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It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single woman in possession of a good reputation must not be having her desires met. A truth Elizabeth wholeheartedly agreed with, even if she had read so in a rather saucy novel she would never admit to having perused.

Elizabeth's secret dalliance with such literature was, of course, kept carefully hidden from her family, particularly her mother, who would surely have swooned at the very thought. But despite her private indulgences, Elizabeth maintained an impeccable reputation in society, unlike certain members of her family whose exuberance often crossed the boundaries of propriety.

It was this good standing that had emboldened Mr. Darcy to offer his hand in marriage during his stay in Hertfordshire. The memory of his proposal still brought a flush to her cheeks as she walked the immaculate grounds of Pemberley. His words had been so certain, so full of pride, as though he expected her gratitude rather than her affection.

"I cannot believe I am touring the very estate I might have called home," she murmured to herself, trailing her fingers along a marble balustrade that overlooked gardens so perfectly maintained they seemed almost unreal.

The grandeur of Pemberley was undeniable. Each room they had been shown by the housekeeper revealed taste and elegance without ostentation. Yet Elizabeth could not regret her decision. Mr. Darcy, with his rigid posture and even more rigid notions of propriety, would have suffocated her lively spirit within a fortnight of marriage.

Mrs. Gardiner pressed a hand to her temple. "I fear I may need to rest, my dear. Perhaps we should return to the inn?"

"But we've yet to see the library and the music room," Elizabeth protested, her curiosity about the estate not yet satisfied. She had come this far and wished to see all that might have been hers, if only she had been able to stomach marrying the insufferable Mr Darcy.

The housekeeper, Mrs. Reynolds, overheard their exchange and stepped forward. "If I may, Mrs. Gardiner, we could arrange for a carriage to take you back to Lambton. Miss Bennet could continue the tour and join you afterward."

"That would be most kind," Mrs. Gardiner replied with evident relief.

The arrangements were quickly made, and Elizabeth found herself waving farewell to her aunt from the grand staircase as Mrs. Gardiner was escorted to the waiting carriage.

The upper gallery was filled with family portraits, and Elizabeth moved slowly among them, studying the faces of Darcy ancestors with curious intensity. His was a handsome face, she could not deny, in person and in the several artworks he was depicted in. It would have been easier to reject an ugly man. At the window overlooking the front approach, she paused to watch her aunt's carriage grow smaller in the distance, a tiny speck against the verdant landscape of Pemberley.
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