marriage."
At this news, Jane smiled meekly at her sister, torn between the honest feelings of happiness stirring in her heart and the fear it might be she who never found a match. Elizabeth noticed Jane's discomfort and suggested they ask Mr. Hopkins to drive them into town. Jane cheered at the prospect and as the two walked together to their suites for suitable attire for the damp weather outdoors, they passed Lydia's closed door.
"Let's find a present for Lydia! It was my fault she felt so awful. I don't know what I was thinking to go on and on about London and the balls." Jane stopped in the hallway and hung her head. Elizabeth squeezed her sister's hand.
"You will need time, but please know there was little to prevent this morning's outburst. They say a woman with child can become impossibly moody and easy to anger, and with Lydia, the doctor does not know if it's her age, the situation, or merely her displacement, but she is one of the worst cases he has seen."
Sadly, Jane shook her head, and hugged Elizabeth with ferocity. "I am here. I should have been here the whole time. Pray, forgive me."
As the two pulled apart, both sisters teared up and Elizabeth assured Jane there was naught that could be done to change the past. 
"And I know, I know, we should only reflect on the past as it gives us pleasure," Jane said before her younger sister could finish the motto their father had handed down to all of them, anytime their childish hopes or expectations were disappointed.
"Papa is watching over us, Jane. I can feel it. Now, go don your cloak, the breeze from the sea turns quite chilly but I would not have us take any but the barouche. It is well-sprung and the countryside is so gorgeous, it's like riding through a painting." Despite the tears, the two sisters giggled and squealed, both overjoyed to be reunited.
 
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
The evening after their trip to Haddington, it was Mr. Darcy who surprised the ladies of the house with a secret. The three sisters congregated in the entryway as instructed, and Elizabeth laughed as Jane rocked back and forth on her heels.
"Do you think Mr. Darcy truly means to take us to town? Or perhaps out to dine? I am so grateful to be included in the invitation!" Lydia tittered on and on, constantly waddling to the alcove to check out front for a carriage or the barouche. Elizabeth tensed her shoulders and consciously inhaled metered breaths. Her husband would never embarrass their family at so late a stage as this. Over and over she repeated in her mind that he had her trust.
"Lizzie, are you keeping knowledge from us?" Lydia asked, looking to Jane for reinforcement of her inquisition.
"None, I'm afraid. Surprises are Mr. Darcy's favorite game." Elizabeth laughed as the girls heard voices and a familiar jingle from outside. Mrs. Buchanan appeared from the back hallway towards the kitchen carrying a bundle of blankets. As the front door swung open, the barouche stood decorated with garlands of flowers and glass jars with flickering fireflies.
Gallantly, he offered his arm to Lydia who stood utterly still until she began bouncing up and down in jubilation. "How lovely! Are we to go for a ride?"
"More than a ride, I happily invite the three fair Bennet sisters on a moonlight picnic, if they are so inclined to humor a humble Puck." He winked at his wife who stood behind Lydia wearing an expression of gratitude.
Jane linked arms with Elizabeth and they followed Robin Goodfellow and their younger sister out the door. Mrs. Buchanan saw them off after handing the blankets to Mrs. Darcy, shooing the family on their way. 
The crisp, late summer evening had cleared from the earlier fog and cloudiness. Allowing her sister to sit next to Mr. Darcy, Elizabeth and Jane sat facing their sister and Elizabeth warmly smiled at her husband. Watching her two sisters take so much joy in the excursion, Elizabeth relished her role as Mrs. Darcy and the merriment she and her husband might spread if they should coordinate efforts on his famous surprises.
Elizabeth quickly recognized the driver carried them to nearly the same picnic spot she had enjoyed with William a few weeks earlier near the pond. Charming during the day, the dusk's inky blues and radiant white shimmers on the water's surface transformed the spot into an utterly magical destination. A bonfire roared, carefully surrounded by heavy stones, and once again, the new Mrs. Darcy sensed the incredible honor of being so splendidly served by the staff of Starvet House.
Jane helped Lydia to the blankets already spread for their repast, and Elizabeth happily tiptoed through the dewy grass on her husband's strong arm.
"Have I told you today what a wonderful husband you are? If not, please add today to the list of sixty plus such occasions."
"Only sixty? You are aware we've been wedded lo these ninety-eight days."
Impressed he had the exact count, Elizabeth hid her feelings behind a tease. "Yes, sir, but should I bestow such an honor upon you every day, you might cease your attentions entirely, feeling convincingly victorious in your profession."
Darcy laughed, squeezing his wife's form to his side, but not taking any further liberty in the presence of her sisters. The jars of glowing fireflies were untied from the barouche and placed pleasantly among the plates and platters of cold meats and goat cheese. Conversation flowed lightly as Jane and Elizabeth told Lydia a summary of Shakespeare's great work, A Midsummer Night's Dream, when she asked why Mr. Darcy called himself Puck earlier. A splash startled the party as a fish jumped from the surface to catch a midge flitting above the pond.
"Ooh, did you see that? The fish feed themselves?" Lydia shifted her sitting position to one on her knees, facing the pond with her eyes squinted. She did not wish to miss another performance.
"Yes, Miss Lydia, this pond is one of Nature's creation, not my own. Should the fish not labor to feed themselves, I fear they would go hungry." The seriousness of Mr. Darcy's voice contrasted so starkly with the nonsense of such a question, but Elizabeth managed to keep her composure.
Lydia sighed and rubbed her stomach absently. The mannerism appeared to be a good sign to Jane and she nudged Elizabeth.
"Does the babe move?"
"Ugh, all day and night. He is most vexing with his kicks. My poor back cannot take it!" Lydia leaned back and arched over her hands now supporting her lower back to emphasize her complaint. "I do not know how I will endure the journey back to London!"
Jane and Elizabeth shared a glance, then turned back to Lydia. "Journey back to London? Well, I am sure after the babe is delivered, and you recover, you will be relieved of the pain of your current condition."
"La! You're here to take me back to London, are you not Jane? Yes, why else would you be here? My Wickham has been found and Lizzie and Mr. Darcy can finish their wedding trip in Scotland. And George and I can be married!" Lydia gazed up at the stars with her face beaming.
"Mr. Wickham is gone. Your baby will be born here, in this house," Elizabeth replied flatly.
"Then why is Jane here? Why? She would not have come unless they found my dear, sweet Wickham. I must return to London. I must! He will be looking for me and I packed my trunk today." Lydia huffed and puffed, rolling to her hands and knees to push herself up off the ground. Her size made her cumbrous and Mr. Darcy immediately offered to help.
"Lydia, Mr. Wickham is dead. He is gone."
"Dead? Dead?" Lydia began to tremble and Darcy immediately clasped the young woman in his arms.
"Jane! Was that truly necessary?" Elizabeth said in disgust, rising from the picnic to help her husband guide the now sobbing Lydia back to the barouche. The evening was ruined.
"I am so sorry! I was only trying to help!" Jane called, chasing the couple and their charge, leaving the picnic for the servants to pack. Courtesy of Lydia's increased appetite, nary a crumb was left of the summer's buffet.
Elizabeth scowled as their progress was slowed by Lydia slipping on the slick grass, but never falling as both she and Fitzwilliam kept her upright. Jane was silent as she was assisted into the barouche last, and sat next to Mr. Darcy while Elizabeth held Lydia on the other bench.
"I am so sorry. I never meant . . ." she whispered.
"It's alright, Miss Bennet. Miss Lydia would learn of his fate sooner of later. I intended to convey the news after she was safely delivered."
"Oh." Jane's chagrin made any further discussion out of the question and the ride back to the manor house was somber and sullen.
❂❂❂
 



Chapter 10
Jane Bennet lounged on the chaise placed in her suite especially for her use, bundled up in a spectacular quilt of ruby red and evergreen stars. She traced the delicate stitches that bound the layers of fabric together and shivered as a maid stoked the fire.
"Thank you, Millie."
The maid curtsied. "Anna, ma'am. I'll be Millie all the same if it pleases you."
Jane touched her fingers to her forehead then shook them away. "No, no, I apologize. One should never change their name to suit another. I have lived in so many houses over the last year, I confess I don't know if I'm coming or going half the time." Jane laughed, nodding to the wisp of a girl with plain brown features, until the young girl smiled just a touch on the left side of her mouth. "There now, I've thoroughly embarrassed myself, but your work for my comfort is much appreciated."
Mrs. Darcy entered the room and the young girl immediately dropped her head into a curtsy. "Please allow us some privacy, Anna?"
"Of course ma'am. Will there be anything else?" The maid asked looking to both sisters before Mrs. Darcy shook her head no. After the sturdy wooden door latch clicked, Elizabeth dragged an arm chair from the far side of the suite to bring it closer to Jane by the window. Her older sister shrugged herself into a sitting position, waiting for Elizabeth to convey the reason for her presence.
After looking at her hands and wringing them, Elizabeth finally sighed and delved into the issue that was troubling her most. "Jane, are you unhappy here?"
Shocked, Jane sputtered for a moment then heartily convinced her sister she was not unhappy at all, and far from the feeling entirely.
"I only ask because I so rarely see you. At least, I never see you when Mr. Darcy is present. Last night at dinner, you barely said two words to our host, Mr. Hamilton. It is so unlike you . . . I worried that perhaps I had done something to offend. Or perhaps the staff?"
"Starvet House is a dream, Lizzie. A pure dream! The fields, the kindness, I never imagined loving another place so swiftly and deeply as I feel when I think of our own home, Longbourn." Jane frowned and corrected herself. "Our former home."
"I am so pleased to hear it, but still, I know we've been separated lo these many months. My heart is heavy for you. Was it the business with the Bingleys? Oh, that I were there for you! Had we honeymooned in London, I'm sure Mr. Darcy would not have minded."
Jane's warm hand snuck out of the blanket and she grasped Elizabeth's. "Do not trouble yourself. What would we have done with Lydia had we not the convenience of such a grand home? No, no, our separation was painful, but necessary. As far as the Bingleys . . ." Jane sighed and took a few deep breaths. "I cannot well describe my feelings towards him and his sister. It is not painful, and it is not with hate. I . . ."
"You were disappointed."
"Yes, exactly! I think Mr. Bingley is such a kind man, and generous and amiable but he suffers so from the influence of his sisters. It's not always easy to stand up to one's own relation." Jane shrunk back as she thought about her neglect of their mother, the dozen or so letters from Hertfordshire, largely unopened, sitting in her trunk. "Tell me about you! My sister, the mistress of a home! Lizzie, I cannot compliment your skills enough to do you credit. I fear my own head would ache most profoundly under such demands as yours."
Elizabeth laughed. "Oh, would that you knew all of the mistakes I made! I nearly scared a poor farm boy out of his wits one morning on my early walk when I marched over to the sheep barn and asked him to explain to me what he was doing. He thought me criticizing his work, and was so nervous that the new mistress would now surprise him with visits, he requested a new assignment to the far field. The whole story of course made its way round to Mr. Darcy, and I sat like a guilty young girl in his study as he for all he was worth not to laugh!"
Jane and her sister enjoyed the mirth of more stories, until the laughter made Jane's eyes nearly tear up. As she wiped them, Elizabeth smoothed her skirts and became agitated once more.
"What? What is it?"
"I must go I'm afraid and meet with Mrs. Buchanan. There are a few candidates for Lydia's wet nurse in the village, and we wish to begin interviews soon."
"Is she so close to her time? I thought for sure the babe would not come until nearly October!"
Elizabeth shook her head. "The doctor and midwife both think those calculations are wrong. Lydia won't tell me when she first started . . . relations with Wickham nor when she first missed her courses. Trying to talk to her about the babe is an exercise in futility." Elizabeth's stern Mrs. Darcy demeanor reappeared and Jane realized how heavy responsibility could weigh on a person. In no time at all, Mr. and Mrs. Darcy would be the owners of matching crease lines on their foreheads from the difficulties their positions demanded.
With a quiet voice Jane asked a question, again returning her inspections to the fine stitching of her quilt. "Lizzie. What if . . . what if Lydia?"
"We will not discuss that. She has the best care and nothing will happen. The Lord shall protect us and her. We will not discuss that." Elizabeth repeated herself, lost in her own thoughts and fears. Blinking her eyes a few times, she refocused on Jane. "You are truly well? Happy?"
With the broadest smile she could muster, Jane Bennet lied to her sister, not remembering the pain caused the last time she tried to hide a burden. "I am exceedingly well, and enjoying the quiet."
Elizabeth nodded and left the room, leaving the door open on her way out. She hoped the gesture would indicate how much she wished Jane would join them downstairs, but did not wish to force the invitation. As Elizabeth walked quickly with purpose down the grand staircase to meet with Mrs. Buchanan, it never dawned on her that she had not invited Jane to join her in the interviews. It did dawn on Jane, cutting her heart to the quick.
 
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
Mary's mood still hung like a dark cloud over Gardiner house on the eve of Kitty, Georgiana, and Mrs. Bennet's arrival back to London. Though she planned to remain at the Gardiner household, Mary had visited Darcy House at the request of Mrs. Kensington to help with the preparations for the reopening the town home for the few weeks Miss Darcy would be in residence. 
The housekeeper peppered her with pointed questions about Mr. and Mrs. Darcy's months long holiday in Scotland. The search for specific details of who traveled with the Darcys now and when they planned to return made it clear to Mary that the woman did not entirely approve of Miss Darcy being left so often to the care of tutors and companions.
As she exited the grand house, Mary took one last look up at the elegant facade, thinking that once her aunt was safely delivered, she would take Jane's example and leave London for a quieter life at home, with her mother. Just as she was about to board the carriage, another carriage with the unmistakable Matlock crest on the door arrived. Cursing her bad luck, Mary shifted from foot to foot, utterly caught between wishing to hop in her own carriage and disappear and greeting the Fitzwilliam family member that had arrived. 
Please be Robert, please be Robert. Anyone but Richard, she thought hard, closing her eyes.
"Miss Mary, how lovely to meet you here." Her hand was taken and kissed by the velvety lips she still dreamed about most evenings.
"Colonel. I really must go I'm afraid, my aunt is expecting me."
"Nonsense, we shall send a note." Lady Matlock alighted from the carriage, stretching her tight muscles in a most ladylike manner. "I find it so lucky we should meet."
Mary's face paled, accepting the Colonel's arm to return back to the home, under the harsh gaze of Mrs. Kensington. Her feet echoed on the beautifully stunning patterned parquet flooring and Mary listened as Lady Matlock began discussing details with the housekeeper. As the Countess agreed with all of the arrangements Mary had made, despite Mrs. Kensington attempting to suggest other plans, suspicions began to grow in Mary's heart there was no luck about her meeting the Fitzwilliams at all. She decided to test this theory.
"I apologize for taking the liberty of making such arrangements. I had not known that Miss Darcy would not be alone these weeks in London."
"My niece is never just left to her own devices, if that is what you are insinuating. My son is her co-guardian." Richard puffed his chest slightly at the mention of his responsibility.
Mary stuttered. "No, no, I did not mean that at all. Mrs. Kensignton asked me to visit and had a myriad of questions about my sister and brother-in-law's plans, and . . ."
"Did you tell her anything private?"
Mary shook her head. She herself knew little details of the situation with Lydia and preferred that status as opposed to the alternative. Dark thoughts of Mrs. Younge's lifeless body falling to the carpet at her feet flashed in her mind and it took Lady Matlock additional attempts to regain Mary's attentions.
"Hmmm, I do not like this development. Richard, do you think that Mrs. Younge has designs now that Wickham is dead? Might she come after the family for some twisted sense of recompense?"
Mary's lip trembled. "But she's dead, she can't come after us!" Mary blurted out, for her own sake not the countess's, then remembered her manners. "Your Ladyship."
"She's dead?" The Countess whirled around on Richard who physically shrank away from his mother. "And when did you plan to impart that salient point, son? And why does Mary know of this before me?"
Mary cleared her throat and looked at Lady Matlock with a firm countenance. "Because I was there, your ladyship."
The countess collapsed onto the sofa in the small parlor, Richard immediately tried to tend to his mother, but she swatted him away. Margaret Fitzwilliam needed a moment to connect all of the pieces of the puzzle. As she looked at Mary and Richard, back and forth, she began to see how the breach between them came about.
"You dolt, Richard James! Taking a lady to apprehend a criminal!" Lady Matlock held her hands out beckoning Mary to attend to her on the sofa. Still shocked by the vulgar language of her superior, Mary complied without giving her movements a second's reflection. "And you, poor dear, what horrors did you see?"
Finally, Richard spoke up to tell his mother the entire story, leaving out the part about the kiss in the carriage. Mary began to giggle at the end of his somber tale. 
"And what have I said to make you laugh, sweet Mary?" The Colonel's face appeared bemused and still, his blue eyes flirted shamelessly with her.
"Only that I had to explain the same situation to my uncle and he was not happy with you, sir, not at all."
The Colonel's face whitened as the blood drained away. "Does he, does he demand satisfaction? Shall I go see him?"
"Of course you will go see him! This very afternoon! And if you were not too old for me to take a switch to your bottom, I would make sure it was painful for you sit!" Lady Matlock rose and smoothed her skirts. "I shall make arrangements, and you," she pointed to her son, "you behave!"
With the door wide open, the two young people left behind fidgeted at the sudden privacy afforded them. Mary could no longer look at Richard, feeling a dreadful pain in her belly as she realized how disappointed Lady Matlock would be when her uncle told of the way she had let Richard kiss her. Not realizing her anguish was so real, her slight moan of despair was all the encouragement that Richard needed to ride into a battle of Cupid's making once more.
"Mary, Mary, please speak with me, we have a precious few moments. I had no way to know how deeply I hurt you, and I missed you everyday you were in London." He gently sat on the edge of the sofa, making Mary instantly stand up.
"Please sir, I do not wish to place you in any further danger."
"Danger?" He laughed. "What danger?"
"For your mortal soul!" Mary looked at him as if he were daft. "I know I am not good enough for an earl's son, I shall not reach beyond my stars. But my attraction to you and attentions have bewitched you and I am firm in my resolve to tempt you no further."
Richard Fitzwilliam tucked his bottom lip under his upper to hold his first comments back. The woman of strongest mettle he had ever seen paced the rug in front of the large windows without pause. Realizing she was truly agitated, and as afflicted as he, it still did not change the fact that he was practically penniless in his own right.
Small clanking of the bits of metal in his uniform alerted her he was rising, and she froze, like a frightened deer as he approached. "It is I who am not good enough for a daughter of Bennet. But mark my words madam, after our interview with your uncle, I shall leave my mother here and find a way to be otherwise."
Mary's heart lurched to a stop as she held her breath. Had he just declared himself? Was he about to? Before she could remember how to form words again, Lady Matlock reappeared in the doorway.
"Come, come! I have sent a note ahead and a new team of horses has been rigged." She pretended not to notice anything amiss, but Margaret Fitzwilliam did not mistake the blooming blush of a woman in love spreading on the cheeks of Miss Mary Bennet. As the grand lady turned around, expecting the couple to follow her, she began to make mental notes on all that she still had to teach the woman she hoped to be her first daughter-in-law as soon as may be.
❂❂❂
 
 



Chapter 11
"Excuse me madame, but Miss Lydia has the girls all in a tizzy. She demanded more and more fabric and I'm afraid there won't be enough for the needs of the manor." Mrs. Buchanan interrupted what had been a placid, peaceful afternoon by approaching her mistress for assistance.
"Is she making those bonnets again?" Elizabeth slammed down the embroidery hoop she was working on, a sampler with foxgloves to commemorate the date of her marriage. She wished to have a token reminder of the summer's holiday, even if the days had rarely felt restful.
"Yes'm, up to a dozen or more in just the last week."
Jane's eyebrow arched and she joined the conversation. "Lydia makes bonnets in her room?"
Elizabeth let out an exasperated sigh and nodded to Jane. Following Mrs. Buchanan up the stairs to Lydia's suite of rooms, the whole bedroom was in uproar. Gowns, as old as a few years, were strewn about on nearly every piece of furniture and Lydia stood with a needle in hand, hunched over the hem of a ball gown she wore when they lived in Hertfordshire. Lydia's trunks were out and half empty, half full of neatly pressed garments as one would prepare for a journey.
"Lydia! What is all of this mess?"
Lydia grunted, pulled the needle tight and bit the thread with her teeth. "Isn't it wonderful? I'm nearly packed and ready to leave. I thought Mama would be so pleased for me to repair my clothing so that I'm ready for my debut on my arrival."
"Debut? What, where are all of the babe's clothes?" Elizabeth gaped at the room strewn with bonnets and stockings and petticoats galore. A heap of white linens cast in the corner caught her eye and she marched over to inspect the pile. It was indeed the clothing for the baby she had started to help Lydia with at the beginning of the summer, until every sewing session ended in a tantrum. "Lydia, the baby will be coming soon. He needs a stitch of clothing to wear."
"La, his new family will provide him that, I'm sure." Lydia held up a gown much too small for her even if she were not heavy with child and admired herself in the mirror. "Mama says the new fashion is for the ladies to wet their bodices. Isn't that such a scandal?"
The energy and carrying on reminded Elizabeth precisely of the Lydia she knew long before Mr. Wickham and before they had lost their father. "Please! I am trying to understand. You keep talking of Mama, did she send you a letter?"
"Mmhmm, it's there, on the bed."
In a rare display of youthfulness, Elizabeth hopped onto the bed full of miscellaneous items and scrounged around for the piece of paper. Her mother's hand was sloppy, careless, but it spelled out promises of balls and dinners and sponsorship by Lady Matlock just as soon as her unpleasantness was resolved.
 The tips of Elizabeth's ears burned as she digested the callous way in which both her mother and her sister threw this innocent child aside. Now three months into her marriage, Elizabeth would relish an increasing waistline, but as her courses began just days ago, there was no indication that a new Darcy was on the way despite regular labors to the contrary. Crumpling the paper, Elizabeth slunk off the bed as Lydia twirled and modeled in the mirror, shrieking and laughing and playing out introductions.
Without a word, she gathered up the baby's clothes and handed them to Mrs. Buchanan. "Take these to Jane. She and I will work on them. Please take any calicos and other linens as needed from my closet and place an order for more. I will explain the situation to Mr. Darcy."
"Aye ma'am."
Behind her back, Lydia grimaced briefly, then returned to her jolly merriment. She bumped into Lizzie as she continued to traipse around the room. "Oof, you can't stand on a dance floor, silly. Will you help me finish packing?"
Blood pounding in her ears, Elizabeth inhaled numerous deep breaths before she could find the calm manner to address Lydia. "Your child should be your priority. No more dancing. No more playacting. You must rest. I shall send some maids to pack for you, but in the meantime, lay in bed and reflect on the happy life you wish for your son."
"But, but, I'm not tired! I could run, Lizzie, truly run from here to Hertfordshire and back I am so light on my feet." A dazed, happy countenance covered Lydia's face as she cradled the gown in her arms to her chest. The happiness of a young girl who had spent so much of the summer in abject misery played on her older sister's heartstrings.
"I am persuaded. You may continue to work on your clothing, but you must make one gown for the babe and lay it in his cradle over there." The ancient wooden rocker was already in Lydia's room as well as the birthing chair in preparations for the coming child.
"Oh, thank you thank you thank you, Lizzie. I shall, I shall. I'll make the most beautiful baby gown ever right now."
Elizabeth left the room shaking her head, curious over the cause of Lydia's excitement. Certainly the letter from their mother was a catalyst, but could not account for the flurry of sewing the girl was accomplishing. Meeting Jane in the sitting room, the elder Bennet daughter was sorting the garments by amount completed. Elizabeth set aside her embroidery sampler and picked up a little cap that needed a hem.
"Do you think we will complete this tiny wardrobe before the baby is born?"
"I hope so. I sure hope so, Jane."
The rest of the evening progressed without incident but Lydia declined to come down for dinner. Mr. Darcy worried that this was another show of strong will, but Elizabeth patted his arm as they sat to dine. 
"She was a regular tornado today, dear, sewing for the baby." It was a small fib, but not completely inaccurate as Lydia had sewn one garment for the baby.
"Good, good. Is she coming around, then, do you think? You have selected a wet nurse?"
The first course of hearty stew was plated and the temperature nearly scorched Elizabeth's mouth. She blew out a few quick breaths as she laid her spoon down. "We have a candidate who will move in later this week. She has a babe of six months. She will be good fit. I believe she can easily manage our new arrival.
"I should tell you that Captain Tompkins has invited me to visit his farm while he is in port once more. I intend to select a horse for Jane." Darcy cooled a mouthful of stew and continued eating. "I thought you ladies would like to accompany me," he said as he used his napkin.
"Thank you, sir, but I don't require my own mount." The extravagant cost to keep such an animal ran through Jane's head and she did not care to come to rely on such luxuries.
"While I respect your wishes, I shall procure another horse for my stables that will suit your height. It would please your sister to have you join us on our rides to see more of the countryside before we all must return to London and then Pemberley."
Jane shifted in her seat. She had not decided where she would go after her visit to Scotland, but back to London and the Ton was not an option. Not after all that had happened. "I thought I might consider a position when this business is finished. Perhaps as a companion."
"Jane!" Elizabeth exclaimed, but before she could begin questioning her sister's sense about seeking employment, a breathless messenger entered the dining room.
"A fire. Blaylock, sir." The young boy was followed by Mr. Harper, who apologized for the interruption then started to lead the boy away in a rough manner.
"No, Harper, unhand him." Darcy stood from his chair immediately, and walked over to his wife who had worrisome tears in her eyes. She lifted her hands and grasped Fitzwilliam's, holding them close to her heart as she leaned her head against his arm.
"Mr. Hamilton," Jane said softly, studying her plate.
"I will be back as soon as I can. Mr. harper, round up every able bodied man and start heaving over. See that Paladin is saddled, I leave at once!" Mr. Darcy barked orders as his long legs allowed him to quit the room quickly. 
Left alone for a few moments, Elizabeth fingered the fine white table cloth and inspiration struck. She rose from her chair without the assistance of a footman and called down the stairs to the kitchens for Mrs. Buchanan.
"Yes, miss?"
"Gather every scrap of cloth we can spare. Fill the wagon from the cider press, I doubt the men will think to take it. Jane and I will be leaving shortly."
"But, the master would not like for you to go ma'am. Tis dangerous, best to let the men fight the fire." Mrs. Buchanan's tone was warm and motherly.
"We won't fight the fire, Mrs. Buchanan. We are going to help the injured. Jane, do you still keep that soothing mint balm you make for burns and bruises?" Jane nodded. "Go fetch it and any other medicines you have. I'll collect our supplies and meet you back here in five minutes' time dressed to leave?"
Jane nodded, over the initial shock of the disaster and ready to be of help. She wasn't sure how they would get to Blaylock House, but she was sure Elizabeth would find a way, she always did.
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
The cries and chaos overwhelmed Elizabeth as she managed to steer the small wagon up the drive to Blaylock House. The home was still ablaze and most of the staff were covered in black soot, sitting on the lawn, trying to tend to wounds and injuries with limited ability. As soon as the wagon came to a halt, Jane and Elizabeth jumped down to immediately begin assisting, unnoticed by Elizabeth's husband for nearly half an hour. 
When he finally did notice, Elizabeth was tending a maid who had a nasty gash on her arm from escaping the fire through a broken window.
"Elizabeth Darcy, what are you doing here?"
"You will require stitches, and we will need some laudanum for that. Wait here while I fetch some?" Elizabeth offered the young girl an open smile as the patient merely nodded. "Husband, I am here to help."
Darcy pinched the bridge of his nose, exhausted from his earlier efforts to help save the last few souls they could from the raging inferno. "Pray tell, HOW did you get here? We used all of the carriages and wagons."
"You forgot the cider press wagon. It's small, but Zanzibar managed to pull it, didn't you boy?" Elizabeth nuzzled her animal as she approached the wagon. Darcy laughed until a hacking cough overcame him, and concerned, Elizabeth eased him to sit upon the ground. 
"My husband, what have you done? The smoke can kill you! How many times did you run in?" Elizabeth stymied her anger and refused to view the crumbling timbers of the house, still falling.
"Only twice. Graham ran in another time after me, he burned his hands quite badly." Darcy pointed towards the grassy hillock where Mr. Hamilton sat, tended by Jane.
The shouts and wails made hearing Mr. Hamilton very difficult, and Jane Bennet almost did not recognize the large, charming man as he sat collapsed on the ground, his hands dangling in the air over his bent knees. She had to kneel and move her head close to his to hear what he had to say.
"She was right there. Right there. I tried, but I couldn't hold on. The metal was scorching hot." He held up his blistering hands in answer to his own one-sided conversation. Tentatively, Jane reached to touch Mr. Hamilton's forehead as he blabbered on and on in a nonsensical manner, but he was not feverish.
"Sir, Mr. Hamilton, it is me, Jane Bennet. How did your hands become so burned?" Jane reached into her gown's pocket to pull out the mint balm. He hissed as she gently began to apply the cream, the minor numbing effects slowly taking away some of the sting.
"Ain't your fault, Master. Ye did all's ye could. Had to drag 'im out we did!" A man with a thick accent began to talk to Jane.
"Drag him out? He had gone back in?"
"Aye, the young lass was trapped, and he wished to save her. Poor dear only eight years old, but she be with the Good Lord now."
Jane's breath caught at the tale of such heroics, but as she observed Mr. Hamilton, the devastation of such failure weighed heavily upon him. Shouts and more shouts of a different tremor than the keening wails rippled through the masses. The Darcys were organizing the people to take turns and ride a wagon or even the carriage, back to Starvet House for the night.
Jane, Elizabeth, Mr. Hamilton, and Darcy were one of the last groups to ride back, just as dawn began to crown the day with the first of her rays. Blaylock House sat as a hulled out shell of brick and stone, still smoldering in the middle. Jane and Elizabeth lay in the back of the cider press wagon, their supplies exhausted and the two ladies feeling the same, as the men sat up front.
"Five generations of my mother's family lived in that house. Gone. All gone."
Darcy clicked his tongue and Zanzibar started to pull the wagon steady and true. "You did always hate the gloomy decor. We will rebuild Blaylock House in the style she deserves."
Graham Hamilton gazed down at his bandaged, throbbing hands and did what few men were strong enough to do. He wept.
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Chapter 12
 
By afternoon, the staff of Blaylock House were attended to, quartered with the staff of Starvet House or with a few tenant families that were relations and Elizabeth Darcy collapsed in her bed, thoroughly exhausted. Her rest was short lived when not two hours later, the screams of Lydia Bennet woke everyone resting above stairs, including Mr. Graham Hamilton.
Elizabeth and Jane rushed to their sister's suite to find a panting Lydia, squatting on the floor and holding a bed post. 
"It hurts! It hurts!" She paused in her panted speaking to groan through another contraction. "Help me!"
Jane hustled over to Lydia and wrapped her arms under the younger girl's shoulders to give her support while Elizabeth left to find Mrs. Buchanan. The house was eerily quiet as almost everyone had been up the whole night. Rushing down the hall of the servant's area, Mrs. Darcy didn't care what example she was setting by running. Reaching the housekeeper's private room, she knocked profusely until the older woman opened the door.
"Gracious alive! Has Mr. Hamilton worsened? Is it fever?"
"No, 'tis Lydia. It's time."
Mrs. Buchanan fretted and flustered, wiping her hands on her gown as she spun a few times looking around her room. The woman's lack of sleep weighed heavily on her mental processes, though in a few moments she spied what she was trying to puzzle out. A quick jot of her pen and she had two messages for the doctor and midwife to hurry.
Giving the messages to the errand boys, Mrs. Buchanan woke up more maids and started the kitchen staff on boiling extra water. Elizabeth left feeling the preparations were well in hand and returned to Lydia's bedroom. She met her husband and Mr. Hamilton in the hall, one bewildered and the other wearing a face full of shame.
"I say, I did not know you had another sister in residence, Mrs. Darcy. She sounds like the devil be whipping her personally in there. Has anyone fetched the doctor?" Mr. Hamilton stood in the hall, frustrated that his bandaged hands made his otherwise stocky Scottish build feeble and unable to even open a door.
"Come, Graham. We'll talk in my study." Mr. Darcy pecked his wife on the cheek before leaving her, the only show of affection he dared to do in company.
"We'll see her through this, sir." Elizabeth gave her husband her fiercest look of determination and felt lifted when he gave her a weak, but confident smile. As soon as the men left the hall, Elizabeth opened the door to see Lydia disrobed to just her chemise and Jane trying to coax her to the birthing chair.
"So soon?" Elizabeth rushed forward to help Jane, who shrugged as they lifted poor Lydia away from clutching the now heavily scratched bed post.
"I'm not sure, but I don't know what to do," Jane whispered. Elizabeth too was at a loss as neither of them had attended a birth before this. As Jane and Elizabeth managed to get Lydia to the chair, the two ladies quietly tried to work out which one of them would check Lydia's nether regions when Mrs. Buchanan arrived.
"Oh look at you Miss Lydia! Bringing a dear life into this world! Now there's a good girl, you close your eyes and push through that pain, one, two, three, four . . ." The older woman rolled up her sleeves and without ceremony reached below to check Lydia's progress while brightly talking to the soon-to-be-mother.
As Lydia rested between contractions, Mrs. Buchanan turned to accept a towel from the maid and wiped her hands. "Mrs. Darcy, Miss Bennet, may I have a word with you in the hall?" She nodded to the two maids who stepped up to pat Lydia's brows with a cool towel while the other one spoke calming and cheerful words.
In the hall, the two pale faced ladies held each other's hands as they waited to hear the wiser woman's observations. Mrs. Buchanan shook her head slowly. "The babe is early and not turned right."
"Turned? The baby turns inside?" Jane's eye widened in horror.
Mrs. Buchanan realized while she had attended scores of births in her four decades on earth, these two young women had nary an ounce of experience for a woman's lying in. 
"A babe moves all abouts in a mother's womb until the time nears for the delivery. Then the head comes down, lodging in the woman's hips, ready for the pushes. Miss Lydia's babe be feet first, and those babes be the longest and most painful to arrive."
Elizabeth took in a few calming breaths and asked the question both she and Jane wished most to know. "But they will both survive? Babies do deliver, as you say, feet first?"
The rosy lips of Mrs. Buchanan pressed firmly into a thin line. "It be in the Lord's hands now. You ladies might get some rest, Miss Lydia has a long time ahead of her and will need you for the final hours. Millie and Susan will assist me until the midwife and Doctor Simpson arrive."
Trembling, Jane followed Elizabeth to her suite of rooms in an unspoken bond of sisterhood. Neither wished to undress, so in their day gowns they merely cuddled on Elizabeth's four poster bed like they had for most of their lives at Longbourn.
"Lizzie, what if . . ."
"Pray, Jane. That's all we can do. Pray."
 
❂❂❂❂❂❂
 
In the early hours of the morning not long after midnight, the maid Susan roused Elizabeth and Jane out of their sleep. Groggy, Elizabeth blinked a few times then shot out of the bed as she remembered Lydia was in labor.
"How is Lydia? The baby?"
The maid shook her head. "The babe not be here yet, miss, but Miss Lydia, she needs you both. Mrs. Buchanan told me to fetch you, beg your pardon."
"No, no, you did right. Have you had any sleep?"
The maid shook her head. "Go wake a replacement for you and find some rest."
"Thank you ma'am." She curtsied and left the room.
"Jane, Jane!" Elizabeth rocked the slumbering form of her sister back and forth until finally the fair haired Bennet sister awoke. Jane had a similar reaction as Elizabeth, rushing to activity when she realized the gravity of their situation. "The baby is not here. But they need us." Elizabeth yawned and slipped her feet into her slippers. Her wrinkled gown would offend no one she was sure, and she only checked the mirror to replace a few pins. Becky, her personal maid, stepped into her bedroom.
"Becky!" Jane greeted the familiar face with a sincere smile.
"I'm here, Mrs. Darcy. Let's refresh your dress . . ." Becky smiled back at Miss Bennet and began to walk to her mistress' wardrobe.
"No, there's no time, I'd like to see my sister now. Where are Mr. Darcy and Mr. Hamilton? Have they retired?"
"Oh yes ma'am, long ago. Should I call for refreshments, you and Miss Jane have not eaten."
"Has Lydia eaten?" Jane asked. Becky shook her head. "Then we too can await the arrival of our niece or nephew to feast." Jane clasped Elizabeth's hand and the two sisters left for Lydia's room.
The darkness outside made the birthing room eerie and foreboding. Candles and the light of the raging fire in the grate cast large shadows about the walls. Nearly all inside were exhausted beyond measure, with poor Lydia sitting limply in the chair. Two maids supported her as it appeared she had not even the energy to hold herself up.
"The girl is spent! To continue this labor is a danger to both the babe and the mother!" The midwife argued with Dr. Simpson who felt moving Lydia to the bed to allow her to continue her labors and rest between the best course of action.
Jane wasted no time replacing one of the maids supporting her sister. A barely conscious Lydia turned to Jane and whimpered as another contraction swept over her and her head slumped forward as she passed out. The maid on the other side of Lydia grabbed smelling salts and waved them under Lydia's nose.
Elizabeth watched the entire ordeal in horror, biting her fist to keep from screaming herself. Poor Jane nearly fainted herself, but managed to stay strong. Suddenly, Mrs. Darcy roared to life and ordered the midwife and doctor to do something immediately to save her sister!
"Mrs. Darcy, these things take time. Many a mother passes out from a contraction or two. If we move Miss Lydia to her bed, she will be easier and the babe will come in due time."
The midwife snorted and Elizabeth regarded the woman with interest. "You disagree?"
"The blood in the pan be too red. Too red! That babe be killing your sister hour by hour. By morning, both will be in Heaven." The midwife's matter-of-fact tone calmed Elizabeth despite the horrific verdict her words predicted.
"Your suggestion?"
The midwife waddled back over to the birthing chair and looked at the maid whose eyes widened but nodded. Jane's lip trembled, but the midwife gave her a stern talking to and told her she was strong enough to do this.
"On the next contraction, you two pin her shoulders back and hold tight lest the banshee grip hold. A'tight, you hear?" The two women nodded profusely and Lydia began to stir, somewhat conscious that something awful was coming.
"Ssh, it's going to be well, all will be well. We are here, you are not alone." Jane smoothed her hand over Lydia's sweat soaked hair until a contraction came, again knocking Lydia out. Instead of grabbing the smelling salts, the maid pushed and held Lydia's shoulders and Jane followed suit. 
The midwife reached into Lydia's womb and grasping the feet of the infant inside, yanked as hard as she could, bracing her feet at the base of the chair. The doctor's strong arms caught Mrs. Darcy as she was unprepared for such a gruesome display, and Elizabeth found herself yelling and screaming in Lydia's stead.
The babe came out blue and not crying, as the afterbirth surged out of Lydia. The midwife swaddled the babe quick as may be, handing it off to the doctor who carried it out of the room. Jane cried out after the baby, and Elizabeth took her place as her older sister followed the doctor.
"Where are you taking him?" Jane quickly walked after the doctor as the screams of Elizabeth had awoken Mr. Darcy who was now standing in the hall.
"He is dead. It's best the mother not see."
"He is not dead! He is not!" Jane moved to take the baby from the doctor, who tried to keep the bundle away from her. Mr. Darcy walked forward to intervene.
"What's this? The babe is stillborn?"
"Yes." The doctor said as Jane simultaneously answered "No."
"I saw him move as the midwife pulled him out, he moved! Give him to me and we will warm him." Jane took the bundle as the doctor released him on Mr. Darcy's nod. 
Jane hurried down t0 the kitchens, with the doctor following, not believing anything could be done, but curious all the same. Jane remembered years ago when little Gracie Long was born blue and barely moving, they sat her by the fire and massaged her little skin. She had turned pink in no time at all. Jane prayed she could save her nephew in a similar manner.
Thankfully, the fire in the kitchen crackled loudly as the staff milled about to ready breakfast. The sudden appearance of Miss Bennet and Dr. Simpson ceased the lower staff in their work, but Cook immediately recognized the problem. She began to move the big kettle off the rack with long iron tongs, then dragged a stool as close to the hearth as she dared.
Jane opened the bundle and laid the babe on his stomach across her lap, rubbing and rubbing his tiny ribs with gentle love. Shifting her legs side to side in a small rocking motion, she sang the only psalm that came to her, Psalm 23.
 By her second rendering, the kitchen staff had joined in and tears flowed down the many faces. Louder and louder Jane uttered the words, looking at the lifeless baby in her hands, ready to give up. A painful silence fell over the kitchen as all felt their efforts futile, the young scullery maids making the sign of the cross. 
Reverently, Jane turned her nephew over, to gaze one last time at his serene little face when his nose scrunched up and the most miraculous sound of all rent the air. A sturdy baby’s cry!
Upstairs, Elizabeth and the maid had helped Lydia to her bed, changing her chemise into a fresh clean one and laying half a dozen towels beneath her as she still bled profusely. The midwife clucked her tongue as she inspected the after birth. 
Mr. Darcy was allowed entrance to the room once the birthing evidence was removed. He stopped short at his first gaze of Lydia. The young girl lay pale as the white sheets around her and flashbacks of his own mother flooded his mind. Elizabeth recognized her husband's discomfort and rushed to him for an embrace. He gently patted his wife's hair as the two clung to one another for strength.
"Does she live?" he asked, hoarsely. As if in response, Lydia's eyes fluttered open and she turned her head towards them, soundlessly moving her lips.
Elizabeth left her husband's embrace to rush to Lydia's side, bending her ear to hear her sister's need.
"I am so very sorry,” she managed in the lightest of whispers.
Elizabeth watched in horror as Lydia's eyes fluttered once more and she lost consciousness, her breathing barely perceptible. Losing her strength, Elizabeth's knees buckled as she cried the only word she could.
"Fitzwilliam!"
 
❂❂❂



Epilogue
The collective mood in number twenty-seven Gracechurch Street could best be described as triumphant. Mrs. Gardiner was safely delivered of a healthy baby girl, named Constance Elizabeth Gardiner, a moniker chosen for her stubbornness shown already at such a young age. After her initial cries, young Constance was surprisingly quiet, but much more awake and alert than Mrs. Gardiner's older children were at birth.
One thing was for certain and that was young Constance already captured a favorite aunt in Miss Mary Bennet. Poor Kitty and Georgiana despaired that when they held the babe, she cried and fussed no end, but once placed in Mary's arms, the young infant cooed and slept. 
After placing a slumbering Constance back into her bassinet one afternoon, much to the nurse's relief, Mary Bennet changed her dress for the third time that day with plans to finally return downstairs. Babies were a messy business as far as Mary was concerned and she was thankful she had never discarded her older frocks.
The Matlock carriage arrived to deliver Kitty from the shopping excursion she had taken with Georgiana and Lady Matlock. The lack of invitation to Mrs. Bennet had stirred the poor woman to fits and she refused to leave her room after Kitty left. Mary descended the stairs as Kline opened the door to not only the young ladies, but to the Countess of Matlock herself.
Mary sucked in her breath as the social calls of such a grand woman still rankled her deep teachings of the world from her younger years. Peers visiting tradesmen, it simply wasn't done! Smiling, she gave the older woman the warmest greeting as she was beginning to love Lady Matlock as the mother figure she wished she had.
“My lady, I'm afraid Mrs. Gardiner is not available for visitors,” the stiff Kline announced the normal response to the many visitors the house had received from Mr. Gardiner's vendors and workers since the babe had been born.
“Certainly not! I should hope my presence makes not the slightest difference!” Margaret Fitzwilliam shrugged her coat off to reveal a gorgeous gown in ruby red, trimmed with delicate gray lace. 
Mary looked down at her plainer brown gown and felt slightly embarrassed she had not thought to don a more elegant selection. Since her tentative understanding with the Colonel, Mary found herself wishing most to impress his mother.
“May I show you to the parlor, Lady Matlock?” Mary remembered her manners and showed the way as the two younger girls, full of giggles over some secret, already left the entryway.
Mary felt grownup as she rang for refreshments and tried her best to emulate her aunt's easy manners. Her eagle eyes glared at Kitty and Georgiana, sitting in abject silliness on the sofa.
“What has you two in such a passion, hmm?” Lady Matlock openly chided the girls. 
Their faces slackened, and Georgiana handed over the scrap of newspaper from Kitty's reticule that the two had giggled over since Kitty snuck it to her in the carriage. 
The cut out read that a Mr. B and Miss B of Yorkshire were unfortunate victims of Lady C's punch bowl contents when the legs of said Lady C's table collapsed from the weight of Lord E's drunken tumble from the dance floor.
 Biting her lip to keep a stern look after reading the clip aloud, the silence was broken when Mary began to laugh before anyone else.
“Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord. Romans twelve nineteen,” Mary quoted, losing herself to the hilarity of divine power.
“Yes, it would appear so,” Lady Matlock laughed lightly as she crumpled the clipping and placed it on the tray. “You ladies may laugh all you like now, but come spring, it will be your turn to brave the ballrooms and parlors, and neither of your initials better appear in those columns.”
Georgiana gulped as Kitty looked on with indifference. As Lady Matlock began to describe the tutors and lessons she intended to begin shortly, she suddenly turned to Mary. “And it would be a good refresher for you, dear, as many expectations come of a woman in your situation.”
“Situation? What situation is that?” Kitty helped herself to a meringue and bit into the sweet confection.
“Never you mind about your sister's situation. Let's worry about your own. Have you completed that little novel of yours?”
Kitty's eyes widened as she was unaware the grand lady had followed her project. Proud, Catherine Bennet sat slightly higher in her place on the sofa, expecting the older woman's praise for the accomplishment. “Yes, ma'am, just last week Georgiana and I bound the final version with my uncle's help.”
“Good, now you can set aside those childish habits and be free to concentrate on all that a proper lady of London must know.”
Kitty's eyes narrowed and Georgiana worried for her friend. Quickly, Georgiana began a new subject by asking where Richard had gone off to, seeing as she expected him to be with her aunt in London.
“Oh, Richard had to run an errand for General someone or other, and will be back at the London office in some weeks' time.” Lady Matlock waved her hand at the errand's unimportance as a servant entered the room, delivering an express directly to Mary on a silver tray.
Seeing the return address, and noticing how thin the missive was, Mary politely excused herself as Georgiana began peppering her aunt with more and more questions about the plans to return to Pemberley.
Ducking out of the room and crossing the hall to her uncle's study, she knocked on the door and was granted admittance.
“Mary! I thought we had company? I was just finishing here to greet them.”
“It's only the girls and Lady Matlock. I've received a message.” Mary handed over the letter to her uncle who viewed it with a grim face. Good news rarely took only one sheet. He handed the letter back to Mary.
“My dear, I would spare you what pain is inside, but the address is clearly to you. Perhaps there is a reason.”
Mary nodded, wishing she could overrule her uncle's good sense in the matter, but carefully sat on the edge of a chair to open the letter.
 
Lydia Bennet is gone. Robert William Bennet survives.
Your servant, 
Fitzwilliam Darcy, Esq.
 
❂❂❂
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