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From where Fitzwilliam Darcy was standing, the Great Hall was a sea of scarlet robes. It was the first time the Prince Regent had deigned to attend any exhibition by the Royal Mages. Ostensibly, the prince was here to witness the best displays of magic by the Royal Mage apprentices. But his real objective was to see a demonstration of the new Mirror Magic performed by Elizabeth and the former Imperial Mage, Ramon de Riquer. Or at least, to witness it with his own eyes.

The Prince Regent’s arrival was signaled by three loud blasts of the fanfare trumpet, and the hundreds of candles lighting up the Great Hall were dimmed, then smothered completely. A hush of anticipation fell over the pitch-black hall. Then a large golden globe appeared to light up the way for the prince and his retinue as he walked down the long red carpet then up some steps to where a throne had been set up on an elevated platform. Once he was at the top of stairs, the candles lit up like little glimmering stars, one by one, until the hall was blazing with light.

Darcy had witnessed many spectacles over the years, but this display of Elemental magic topped it all. Caroline Bingley and her apprentices had outdone themselves.

The prince turned to the audience and raised both hands to indicate he was going to say something. The silence was palpable as everyone strained to hear him.

“I am very pleased to be at Founder’s Hall for the first time to discover all the spectacular things you have been learning. I am looking forward to what you are going to show me. There is no need to be anxious because I am here. This is an informal affair, and I hope you will feel as comfortable as if I am one of your tutors. And to prove it, I want to hear from you all as loudly as possible. We are the Royal Mages, and we will not be defeated!”

“We will not be defeated!”

The Prince Regent blocked his ears, pretending to be deafened by their shouting.

Laughter broke out, and the tension eased.

Having accomplished his goal, the prince sat on his thrown, then waved his hand to indicate that everyone else could sit as well. The youngest lowered themselves into cross-legged positions on the floor in front. They were not used to wearing their formal robes, and it took a while for them to adjust their robes.

Finally, when all the rustling and the whispering ended, Elizabeth Darcy, nee Bennet, climbed the steps to the podium. As always, the sight of her sent Darcy’s pulse singing. Her elegant figure looked majestic in the scarlet robe, and her dark eyes sparkled as they caught the candlelight. Darcy watched, his heart in his throat. She had told him she was worried something would go wrong during her exhibition. However, she looked perfectly calm as she checked the bindings that attached the hand mirror to her arm. Taking up her position opposite Riquer, she nodded, then raised the mirror in front of her like a shield.

She looked like a fierce warrior, ready to face Napoleon himself. This was his wife. His heart swelled with pride at her amazing accomplishments.

Riquer produced a wooden ball and tossed it straight at Elizabeth’s mirror. Everyone gasped, expecting the glass to shatter, but it disappeared through the surface. A minute later, it emerged again, heading towards Riquer. Darcy whooped inwardly, but not for long. The ball simply passed through the mirror and came rushing towards her, this time much faster. Elizabeth’s cloak billowed as she swirled and returned one attack after the other, the ball appearing and disappearing faster and faster until it became a blur.

Then suddenly Riquer raised his mirror above his head and swung it like a bat towards Elizabeth. Darcy watched with alarm as the ball emerged from the mirror, whizzing straight at Elizabeth, hissing through the air. It was moving dangerously fast. His gaze was pinned on her, his pulse galloping. He braced himself for the sickening thud and the cry of pain as it struck. It took every ounce of his willpower to stand by and do nothing, his every instinct screaming in protest. Even Riquer was looking worried as she stood rooted to the spot, her eyes fixed on the ball.

The ball came to a halt, a bare finger’s width above her head, and was swallowed up by the mirror. Darcy waited, but it did not emerge again. What happened? Was this what she meant about something going wrong? He broke up in a cold sweat. People shifted in their seats and began to whisper.

A loud thud came from the back of the hall. People craned their heads as someone screamed. The ball flew over the audience, swooping up and down, skimming over the rows of heads as they ducked. It swerved up and made a loop. Then, picking up speed, it headed straight towards the Prince Regent.

Darcy held his breath. Time stopped and panic set in. Who was controlling the ball? Was it Riquer? Was he a traitor? Had Napoleon sent him here for this? A sudden blow to the head could kill the royal heir to the throne. It would be a remarkable coup, even if Riquer did it in full view of a hall full of witnesses. He would swing for it, but he would have accomplished his mission.

Darcy stared in frozen horror as the scene unfolded. The prince's guards sprinted forward to intercept the ball, but it eluded them by rising swinging to and fro. Matlock sprang to his feet in alarm. Darcy did not know if he could complete a Warding spell in time. He glanced towards Elizabeth for help. If he bonded with her—

She was smiling. Clearly, she did not think anything was amiss. The ball came to a halt, then floated down gently, light as a feather. The Prince Regent put out his hand and the ball landed softly in his palm. He held it up like a trophy.

The reaction was stunned silence. Everyone turned to look at Elizabeth and Riquer. Darcy blinked at the space where Elizabeth had stood a moment ago. She was gone. So was Riquer. The platform was empty. They had vanished into thin air. Darcy searched around the room, but there was no sign of his wife. A stunned silence fell on the Great Hall.

Then abruptly, the two mages reappeared, standing before the Prince Regent. Elizabeth curtseyed deeply, and Riquer gave an elaborate bow.

The Prince Regent was the first to react. “Brava!” he cried, standing up.

Everyone scrambled to their feet in response, as the rules of protocol demanded. The noise was deafening. Cheers erupted, whistles and whooping filled the hall. As his heartbeat returned to normal. Darcy looked around at the shining faces of the apprentices, full of admiration and eagerness to learn the same skills. He looked on with delight. Elizabeth had found her rightful place at the Royal Academy. It had been a long struggle, but she had more than proved herself today with the new skills she had learned from Riquer. She was already a remarkable Janus mage. Now she had added something else to the mix.

Elizabeth must be the most powerful mage in the Kingdom.

As she descended from the platform, Darcy rose to go to her, then decided to wait. She was surrounded by apprentices, questions spilling from them as she laughingly tried to answer them. At her side, Riquer was basking in general admiration, waving his hands effusively as he talked.

“Doesn’t it bother you that she outshines us all?” said Lord Redmond, his young Janus Twin, appearing at his side.

“Not at all. I am glad that my wife has achieved the recognition she deserves. People did not exactly welcome her at the beginning.”

“Guilty as charged.” Redmond gave a rueful smile. “My only excuse was that my aunt had predisposed me to dislike her, and I was still a child.”

The boy had been forced to grow up quickly. Darcy nodded, casting his mind back to those difficult times. Darcy himself had contributed to making Elizabeth feel unwelcome at the beginning. “You were not the worst by any means.”

“Well, it is all water under the bridge now." Redmond looked towards the corner where one of the Tutors was preparing his apprentices for the next magic display. "I am glad we do not have to do a demonstration. How could we possibly compete?”

It was natural for Redmond to crave recognition, but he needed a reminder of what was important. “Our skills may not be as glamorous, Redmond, but they are powerful and effective against our enemies.” It was not an exaggeration. “Mirror magic may be spectacular, but its applications are limited at this point.”

Then, thinking he might sound dismissive, he added, "Mirror magic has tremendous potential, but we are not at a point where we know what to do with it."

Redmond sighed. “I suppose so. But transporting oneself through a mirror is an astonishing feat.”

Darcy recalled the first time Riquer had demonstrated his mastery of Mirror magic. He had astonished the Council by arriving through the mirror above the fireplace, right in the middle of a private Council meeting.

“It is. No doubt about it. Riquer has used it in the past to excellent effect. Unfortunately, there are practical limitations. Walking around carrying a looking glass with you everywhere you go is complicated and dangerous. Communicating with someone else requires looking at a mirror constantly. Traveling long distances using a mirror is a risk. You could arrive in the wrong place. It is still a crude weapon at this point.”

Redmond grinned. “Still, I would love to be able to master it, and I am sure you would, too. You are jealous. Admit it.”

Only his Janus Twin could speak to him like that and get away with it. "Of course, I would love to learn Mirror magic. So would everyone else around us."

"I am going to ask Mrs. Darcy to teach me," he said, standing up.

Well, it was a vast improvement. At least Redmond now respected what Elizabeth had to offer.

As Redmond left, Darcy’s gaze turned to Elizabeth and bit down a curse. While Darcy was speaking to his Twin, Lord Devereux had pushed his way past the apprentices and was standing next to Elizabeth. Devereux was a pompous bully who was vocal in his contempt for Elizabeth. After Devereux insulted her in public when they were in Netherfield, Darcy had challenged him to a duel. The memory of that painful fight was still fresh in his mind. Devereux had almost killed him.

Trouble was brewing. Darcy pushed his chair back and strode forward, ready to confront Devereux. He gritted his teeth as Devereux said something and Elizabeth’s expression grew stormy.

Then suddenly, Riquer turned around and threw up the wooden ball. Elizabeth raised her mirror instinctively in response. The milky surface of the mirror distorted and drew in the ball. The apprentices who witnessed it close up surged forward to look for the ball in the mirror, shoving and elbowing each other to get a better view. Meanwhile, Elizabeth had already forgotten about Devereux. She was laughing as the younger ones reached out to touch the mirror and encountered a hard glass surface.

Devereux moved away from the press of bodies, a sneer on his face. The distraction had served its purpose. Darcy returned to his seat, glad Elizabeth had not needed his assistance, though he would have happily planted a fist in Devereux’s face. Riquer had been paying attention to what Elizabeth was doing. He had immediately stepped in to stop a potentially unpleasant scene. Reluctantly, Darcy conceded that the intervention was handled very smoothly, but he felt a strange twisting sensation in his stomach. He would not have handled it so well.

The event brought out the simmering sense of dissatisfaction he had been experiencing since they had returned to Founders’ Hall. Darcy and Elizabeth were barely spending any time alone with each other. Their days were filled with a relentless process of drilling, instructing and Council Meetings at night. Even during their early morning training sessions, Redmond was always present.

Since he had appointed her as one of his advisors after her heroic actions, the Prince Regent had taken a personal interest in Elizabeth’s advancement in Mirror magic. He had decreed that Mirror magic should be taught at Founder’s Hall to as many apprentices as possible. He was invested in setting up a whole division of Mirror mages. Easier said than done. Between them, Elizabeth and Riquer had worked hard to produce several simple spells to be added to the Compendium of Spells, the book that all the mages in the Kingdom studied. Unfortunately, so far, they had not identified any apprentices at Founder’s Hall with a natural Talent in this area. They were now involved in a search for apprentices at nearby academies. In addition to this, Elizabeth was under pressure to learn Mirror magic as quickly as possible.

So, between testing apprentices from other academies, teaching elementary spells, developing her own skills at Mirror magic, and her training with him and Redmond as a Janus mage, Elizabeth had no time to herself. And precious little time to spend with him.

There was only so much a man could take. What was the point of being married? He spent his nights dreaming of the day when they could finally be together. It had been more than a year, yet they were no closer to being properly married than they had been at the beginning.

Seeing her constantly while knowing he could not have her was a burning torment. He hated the constant battle to conquer his need for her. At the beginning, he had thought himself perfectly capable of overcoming it, but it had a terrible habit of suddenly gripping him by the throat and bringing him to his knees.

As if sensing his thoughts, Elizabeth suddenly looked over to where he was standing, sparing a moment for him amid all the admiration, and his heart glowed with the warmth of her gaze. Every muscle ached with the strain of preventing himself from running to her and enfolding her in his arms.

The moment did not last. A young apprentice addressed her, and Elizabeth looked away, leaving Darcy with a sense of lonely emptiness. He drew in a deep breath, tugging at his neckcloth, and trying to rid himself of the despair. Suddenly he could not bear to be in the room a moment longer. He felt hemmed in, unable to breathe. He needed fresh air.

Just in time. As Darcy reached the edge of the Great Hall, Lord Matlock's voice rang out, asking for silence. The apprentice exhibitions were about to start. Darcy had no intention of attending. He needed time to himself.

As he reached the doorway, he stopped a footman and requested him to fetch a plate of food from the kitchen for Elizabeth. Having expended so much magical effort, Elizabeth would be hungry and exhausted, and they would not be serving dinner until all the other demonstrations were completed. Darcy then made his way to the castle entrance, and stepped out into the darkness, allowing it to envelop him.
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Sometime later, Darcy was roused from his thoughts when the strike of a foot against gravel alerted him to the presence of someone else. That would hardly be unusual, since there were soldiers and mages patrolling the grounds. What immediately aroused Darcy’s suspicion however, was that the person was a mage, and they were using a Cloaking spell.

Darcy went completely still, trying to make out where the other mage was positioned. There was no moonlight, but a faint candlelight from inside revealed a figure heading towards the trees. All Darcy’s senses went into full awareness, his skin prickling, his magic gathering in preparation for a spell. For the second time tonight, he considered that the Prince Regent’s presence at Founder’s Hall made the hall a target.

Darcy followed stealthily, regretting that his ability to stalk someone silently was rusty from lack of training. Sticking to the grass so his footsteps could not be heard, he skirted the area where the intruder had gone. Once he reached the trees, he darted behind them, watching for any sign of movement.

It did not take long for Darcy to find the cloaked mage. The sound of men’s voices reached him. He drew closer, then stopped suddenly. It was Riquer’s voice, and he was speaking in French.

Darcy froze and he struggled with the implications. Who was Riquer speaking to? There was no sign of another man. The voice was muffled. Riquer must be communicating through his mirror. What was Riquer up to? Was it possible he was still in communication with the Imperial Mages?

The image of the wooden ball rushing towards the Prince Regent popped into Darcy’s head. Could Riquer be plotting a French attack?

A sense of urgency gripped him. Darcy recited an enhancement spell so he could hear what Riquer was saying, but Riquer’s Cloaking spell prevented it. He tried to listen for familiar words so he could at least guess the topic of the conversation, but it was useless.

He stood there for some time, his pulse thundering in his ears. Was the Hall in immediate danger? Should he raise the alarm right now? He was torn. Could Riquer really be such a traitor? What if Darcy sounded the alarm, sending everyone into panic, and it turned out to be nothing?

In the end he decided it was not his decision to make. He would take the information to his uncle, and the Master Mage would make the decision.

He hurried back to the Great Hall, moving as quickly as possible. As he neared the entrance, he turned a corner and ran smack into Riquer, who was uncloaked now.

If Riquer knew Darcy had heard him, and he was a traitor, there was no chance he would allow Darcy to return to the Hall and report what he had just witnessed.

Darcy spun around and prepared to fight for his life.


Chapter 2
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Riquer winced and raised his hands in a dramatic gesture of surrender. "I would rather you did not kill me," he said wryly.

Darcy did not drop his Ward. He regarded Riquer coldly. "Then you had better have a good explanation. What were you doing? Why are you out here, sneaking around in the dark?"

"I could ask the same of you." The light from the candles outside the door lit up Riquer’s face. He was grinning.

This was no laughing matter, confound it! "I am not using a mirror to communicate with an adversary." Darcy's patience was stretched to the limits.

Riquer's nostrils flared. "You have never liked me, have you? Unlike your admirable wife, you have been suspicious of me from the very beginning." There was no humor on his face now. "May I remind you that my purpose in being admitted to the Royal Mages is precisely that — to spy on Napoleon's mages? How do you expect me to do so from here? Conjure up a few Imperial mages in the air?"

Darcy examined Riquer, trying to assess the situation. If he lowered his Wards, would Riquer attack? There was nothing in Riquer's manner that suggested it. He considered what Riquer had said. His words were logical. It did not mean they were true.

He thought of Elizabeth. She worked with Riquer day after day. Could he trust her judgment?

The two men eyed each other. It was a stalemate.

Riquer spoke up. "Darcy. Consider this. I detected your signature the moment I came out of the Hall. I could have attacked you any time. I knew you were listening." He gave a gallic shrug. "Why would I have waited until you were close to the door, if I intended to get rid of you? You could have raised the alarm by shouting. It would have been far easier when I was hidden by the trees."

It was a perfectly reasonable argument. Darcy had not hidden his signature. In retrospect, it had been foolish. He sighed. Very cautiously, he lowered the Wards around him, watching Riquer intently.

Riquer nodded. "Wise decision. I do not wish to fight you. And I suspect Mrs. Darcy would not have liked it." Again he smiled ruefully. "If you wanted to know what I was doing, you could have just asked me."

"Do you really expect me to take your word for it?"

"I know you do not like me nor trust me, Darcy. I do not blame you. I would feel the same in your position. What will it take to believe in my good intentions?”

Darcy considered the man's statement. Nothing. “Unfortunately, only time will tell.”

Perhaps he was being too harsh. There must be a reason Elizabeth trusted him. “The fact is, I hardly know you. Unlike Elizabeth, I have spent very little time with you."

"Then perhaps we should set aside some time — work together, perhaps. I could teach you Mirror magic."

If Riquer thought he could charm Darcy into believing that he was harmless, he would discover it was not quite so easy. Darcy still intended to report what had happened to his uncle. They could not afford to risk the Prince Regent or the Hall.

“Perhaps,” said Darcy, vaguely. He hated subterfuge, but with a spy in their midst, it was necessary. “Now, if you will excuse me, I need to return inside.”

“Of course,” said Riquer. “I will remain here for a few minutes longer.”

“Suit yourself.”

Darcy strode back to the Great Hall and looked towards his uncle. Lord Matlock was preoccupied with the Prince Regent. He could not approach him without disrupting the exhibition.

Darcy considered his options, looking around for a solution. His gaze fell on his cousin, Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam. Richard was a military man, trained in this kind of situation. Richard could tell if they were facing a threat, and he would be impartial. Darcy could count on his cousin to assess all aspects of the situation and give him an honest answer.

Darcy just had to hope it would not be too late.
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As the other exhibitions were about to begin, the apprentices surrounding Elizabeth scattered to their seats. Now that no one was talking to her, the fatigue she was holding at bay hit her with full force. A wave of dizziness seized her, and she swayed on her feet.

A touch on her elbow steadied her as Mary took her arm and led her to the closest empty chair.

"Here. This will help." Mary handed her a plate of food she was holding.

Elizabeth took it gratefully. “Thank you, Mary. That was very thoughtful.”

“Oh, it was not my idea,” said Mary, with her usual bluntness. “It was Mr. Darcy who sent a footman. He knew you would be needing it. I am simply delivering it.”

She felt a rush of love for him. He knew exactly what she needed. She looked around for him, longing for him to join her.

"Why did he not give them to me himself, I wonder?”

"Perhaps because he is jealous," said Mary, in a matter-of-fact manner.

Elizabeth stared at her sister in astonishment. "Jealous? Of what? My Mirror magic?"

Mary considered the question seriously for several moments. "No. Not that. He is jealous of Riquer."

Elizabeth bit back a laugh. Her sister was not exactly the best judge of character. "Of Riquer? Why would he be jealous of him? What an odd thing to say."

"It is not odd," said Mary crossly. "It is true."

Elizabeth could see her sister had taken offense, so she tried to smooth things over. "It is possible, I suppose. I will think it over."

Mary looked mollified. Elizabeth put it out of her mind. Darcy would not go away because he was jealous. More likely something important had come up. She kept an eye out for him. As he entered the room, she waved to him and indicated that she had saved a place for him next to her. He made a regretful face, shook his head, and headed for his cousin Richard instead.

She could not help feeling hurt. He had not come up to her to congratulate her. To be fair, it would have been difficult for him to reach her when she was surrounded by so many boys and girls.

But she had hoped he would join her. They spent so little time together. This was a perfect opportunity to be together and hold hands and bask in each other’s presence. But Darcy had other plans – it was clear he needed to talk urgently to his cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam.

A few moments later, Jane came to sit next to her sisters. She was followed almost immediately by Bingley. He bowed and was about to take the seat Elizabeth had saved for Darcy. One look at the way Jane’s face brightened up when he greeted her, decided the matter for Elizabeth.

“Would you mind moving up to the other side, Bingley?” she said. “I am expecting Darcy any minute.”

Bingley turned red at the prospect of sitting next to Jane. “Of course. I would be more than happy—” His words trailed as Jane blushed and looked away.

There was a great deal of awkwardness as he squeezed past Jane to take a seat, each of them trying their best to avoid any contact. It was clear the two of them were very much in love. Elizabeth wished someone would address the issue and get it over with, but Jane had already turned down Bingley’s proposal. At the time, Bingley had offered to marry Jane because he believed he had compromised her when he was under the influence of an enchantment. Jane did not believe that to be the case. She did not want Bingley to marry her out of a sense of misplaced obligation.

Since then, they had been hovering around each other uncertainly.

Elizabeth sighed. It was not that different from her situation with Darcy, really.
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The moment Darcy entered the Great Hall, he spotted Elizabeth, and of course, she noticed him. She turned around and waved to him, indicating an empty chair at her side. He cursed his luck. Here was an opportunity to spend time with her, but once again, duty called. He hesitated, wavering between his desire to see her and the urgency of the situation.

He had no choice but to raise the issue of Riquer with Richard immediately. Darcy pointed to his cousin and mouthed that he would come as soon as he could.

Richard quirked an eyebrow at him as Darcy approached.

“Can we speak privately?” Even though Darcy was whispering, several of the tutors turned disapproving eyes on him.

“Of course. Something the matter?”

“You could say so.”

Richard came to his feet at once. As soon as they were out of the hall, Richard turned to address him.

“Aren’t you setting a bad example for the apprentices? I thought you were a stickler for the rules.”

“I would not do so without a good reason, I can assure you. It is a matter of great urgency.” Darcy set up a Ward around them so no one could overhear. “I caught Riquer outside, talking to someone through his mirror. He was speaking French.”

Richard stared at him. “This is the urgent matter you wanted to talk about?”

"You do not think it is worrying, when we have the Prince Regent in attendance? Good heavens! Is everyone under Riquer’s spell?”

“No one is under Riquer's spell. Have you forgotten that Ramon de Riquer is still officially a French agent? He is pretending he has been captured and feeding Napoleon’s mages false information.”

“How do we know that is what he is doing? What if he is a double agent?”

“And you have reached this conclusion based on what, exactly?” His voice was sharp – the voice of an officer questioning one of his men. Sometimes Richard could be just like his father.

The problem was, Darcy did not have anything specific to point to. Riquer had been skulking, true, but it could have been a show for those he reported to in France. Why had he not contacted them from his own chamber? Why creep into the shadows to do so?

Then he remembered Elizabeth telling him that it was impossible to communicate over a long distance from the inside – the wall would block the magic. It was an explanation of sorts.

“Well?”

“It is just a feeling,” said Darcy.

Richard snorted. “Since when do you base such serious accusations on a feeling?” Richard peered at him closely, then let out a laugh. “Or perhaps that feeling has to do with a certain Elizabeth? Do you think perhaps someone is just a tiny bit jealous?”

Darcy felt his ears burning. “That is absurd. Why would I be jealous?”

Richard chuckled. “Because you are a man in love who cannot — or will not — indulge in the joys of marriage.”

Darcy looked around him, embarrassed, even though no one could hear them because of the Ward. “Must we always come back to this conversation? I have made my sentiments very clear.”

His cousin had pointed out many times that there were ways to enjoy Elizabeth that would not make her conceive.

"I still do not understand. Why do you torture yourself? Is it because you doubt that Elizabeth reciprocates your feelings?”

He knew Elizabeth wanted him just as much as he wanted her. He saw it in her eyes every time they met.

“That is not the issue, and you know it very well.”

“Are you testing your iron control, then?”

It was quite the opposite. Giving in to his longing would strain his control to the limits. He was much more worried about losing control. Not the first time, perhaps, not the second time, but there would come a day when he could not stop himself, and if Elizabeth conceived on that night — the consequences would be dire.

“You have not answered my question, Darcy. Are you holding back out of some misguided sense of nobility or is it pure self-flagellation?”

Darcy shook his head angrily. “I am holding back because it is the right thing to do. Have you read the stories of the dire consequences of having a magical child controlled by enemy mages?”

“I have not.”

“Well, I have. I have poured over every text ever written about the subject. I can assure you, the consequences are terrible.”

“But it need not come to that. You do have a great deal of self-control, Cousin. Why do you think you will lack it on the marriage bed?”

“Because, when it comes to Elizabeth, it is either all or nothing.”

The words surprised Darcy as much as they surprised his cousin.

“Well, you have always been a stubborn old thing, Darcy. There is nothing more to be said about it, if that is how you feel. But you might want to reconsider such a strong stance and save both you and Elizabeth some suffering.” He clipped Darcy’s shoulder. “I’ll leave you with that thought. And as for Riquer, if it will give you some peace of mind, I will keep a closer eye on him."

At least he had handed over responsibility for dealing with Riquer to his cousin. That was one problem he did not need to deal with.

As Richard moved away, Darcy was left with a stronger sense of turmoil than before. Confound it! His cousin's words had made him question himself. Darcy was sorely tempted to give in to his longing to be with Elizabeth. His reasons for resisting were growing weaker by the minute. But he knew he was right to resist.

Back in the Great Hall, he searched the room for Elizabeth's magic signature. It was so bright he could have found her blindfolded. He was drawn in her direction like a drowning sailor to the shore. He slipped into the seat next to her and reached for her hand, reveling in her closeness. This is where he belonged, by her side.

The knots in his stomach began to untangle as her touch sent warm waves of happiness through his body.

“I wanted to tell you how wonderful you were,” he murmured. "But you were surrounded by admirers."

Elizabeth chuckled softly. "Little boys and little girls who are fascinated by an unfamiliar magic."

“What you did was already a huge accomplishment in itself. You should not be modest.”

“Not really. I am as willing as the next person to boast of my accomplishments. In this case, unfortunately, I fell short of what I had wished to achieve. But I have promised myself that next time I will meet my goals.”

“Are you certain you are not pushing yourself too hard?”

She sighed. “Do I have any choice?”

The words suddenly took on a meaning of their own. Darcy realized it had always been like this. She had not chosen to marry him, either.

His earlier frustration returned. They were at the beck and call of forces outside themselves. Did any of them have any choice about anything? Sometimes he felt like their lives were not their own.

“There will come a time when we will have to make choices,” he said, his voice deepening with feeling.

She gave him a questioning look. “What does that mean? Do you have something in mind?”

He did not know what he meant, only that things could not go on this way.

“Not yet,” he said, “but I will think of something.”

Just then a footman approached and handed Elizabeth a note. She opened it and sent Darcy a look of apology.

“What is it?"

“The Prince Regent wishes me to sit with him. And he wants me to join him for dinner."

Darcy wanted to object, to tell her to stay, but how could he? The knots in his belly returned twofold. He had hoped they could dine privately in his bedchamber for once.

“Well, then. You must obey his request.”

“Will I see you later?”

Darcy shook his head. “You have been asked to dine with the Prince, and after dinner, I will be on duty maintaining the Wards with Redmond. The Prince Regent’s presence puts us all in danger.”

Elizabeth sighed. “Tomorrow, then. I have missed you.”

“I have missed you too, my love.”

He watched Elizabeth as she went up to the dais and curtsied to the Prince Regent before she sat on a velvet-lined chair. He was pleased that she had won the Regent’s favor, but it was a double-edged sword.

Then Riquer joined her, and the knot became a tangle that was choking the life out of him.


Chapter 3
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Later in the evening, when Darcy entered the Great Hall again, he was surprised how quickly it had been transformed back to its regular function as a dining hall. He spotted Bingley sitting alone at a table, and went over to him.

"Darcy! I did not expect to see you here. I thought you would be dining with the prince."

It was a sore point, and Darcy did not want to talk about it. He changed the subject, back to something he did want to discuss.

"Have you by any chance noticed anything suspicious about Riquer in the last few days?"

"Riquer? No, nothing out of the way. Why?"

“Do you see how close Riquer has grown to the Prince Regent? Do you not think it worrying that he has wormed his way into such a position when, not too long ago, he was an enemy?

“Worrying? Not really. I am glad that the Prince Regent is taking more interest in what is happening at the Royal Academy, and Riquer has been working hard to train Elizabeth.” He examined Darcy closely. “You really have taken an unreasonable dislike to him, haven’t you?”

Darcy combed his hair with his fingers. How had he become the villain in this story?

“It is not unreasonable. I have good reasons.” He could not talk about it here, in the middle of the Great Hall.

Bingley shook his head and chuckled. “Riquer is a good sort. I think you are simply jealous that he is a good friend of your wife.”

Not that again. “This is no laughing matter,” he said angrily. “I tell you we may have a traitor in our midst, and you think the appropriate response is laughter?”

At this, Bingley started to laugh even harder.

Darcy checked himself as he was about to ask Bingley if he was touched in the head. Given that Bingley had been under an enchantment that had affected his ability to function, it would have been a serious faux pas. Then he remembered that it was Riquer who had freed Bingley from the dreadful spell, and that his friend was indebted to the former French mage for healing him.

As far as Bingley was concerned, Riquer could do no wrong.

Darcy sighed. He was letting his frustration get the better of him. "Never mind. I am sorry I brought it up."

But Bingley was not paying any attention to him. His gaze was fixed on the doorway, where Elizabeth's sister Jane was entering with Mary. Jane hesitated, looking around the room, and her gaze fell on Bingley. The transformation was immediate. Her face lit up and she smiled shyly, then started moving towards them.

"So that is the way the wind blows," he said, softly.

"What wind? Oh." Bingley turned red. "No. Not at all."

"But you already proposed to Miss Bennet. You cannot deny it."

"That was — different. It was the honorable thing to do at the time. I believed her reputation was at risk. And may I remind you, she turned me down."

"You should try again. She may be more receptive to the idea."

"Hush," Bingley whispered, as Jane drew closer. "Do not embarrass me more than I have already embarrassed myself."

Darcy noticed the deep blush on Jane's face and her shy hesitation as she approached Bingley. Her eyes were cast down. He shook his head inwardly at Bingley's blindness. If only the fool would realize that she was in love with him and get on with it!

Not that his situation was any better. Love makes fools of us all.
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Elizabeth returned to her room exhausted. It had taken a tremendous effort not to yawn in the presence of the Regent. Somehow, she had managed it, but right now, all she wanted to do was drop into bed.

“I think I will just sleep in my robe,” she said when Emily came to help her undress. “If you will just help me undo these tresses.” They had been done up very tightly and were pulling at her skin, giving her a headache.

Emily looked horrified. “Surely you do not intend to sleep in your formal robes? They will be all crumpled.”

Which meant the staff would have to deal with the consequences. Elizabeth did not want to give them extra work. Already the Prince Regent’s presence was putting a great strain on everyone. Darcy was one of the people impacted. He would be up all night keeping watch on the Wards.

It was a small sacrifice to undress before she slept. “I suppose not. It is just that dining with the Prince Regent has left me drained.”

“But it is such a great honor! How did it go?”

“In the past, I have thought him charming, with good conversation. But today was not a social occasion. His Royal Highness was only interested in what we could accomplish using Mirror magic. He kept asking questions and making suggestions. He is expecting too much. I am being pressed to do the impossible.”

She should not be talking this way about the Prince Regent, but she was so weary, she did not know what she was doing any more. She felt like bursting into tears. "I cannot help feeling I will fall short. I will be a disappointment."

Emily clucked. “Now, now! Have you forgotten have far you have come already? How could you be a disappointment? And to think, when you first came here, I felt sorry for you.”

“You were my only friend then,” said Elizabeth, smiling. “Thank you for everything you did for me. You could have snubbed me like everyone else. I was very grateful for your loyalty.”

Emily preened. “Well, I am glad for it too, because now I can boast that I am the lady’s maid of the most powerful mage in the Kingdom!” They laughed together. “I crept into the hall to catch a glimpse of the prince, you know, and then I watched you doing what you do with the mirror. I was all agog. I've never seen anything like it, and I've been around mages all my life."

“That’s because it’s a new type of magic,” smiled Elizabeth.

“And I wouldn’t be surprised if Mr. Darcy was beside himself with jealousy.”

Mary had said the same and Elizabeth had dismissed it. “What do you mean?”

“Well, with someone like Mr. Riquer – those dark eyes of his! They get me every time. And you spend a lot of time with him, if you see what I mean.”

Elizabeth was dismayed. “Are you telling me there has been gossip? Come, Emily. You will tell me if people have been talking.”

“I wouldn’t call it gossip. Not really. It’s just some of us have been saying we wouldn’t mind being in your shoes, with two very handsome young gentlemen at our beck and call.” She grinned good naturedly, then, seeing that Elizabeth was looking distressed, she put her hands to her mouth. “Oh, no! I did not mean—I would never imply—that is not what—” She shook her head then drew her shoulders back. “No one believes you would do anything with Mr. Riquer. It is just that he is a charming gentleman and—”

She was now looking pale. “I promise you, I would never in a hundred years imply anything that would blacken your name, Mrs. Darcy. It was just something to laugh about. Nothing more.”

Elizabeth sighed. “Are you certain?”

“Absolutely, ma’am. I would not have spoken of it so lightly if I thought there was anything to worry about.”

Elizabeth’s eyes searched Emily’s face. The maid was looking crestfallen, but she showed no other signs of being uncomfortable.

Reassured, Elizabeth nodded. “You would tell me if there was any serious gossip circulating?”

“Of course,” said Emily.

Elizabeth still felt uneasy. How long before others started saying the same thing, this time with more malicious intent? She had come to trust Emily’s view of things, and if Emily thought that way, others would think the same. She did not want to be the subject of gossip again. She had enough of being doubted and questioned, and with so much at stake, she could not afford for her decisions to be questioned based on a perceived intimacy with Riquer.

Then she remembered Emily’s original words. “Do you really think Mr. Darcy is jealous?”

“Of you? Yes. That is hardly surprising. Mr. Darcy is powerful, but your magic is new and exciting.”

When she had first arrived, new and exciting would have been frowned upon and regarded with suspicion, even by Darcy himself. Elizabeth was happy that people were starting to accept her unusual magic. But that was not what she wanted to know.

“What I meant to say is, do you think Mr. Darcy is jealous of Mr. Riquer?”

“It would be natural if he did. You spend so much time with him.”

As Emily finished helping her and left the room, Elizabeth crawled into bed, expecting to fall asleep immediately. But sleep eluded her. She had been so busy preparing for the exhibition, she had not sought out Darcy. Now she realized how much she missed him, and suddenly she wanted to be with him more than anything else in the world. Despite her exhaustion, she knew she would not be able to sleep until she spent some time with him. She could not bear to think that he might be unhappy in any way because of her.

She had to see him. At once. She got out of bed and considered what to wear. Without Emily's help, she could only wear her training clothes. She threw them on quickly and slipped out of the room through the quiet hallways. She knew where to find Darcy. His familiar magical signature beckoned.
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Darcy was Bonded with Redmond when he unexpectedly felt the tug of Elizabeth's signature. Why was she looking for him? Had something happened? Alarmed, he quickly withdrew from his Bond and searched for her.

Unexpectedly, the door opened, and Elizabeth entered. He scanned her face for signs of tension, but she was smiling. Her hair was loose, flowing over her shoulders in soft auburn waves. His breath hitched. She was like a ray of sunshine, lighting up the whole area with her presence.

Redmond took one look at Darcy’s face and smirked, then excused himself. “I—um— have to—”

Darcy barely registered what his Janus Twin said. He was too busy luxuriating in her presence.

“To what do I owe this surprise visit?” he said, wondering if she had a specific purpose here, and hoping there was not.

She came up to him and put her arms around his neck. “I was not able to sleep. I needed to see you.”

Her statement set him on fire. "I have needed for too long," he said, hoarsely.

He pulled her to him and pressed his mouth to hers. He lost himself in the feel of her, the scent of her. Her skin was so soft against his lips. He dug his fingers through her curls. Her hair – it was so silky, so inviting—

“--is this what you do when you are supposed to be guarding the Wards?” said Lord Matlock. His voice was hard. “Is this the example you set for the younger generation?”

His uncle’s words were like a bucket of icy water. Darcy drew back, setting Elizabeth at arm’s length. He looked towards Redmond and flushed. It had been many years since he had felt like a schoolboy, caught in a prank.

“I was just—”

“It was blatantly obvious what you were just doing,” said Matlock. His gaze was steely. He did not look at Elizabeth. “If you were in the army, you would have been flogged for deserting your post.”

Darcy took a deep breath. It was true. A year ago, he could never have imagined that he would do such a thing, and with the Prince Regent at risk. Especially since Darcy was still worried about Riquer’s presence. Embarrassment warred with guilt at losing control. This was why he did not trust himself around Elizabeth. This was what he meant when he told Richard he could not take the risk.

When he was around Elizabeth, all reason fled.

“I am sorry. I am prepared to answer to whatever punishment you think fit.”

Lord Matlock scowled. “It is fortunate that the Prince Regent was not here with me. He wanted to do the rounds, but I discouraged him."

The prince would certainly not have been happy at Darcy's cavalier attitude towards keeping him safe.

"I—" There was nothing Darcy could say to make things better. There was no excuse. Only that it had been a delightful surprise to see Elizabeth there.

Lord Matlock gave him a glacial look. "Dereliction of duty is a serious matter. I will reflect on your punishment and let you know.”

Elizabeth spoke up. “Whatever punishment he receives, I should receive it too. I am equally guilty.”

“You were not on guard duty, Mrs. Darcy,” said Lord Matlock. His formal mode of address was an indication of his uncle's displeasure. He normally called her Elizabeth.

“Elizabeth can assist me in working on the Wards, sir,” said Darcy, suddenly seeing a way out. He did not want Elizabeth to leave. “We can Bond.”

“Elizabeth is fighting exhaustion. She is swaying on her feet.”

How could he be so inconsiderate? He was putting his needs before hers. Of course she was tired and needed to sleep. Darcy felt foolish for mentioning it.

Elizabeth nodded and, as if on cue, raised her hand to conceal a yawn. “Then I will apologize and take my leave, my lord.”

She curtseyed and withdrew. Darcy had to struggle not to look in her direction. His pulse was still racing. Even now, as he was facing the wrath of the Master Mage of the Kingdom, he still wanted to rush over and take her in his arms.

He was completely lost.


Chapter 4
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The Prince Regent left the next day, and life at Founder's Hall settled back into its usual grueling routine. Darcy received word of his punishment from Lord Matlock. It was unpleasant enough. He was assigned to extra duty in London, repairing Wards and being at the beck and call of anyone who required his services. It was a devilishly effective strategy on his uncle's part. It hit Darcy where it hurt the most: by separating him from Elizabeth. As if things were not bad enough! To be punished for a lapse of judgment when he had been exercising so much restraint! But there was nothing to be done except to take it on the nose and keep going.

A week later, a summons came from the Prince Regent. He, Elizabeth and Lord Matlock were required by the prince at Carlton House. It was a clear reminder that Elizabeth and Darcy had individual royal appointments now as Advisor to the Regent.

At least Riquer had been excluded – for once.

Darcy received the summons with mixed feelings. On the one hand, it meant he and Elizabeth could travel together, even if they were not alone. On the other, he was not looking forward to seeing his uncle after what had happened.

“Do you know why he is summoning us?" Elizabeth enquired, as they walked to the carriage together.

“I have no idea.” Darcy looked at his uncle. “Do you?”

"I am as much in the dark as you are. I am not privy to the Prince Regent's whims."

"He must have a good reason.” Elizabeth knew the Regent was undisciplined and whimsical, but she had also perceived in him a keen mind and creative spirit. “I only hope he does not ask us to serve on one of his councils," said Elizabeth. "My experience with the Mage Council has put me off the idea forever.”

Lord Matlock chuckled. “I can assure you, if we are asked to serve on a council headed by the Regent, you will be happy to be on it. We would spend more time sampling dishes by the best French chefs and drinking smuggled port than making decisions. Alas, I doubt that is what he intends."

Darcy's thoughts were occupied with something completely different. It occurred to him that this was a good opportunity to air his grievance regarding his punishment. It was the first time he had seen his uncle since he had caught the two together, and he was seething at the injustice of it.

"I would like to address something else, Uncle." His tone came out more clipped than he wished. He took a deep breath and tried to sound calm. "I would like to object to the punishment you gave me. It is unfair. I would even go so far as to say cruel. You know very well I am rarely able to see Elizabeth under normal circumstances. Then to set up things so I could not see her at all! Do you know how—" he was about to say infuriating, but he tried for some more neutral way of saying it. He was not in the habit of wearing his heart on his sleeve. "—how unpleasant this is?"

"Punishments are not meant to be pleasant things, Darcy," Matlock’s voice was quiet, his face revealing nothing.

"But surely it is against the rules to deprive me from seeing — my family because of a transgression. How is that considered a fair punishment?"

Elizabeth placed her hand on his arm. The feather-light touch was enough to make him realize he was becoming too agitated.

"You cannot blame your uncle,” she said gently. “He is not the one keeping us apart. He has merely assigned you extra duties. How else was he to punish you?"

"There are other ways," he replied, his jaw tight. Why was Elizabeth siding with his uncle now?

"Name one," said Matlock.

Darcy considered other possibilities. "I cannot think of anything on the spot."

His uncle gave Darcy a look which would have quelled him when he was a boy. It reminded him of his aunt Lady Catherine, who had been a formidable task-setter. It no longer had the power to frighten him now, but he felt foolish for having raised the issue at all. What was the point of confronting his uncle? He had exposed himself, and all for nothing.

"If you think of something better, I would like to hear it,” said Lord Matlock. “I would apply it to future situations, should they arise. I am sure you would not prefer to be flogged."

Leaning back against the plush cushions, Darcy closed his eyes and clamped down on his resentment. He felt the seat next to him dip. Elizabeth’s skirts rustled as she drew closer, the familiar scent filling his world.

She meant to comfort him, but instead it increased his torment. How could he have her so close and not be able to draw her to him? He sat upright, holding out against the temptation to melt against her, aware of his uncle's presence and the mage outriders accompanying them. Knowing they were in the Prince’s carriage forced him to behave with propriety. It was what was expected.

He was tired of doing what was expected.

It took only half an hour to reach Carlton House, but the trip was interminably long. Darcy was never so glad of anything when the carriage stopped, and the liveried footman opened the door.
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Elizabeth was relieved to leave the carriage behind her and enter Carlton House. The tension in the carriage had been dreadful, with Darcy's resentment filling the whole space. He had not even put his arm around her when she snuggled against him.

She understood what he was going through. She shared his vexation. It seemed like everything was conspiring to keep them apart. Yet at the same time, she felt their time together was wasted. How much nicer it would have been if he had interacted with her, instead of sitting like a wooden board, staring through the window in stoney silence.

They were announced to His Highness. To her surprise, he was alone. It was a testament to his trust in them, and Elizabeth was humbled by it.

“Your Highness.” She curtseyed deeply.

“You may call me Prinny – at least in private. All my friends do. Considering that the two of you saved my life, I think you are more entitled to do so than anyone else, don’t you think?” He nodded towards Lord Matlock. “You did not save my life, but you saved my father’s so I will extend the same permission to you.”

It seemed preposterous to be calling the prince by a nickname, but she was not about to argue. “Very well, Your—Prinny.”

“I will get down to business quickly. I am sorry to summon you so suddenly, but I have received notice through the telegraph relay system that there are fleets amassing at Boulogne.”

Did the prince expect a strong reaction? Elizabeth left it to her companions to voice it. She had heard too many false alarms for her to feel anything. Since the Battle of Trafalgar, when Napoleon had been soundly defeated while attempting to cross the English Channel, there had been speculation about when he would attempt it again. Every now and then, the newspapers would be a awash with news of some new contraption being built by the French.

“I have had conflicting reports about Boney’s intentions. The semaphore system set up by the army says one thing. The spies say another. Whitehall has its own ideas.” He looked weary. “I was wondering if you have any means of discovering anything else through that mirror magic of yours. As I witnessed the other day, you have made remarkable strides, Mrs. Darcy. We are taking interest in your capabilities.”

She took a deep breath. “Legend tells us that Mirror magic was used for scrying in the past – looking into the future or spying on someone -- but unfortunately, magic of that sort no longer exists, if it ever did. What Riquer has been teaching is very different. I could potentially spy on someone, but that depends on many considerations. Whether they had a mirror. Whether I knew where they were. Whether they are outdoors. And of course, there would have to be someone on the other side who would be watching all the time. Unfortunately, it is very complicated. It is not nearly as practical as one might think.”

“You could not train one of my spies, I suppose.”

“As I mentioned when we had dinner, Riquer and I have tried to teach others, with very little success. Mirror magic does not depend on spells alone. It is a Talent, and it seems very uncommon here. Perhaps we lost that form of magic over the years through breeding.”

Elizabeth carefully did not state her opinion about the Royal Academy’s tendency to prefer bloodlines over new forms of magic. She could only imagine how many types of magic had been lost as a result of narrow inbreeding.

“And this is your assessment of the situation as well, Matlock?”

“It is, Your Highness.”

“It is most unfortunate. It puts us in an awkward situation. I do not think it practical to send Mrs. Darcy to France.”

He had considered sending her to France? Even thinking about it sent Elizabeth into a panic. Next to her, Darcy made a strangled sound. It was astonishing that the Prince had entertained the possibility in the first place.

“I certainly agree with that conclusion,” said Lord Matlock, firmly. “Mrs. Darcy has many Talents, but espionage is not one of them.”

Prinny waved his hand dismissively. “We have already discarded the idea.”

He turned his gaze on Darcy. “Which brings me to the crux of the matter. I know your wife has been training closely with Riquer, so she may not be objective enough to make a judgment. I would like you to think very carefully before you answer.”

Elizabeth shifted uncomfortably. Why did she need to be objective? What crux of the matter did he mean?

“Some people think Ramon de Riquer is still one of Napoleon’s spies. What is your opinion on that? Do you believe he is loyal to the Crown?” The prince’s serious expression stressed the gravity of the question.

Elizabeth felt her blood go cold. Did they think Riquer was a traitor?

Darcy shot Elizabeth a glance. “I know you will not like what I say, Elizabeth, but I must be completely honest. Your Highness, I do not trust Riquer at all.”

It shocked her to the core to hear Darcy express his opinion so openly, and in such a situation. She knew he had never warmed up to Riquer. He had distrusted him ever since Elizabeth was trapped in a cell with the former Imperial Mage. She had come to no harm, but somehow that initial suspicion had lingered, and nothing had changed Darcy’s mind. Initially, she had thought it was fair enough. Riquer had been part of the group of Imperial Mages who had attacked Founders’ Hall and practically destroyed it, after all.

Since hearing his story, however, she understood his reason. He had been compelled to join the Imperial Mages by Napoleon, who had threatened to kill his family if he did not. Why did Darcy dislike Riquer so strongly? Was it because, as Mary had stated, he was jealous? It was Darcy’s judgment that was in question here. How could he go so far as to accuse Riquer of committing treason? On what basis would he do such a terrible thing? Did he want Riquer to hang?

Elizabeth was incensed. Nothing could excuse him throwing out unfounded accusations like that. She had to defend Riquer. But would the Prince Regent care about her answer, or would he just accept Darcy’s opinion?

“I disagree completely, Your Highness. Riquer has done absolutely nothing to suggest he is a traitor. Since he joined the Royal Mages, he has taught several new forms of magic to the apprentices, not just Mirror magic. He has done everything he could to teach me, dedicating hours of his day to my training. Moreover, he has revealed enough information about the Imperial Mages to satisfy those in the government who were worried he could be spying for Napoleon.” She looked at Lord Matlock. “And there are people in Barcelona that will vouch for him.”

The Prince Regent considered her. His gaze was shrewd, and Elizabeth met his eye squarely. “Why should I take your opinion over Mr. Darcy’s?”

It was a good question. Hope flared up inside her. “Because I know him better. I had seen nothing in his behavior that is the least suspicious.”

Prinny quirked his eyebrow, his eyes fixed on her. “Are you willing to wager the fate of the Kingdom on it?”

The weight of that responsibility felt crushing. She struggled to breathe. Was she willing to stake the Kingdom on Riquer’s innocence? It was a terrifying decision to make, but officers often faced such choices when going into battle. As a woman, she was normally shielded from such decisions. Now, for once, her opinion could decide someone’s fate. Did Riquer deserve her trust?

“I am,” she said, firmly. Inside, she was quaking, her stomach churning. “I have worked with him closely for several months, and I have seen no evidence of duplicity.”

The Prince Regent looked at Darcy. “Would you like to convince me otherwise?”

Bitterness burned her throat. Riquer’s future rested not on her, but on Darcy. It was his opinion that would count, not hers after all. Riquer’s life depended on it.

“I do not see how we could ever trust someone who was involved in an attack on Founder’s Hall.” Darcy’s words were cold.

The Prince Regent nodded, apparently satisfied. “But you do not have any proof otherwise.”

Darcy hesitated for a fraction of a moment, then sighed. “I do not.”

The prince turned to Matlock. “You have already voiced your opinion to me on prior occasions. We have made our decision. We will send Riquer to France. If we had other alternatives, I might have held back, but any advantage it may give us to have someone inside is welcome, if the Kingdom is on the brink of being invaded. It is a risk well worth taking. If he is an Imperial Agent, this will bring it out into the open.”

Elizabeth felt a tremendous sense of relief. So, this was why the Prince Regent was asking all these questions. It was not about treason at all. It was about sending Riquer to France.

“It is decided, then. You will be Riquer’s contact, obviously.” He looked at Elizabeth. “We will talk about how you will use the relay system to communicate with me. I will rely on you to inform me if you see any suspicious behavior.”

Elizabeth nodded. “If I have any doubts, Your Highness, what would be the best way to inform you?”

A gleam appeared in the Regent’s eye. He clearly enjoyed the idea of subterfuge.

“Send a message with a single word. Compromised. I will understand at once.”

At that, the Prince Regent stood up, forcing them to their feet as well. “Meanwhile, if there is any change, Lord Matlock is your contact. He will know the right channels to use. We will discuss the details of Riquer’s mission and convey them to everyone when the time comes.”

They were dismissed. Elizabeth curtseyed, then walked backwards with her companions towards the door, trying not to stumble over her petticoats. One did not turn one’s back to a monarch.

But as she left, a thought struck her like a blow to the stomach. Her thoughts scurried in a hundred directions as she tried to understand the implications of what had just happened.

What had she done? She had convinced Prinny that Riquer was trustworthy, unaware of the prince’s plans. If Riquer was commanded to return to France as a Royal mage, he could not refuse. He had to obey orders. The question was, what treatment could he expect when he returned to France? Would they believe that he was still loyal to them, or would the French immediately accuse him of being a traitor?

By defending him so strongly, Elizabeth might have single-handedly signed Riquer’s death sentence.


Chapter 5
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Elizabeth’s heart started to pound. As they entered the carriage for their return to Founder’s Hall, her limbs were shaking and her skirt caught on one of the steps. She managed to wrench it out without tearing it. The fumbling proved providential, because it spared her waiting for Darcy to sit down first. After he had spoken so badly of Riquer, she could not bear to be close to him. Instead, she crumpled into the opposite seat, next to Lord Matlock. Darcy quirked his eyebrow at her, but she looked away, unable to talk to him — to anyone for that matter. She wrapped her hands in her skirts to hide their trembling.

She had betrayed her friend through the very act of defending him. What a fool she had been! She flinched inwardly as she recalled how awed she had been to be asked to contribute, how proud of the responsibility, while all the time, she was walking blindly into something she did not understand. No one had asked Riquer if he would be willing to return to France.

She had been appointed advisor to the prince, and she had fallen at the first hurdle. Why had she not understood the consequences of her words? Going over the whole conversation again in her head, she wondered how else she could have responded. She had been flattered that the Prince Regent had taken her opinion seriously, but in retrospect, she felt like her answer was a forgone conclusion. The prince must have known she would defend Riquer. In fact, he had implied as much at the beginning.

Darcy's eyes bore into her. She shifted uncomfortably, feeling trapped in the small space of the carriage. For the first time in a long time, she longed for Longbourn, where she could wander around at will and restore her good humor with a brisk walk. The ride was endless, the air in the carriage stifling. Fortunately, Lord Matlock must have noticed her turmoil, because he deftly introduced a conversation about Council matters. He and Darcy began an argument over one of the Council member's opinions, and she was left to her own devices.

When they left the carriage at Founder’s Hall, Elizabeth hurried out, seeking the privacy of her bedchamber, afraid to encounter Riquer and look him in the eye after what she had done.

She heard footsteps behind her.

“Elizabeth?”

At first, she continued, too irked to talk to him. Then a light touch on her should brought her to a standstill. Darcy came around and stood in front of her, blocking her way. Her first instinct was to brush past him.

“You are upset with me,” he remarked, reaching out to envelop her hand in his, “because I spoke against your friend to the prince. But—”

“I am upset, but not just with you.” As she spoke, she realized it was true. “I was thinking about Riquer.”

Darcy winced. She had phrased it badly.

“We have left him with no choice but to rejoin the Imperial Mages. I wish—” Again, she did not want this to come out wrong. “I wish I had not contradicted you. Not because I think you are right,” she added hastily, “but because I should have asked for the chance to think about it more. Then I could have sounded out Riquer to see if this is what he wanted to do.”

Darcy spread his hands out in a hopeless gesture. “How much choice do any of us have?” he said hoarsely.

“He took refuge here. He changed sides. What if the French brand him a traitor and kill him?”

She waited, seeking his reassurance. Perhaps she was not seeing the whole picture. Perhaps she was exaggerating the danger.

“If they believe he has revealed secrets to our side, they will undoubtedly execute him,” said Darcy, his voice was dispassionate, his words a flat statement of fact.

Hearing the reality stated so starkly increased her sense of panic. She could not be as dispassionate as Darcy. Riquer was a close friend. They shared a common experience of being strangers amongst the Royal Mages, who were often more interested in bloodlines than Talent. Of course, she knew that their connection was forged out of necessity. The reality was that Riquer came from a prominent noble family, and in his native country, his situation was very different. Over there, Elizabeth would not be any more welcome in his world than she had been in this one. But for now, they were allies, and she took comfort in his clever observations and their joint amusement at the oddities of the Mage Council. Darcy did not understand her perspective. He had spent a large part of his childhood at the Academy. He took so many things for granted.

So Riquer could be executed. The possibility appalled her. All this could have been avoided if she had asked the Prince Regent for more information before answering his question.

“If it happened, I could never forgive myself. I would always blame myself.”

Darcy shook his head. “You cannot think of it that way. Being part of the Royal Mages means exposing ourselves to danger. The risk is always there.”

“Does it not bother you that he could be killed?”

“It does bother me, as it bothers me that I might be killed in battle,” said Darcy. “We are all fighting the Imperial mages. We go where we are needed. It could happen to any of us. You cannot hold yourself responsible if he dies in the fight against Napoleon. This is war.”

It was a sensible approach, and Elizabeth was grateful to Darcy for phrasing it this way. She felt calmer. Yet the moment she thought about Riquer’s reaction, her anxiety returned, and she was filled with dread. Part of her resented Darcy for not caring.

Sensing her agitation, Darcy draped his arm around her and folded her into the warmth of his body. “I am not unfeeling, my love. I am simply pragmatic.”

He tucked his finger under her chin and looked into her eyes. She squirmed, uncomfortable at having her vulnerability and the chaos of her emotions exposed for him to see.

“You think I do not understand, but I know only too well the consequences of guilt, Elizabeth. You have no idea how wracked by guilt I was when I lost my Twin. I tore myself apart thinking of all the things I could have done to save him. It almost destroyed me.”

His eyes darkened as he spoke. He ran his finger along the length of her jaw, but Elizabeth could tell he had retreated into a grim place in the past.

She had forgotten about Cuthbert – or at least, she had pushed him to the back of her mind. She recalled now what Darcy was like when she had first met him, so withdrawn, so devastated by Cuthbert’s death. He had come a long way since then.

“The situations are different,” she said, “You could not have done anything to save Cuthbert. In my case, I could have done something different. I should have realized what the Prince was asking.”
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Darcy looked into Elizabeth’s eyes, the upheaval there bringing back memories he had set aside. She was so quick and bold, it was hard to remember that she had not been bred to deal with intrigue and the palace and the war itself. It was all new to her. To the Prince Regent, Riquer was just a tool to be used, just as they all were. Elizabeth could be persuasive, but Darcy doubted either of them could have changed the prince’s opinion if his mind was made up.

“But you did not, and that is why you cannot blame yourself. And I beg to differ when it comes to Cuthbert. After it was over, I kept imagining all the different ways I could have saved him. I could have found a way to distract him by wounding him, for example, to bring his attention out of his nightmares and to me. It is a technique a Tutor mentioned once. If I had remembered it at the time, the outcome would have been different. But I did not, and there was nothing I could do about it.”

Elizabeth’s eyes were pools of sympathy.

“My guilt could not bring him back. I could not change what happened. Yet I was sinking under the weight of responsibility. In the end, Bingley was somehow able to convince me that I was not the one who had killed him. Someone else had. An Imperial Mage.”

Their eyes met. He wanted to remind her that Riquer was not innocent. That he had been involved in the latest attack on Founder’s Hall, perhaps in all the attacks. Riquer could well have been there when Cuthbert died. Certainly, he was one of the five mages who had been at Founder’s Hall that day when Elizabeth had fortunately foiled the attack. They had escaped to Netherfield because of him, and he had been their prisoner. It was asking too much of him to forgive this and think of Riquer as a friend.

Understanding the implications of his words, she sighed and stepped away. “Is it impossible for someone to redeem himself? He is working for us now.”

Darcy was tired of the whole Riquer debacle. He wished the mage had never been caught. Then he chastised himself mentally. Of course it was good Riquer was caught. Darcy felt muddled and confused.

“I am weary, Elizabeth. Weary of fighting myself and a war that seems unending. I was younger than Redmond when Napoleon turned his eyes in our direction. The war is crushing me. Remembering Cuthbert, I wonder if I will ever have the chance to live a life of my own. His life ended so suddenly. Who knows whether mine will as well?”

Elizabeth’s arms encircled him as she buried her face in his shoulder and squeezed tight. He breathed in her quiet strength and let her warmth seep into him, his throat clenching with a mix of grief and happiness at the good fortune that had found her for him. Flooded by a torrent of emotions, he held onto her to stop himself from being swept away.

They stood there for several moments as he slowly mastered himself. Instinctively sensing his mood, she released him and moved away to look at him.

“I am sorry, my love. Do you miss him?” Elizabeth’s eyes were full of compassion.

“I do. Not as much as I used to. When I lost him, the pain was so overwhelming, it consumed me. He was my Twin, my childhood friend. He was the brother I never had. And yet—"

“And yet?” she prompted.

“And yet, if I had not lost him, I would not have met you.”

It was a terrible truth. Why did everything have to be so complicated? He felt ashamed to speak the words out loud. It felt like a betrayal, especially since Elizabeth had taken his friend’s place.

Elizabeth placed a hand on his cheek.

“You must tell me all about him, so we can honor his memory together.”

There was a time and place for everything. “Another day, perhaps,” he said, leaning into her hand. “When we have time to spare.”

Elizabeth gave a sad smile. “Then it will never happen.”

He closed his eyes and drew her closer. “It will happen. We just have to find a way.”

They stood quietly for a few more minutes. He savored every precious second, knowing it would not last.

Too soon, the sound of boisterous apprentices tearing out of a classroom interrupted them. With a rueful smile, he let her go.

“Where are you going now?”

“I have a class with some of the youngest apprentices.”

“I will accompany you, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course.”

But there was no more peace to be had. From the expression on her face, she had gone back to thinking about their previous conversation.

“I do not see how our communication could work in any case,” she remarked. “Even assuming Riquer is not killed or imprisoned, what if he is watched so closely he cannot use his mirror? What if his mirror is taken away? And what if, even in the best-case situation, my magic is not strong enough? We have never tested it over such a large distance. It is too much risk for too little chance of success.”

Darcy hesitated, then said something that had been on his mind from the beginning. “And what if he is a double agent and tells them everything about us?”

Elizabeth drew a deep breath. At least she was not irked at him mentioning it. “I agree. It is yet another risk we must think about. Riquer may not betray us – and I do not believe he would for a moment – but they may—” she swallowed hard “—use unpleasant methods to extract the information.”

Her resistance to even saying the word ‘torture’ was yet another sign of Elizabeth’s lack of exposure to war. Which was only to be expected. She was a gently bred young lady, raised in the countryside. Despite her participation in fighting, she was not yet immune to some of the harsher aspects of the war.

“Riquer is a powerful mage. He can take care of himself by setting up his mental defenses. It is something we are taught in the Academy.” He hesitated. “With his permission, we could also ask if he is willing to submit to a spell that will prevent them from discovering anything about us.”

His suggestion seemed to make Elizabeth even more grim. “We could. But would he? Has anyone even told him yet? The decision was made without asking his permission. He is entirely ignorant of the fact that we are about to hand him over to the enemy.”

“As a seasoned spy, he understands how these things are done. And he knows what do to if captured.”

She winced at the word, but that was effectively what Riquer was.

“I must speak to him about it. It is my fault that this came about.”

Their conversation had not helped at all. Darcy did not know how else he could convince her.

“I am sorry that you were involved in such a painful decision, Elizabeth, but it was necessary. If it makes you feel better, the Prince Regent must have already planned to send Riquer to France. You merely confirmed what the prince wanted to hear. You cannot torture— torment yourself over it,” he amended hastily.

She made a guttural sound at the near mention of the word she had avoided earlier. “I will certainly torment myself over it.” She pulled herself up ramrod straight, resolution written on her face. “I will have to explain all this to Riquer.”

Darcy pushed aside the treacherous thought that she cared about Riquer too much. “Would it help if I went with you?”

“Thank you, but no,” she replied. “It is my responsibility, and I must deal with it alone.”

“Very well. Send for me if you change your mind.”

“I will.”


Chapter 6
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The next morning, Elizabeth entered the dining hall for breakfast. It had been a long time since she had the luxury of sitting down for her first meal of the day. It was a rare treat to have time to herself, even if it had not been intentional. If only she could enjoy it! After a night of intense turmoil, she had woken up to discover she had missed both her training with Darcy and the first morning session with Riquer.

She regretted neither. For now, she would not be able to concentrate, and trying to do magic would only exhaust her further.

Besides, she still had to face Riquer and tell him about the Prince Regent’s intentions and her role in the Prince’s decision. Granted, as Darcy had told her, the prince’s mind was probably already made up even before she arrived, but she could not be sure. If it was really the case, why had the Regent asked them to come all the way to Carlton House, just to ask her that question?

She was still gripped by an intense feeling of guilt. And she was still upset at Darcy. She needed to sort out her thoughts before she saw him again. Perhaps after she had spoken to Riquer, she would be better equipped to deal with her husband. The sense of dread coiling in the pit of her stomach made her sick, and the food she had started to eat felt like a rock inside her.

She was about to push her plate away and leave when her sister approached, carrying her food.

"What are you doing here, Lizzy? Are you unwell? You look pale."

Jane was a welcome interruption to her unpleasant thoughts.

“I missed practice this morning.”

“You did? And the skies have not fallen. The earth has not started to shake. And we do not have tempests and floods.” Jane smiled gently. “It is not the end of the world. You are entitled to do so once in a while, you know, Lizzy. If only for the chance for the two of us to spend time together.”

Another feeling of guilt replaced her guilt over Riquer.

"I am truly sorry, Jane. I have been neglecting you terribly," said Elizabeth.

"You have nothing to be sorry about. I know you have too many demands on your time.” She smiled. “Though it would be nice to see you more often. I never thought I would say this, but I miss the days when you were treated like a pariah. At least we were able to spend time together."

Elizabeth could not help laughing. “I do not miss those days. I was very miserable. And I prefer Mr. Bingley as he is now, in full command of his senses.”

Jane blushed prettily at the mention of Bingley’s name. “So do I.”

Elizabeth wondered yet again what it would take to bring the two together. She did not want to interfere, but things could not continue as they were.

“Do you regret turning Mr. Bingley down?”

If Jane was taken aback by the question, she did not show it. Perhaps she welcomed the chance to talk about it.

“Not at all. It was the only thing I could have done. I did not want him to marry me out of a sense of gratitude that I had helped him recover from his illness.”

“You know that is not the case. He really cares for you. You should put the poor gentleman out of his misery. Just go to him and tell him you have changed your mind.”

“Lizzy!” said Jane, pink with embarrassment. “Lower your voice. You are embarrassing me.”

“You know I’m right.”

“I do not,” said Jane, giving Elizabeth a little punch in the shoulder.

“You do know it,” insisted Elizabeth, returning the punch.

As they used to do when they were girls, they shoved each other, giggling as they did so. It was so nice to be carefree for once.

“Oh, I have missed you, Jane. My life has become altogether too serious.”

"What are you laughing about?" said Mary, approaching them. "You sound like Lydia and Kitty."

Elizabeth did not want to make Jane uncomfortable by mentioning Mr. Bingley to Mary, so she reverted to their earlier exchange. "Jane wishes people snubbed me so that I could spend more time with her."

“Lizzy! That is not what I said!” Jane voiced her objection with a laugh.

Mary looked from one to the other. "That is not very kind, Jane. Poor Lizzy cannot help it that she is in demand. She is working so hard."

"I know," said Jane. "But I mean it, Lizzy, I do think the Prince Regent is pushing you too hard."

Elizabeth could not deny it. She had very little time to spend with anyone these days, including Darcy, but the Prince Regent had impressed upon her that it was crucial to develop a way to use mirrors that could help in the war. Sometimes she wished Riquer had never been captured. Her life before his arrival was far from perfect, but it was much less demanding than the present.

“There is no point telling Elizabeth what she already knows. She has to do whatever the Prince Regent commands. She cannot disobey his orders. Just as at the beginning Elizabeth did not want to marry Mr. Darcy. She had to do it, like it or not."

"True," said Elizabeth with a smile. "You are very fortunate, Mary. You can do whatever you choose. Are you enjoying your research?"

“I am, but it can also be difficult. Sometimes, I wade for hours through old illegible manuscripts copied by monks, only to find there is nothing relevant in them. Still, I must be methodical, otherwise I might miss something important. But I have found some new information. I have discovered there once was a category of mages called Disillusion Mages, but they were believed to have died out.”

Elizabeth was gripped by excitement. Could Mary possess a long-lost magical Talent? How wonderful that would be!

“So did the Disillusion Mages have similar abilities to yours, then?”

Mary considered the question gravely. “Not exactly. From what I could tell – and I’m still at an early stage in my studies – Disillusion Mages were used to break illusions. I cannot deliberately do anything like that. I am simply immune to Illusion magic. It is not the same thing. One of the manuscripts I am reading right now—"

Elizabeth quickly lost interest. Mary tended to go into excessive detail describing what she was reading, unaware that not everyone shared her interest in minute and obscure descriptions of magic.

Her thoughts returned to Riquer. She could not postpone talking to him any longer. He ought to know the Prince Regent’s plans at the very least.

The clock chimed the hour, and Elizabeth realized she could catch Riquer before his next lesson if she hurried.

“I am very sorry,” she said, her chair scraping as she moved it back, “but I have to leave. There is something urgent I must do.”

Her sisters looked at her in astonishment.

“I thought you were spending time with us.”

“I have something I need to do. It can’t wait. I will make it up to you, I promise,” she said, hoping fervently that she would be able to keep that promise.
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Elizabeth went in search of Riquer. As she expected, he was just finishing his first lesson.

“Can I talk to you for a few minutes?”

“Naturally. You know you can talk to me any time.” He examined her closely. “Are you unwell? You were not at our training session this morning. I was worried you were ill.”

Tugging at her sleeves, she took a deep breath. “I have something to tell you.”

His expression turned serious. He looked worried about her, which made her feel even worse. “It is not about me. It is about you. Yesterday, we were invited to Carlton House to speak to the Prince Regent. The short of it is, he is planning to send you back to France.”

He started to say something, but she interrupted. If she didn’t confess quickly, she might chicken out of it.

Elizabeth felt the sharp dagger twisting inside her. “I am very sorry, Riquer, but it was partly my fault. It was not my intention, believe me. Let me explain.”

The tension inside her threatened to bring up the contents of her stomach. She had never knowingly hurt anyone. If something happened to Riquer, she would never, ever forgive herself.

She told the whole sorry story. As soon as she finished, to her horror, hot tears began to pour down her face. She tried to hide it by covering her face with her hands, but Riquer had already seen her.

He handed her a handkerchief. She took it and wiped her nose with it.

“You must not cry. I am touched by your concern, truly, but I would not have thought you such a ninny, Mrs. Darcy,” he said. “You see, I have been learning useful English words.”

She looked up in surprise. He was doing his best to cheer her up. When she came to talk to him, she had imagined it would be the other way round.

“It is a useful word, but I am not a ninny,” she replied, grateful that he had not called her worse.

“I have no idea why you think you were responsible for this. I have suspected for some time that the Prince Regent’s interest in mirror magic involved using me as a spy in France,” he said. “I knew the Prince Regent had a reason for taking interest in our practice Mirror magic. So it is no surprise.”

“Why did you not say anything?”

He shrugged in his usual exaggerated way. “Perhaps because I did not want it to be true. Who knows.”

She felt intensely relieved. Darcy had said something similar. She had only put the final nail into the coffin. It did not make the situation any better, but at least it was not her fault.

“Besides,” he said. “Matlock already gave me my – what do you call them? – marching orders.”

“So, you already knew.”

“I knew, Mrs. Darcy. So stop taking on responsibility for everything that happens, and let us concentrate on the important things.”

Elizabeth could not imagine what could be more important than Riquer risking his life, but he was right. It was done. No need to dwell on it further.

“And what are the important things?”

“We intensify our practice sessions. If I am caught by the Imperial mages, I do not want my death to be for nothing, just because we failed to communicate properly.” He chuckled. “It is much more useful to me for you to improve your Mirror magic than for you to feel guilty. Trust me.”

His grin made her smile. Her nature was more inclined to merriment, and it was not long before she had set aside her uneasiness and returned to the task at hand.
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Later, when she left after an exhausting training session, Elizabeth saw Darcy push himself away from the wall where he had been waiting for her and stride towards her.

Now that she no longer felt burdened by what happened, and she could set aside her resentment, she could admire her husband once again. She marveled at his tall, elegant figure, his graceful flowing movements, the sense of purpose in his walk and the broad stretch of his shoulders.

“Elizabeth, may I talk to you?" He was looking very grave.

"Of course.” Had he come to apologize, she wondered?

She slid her hand under his arm, wanting to enjoy his proximity, but he stiffened, discouraging her. He clearly had something unpleasant to discuss. She hoped he did not want to resume their argument about Riquer. She was feeling much more at peace now, and did not want to dredge everything up again.

He pulled her into a small training room and shut the door.

"What is it?" she said. “Is this about yesterday?”

He gave a quick nod. "I have something to tell you that has been worrying me for some time. You were upset yesterday, so I did not want to bring it up at the time. You will not like it, but we promised to be open about things, and I want to keep my promise.” He weighed his words carefully.

Elizabeth braced herself for something unpleasant.

“I have specific reasons to distrust Riquer, and you ought to know about them.”
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Elizabeth was looking so worried, Darcy found himself hesitating. Still, he was determined to forge ahead. If he was going to disillusion her, then so be it. The consequences were too crucial for him to hold back.

He had rehearsed what he wanted to say before he met her, and had decided it was best to approach the whole topic indirectly.

“You may have noticed that at times, Riquer can be frivolous, that at times, he does not take anything seriously.” Darcy paused, giving her time to consider what he was saying. “This may not be a problem normally, but in this situation, it is. Riquer is a cynic. And cynics have no loyalty. They do not believe in noble causes. They shift with the wind. Just as Riquer shifted allegiance to the Royal Mages when it suited his purpose, he may do the same with the French.”

It was a logical conclusion.

A martial spark flared in Elizabeth’s eyes. She was ready to do battle. Elizabeth was the exact opposite of Riquer. She was unwavering in her loyalty. That was one of the things he loved about her. It galled him that she was bestowing that loyalty on someone so unworthy of it.

“We cannot be sure he will do the right thing,” Darcy added, trying to make her see his point.

She pressed her lips together in a straight line. Darcy’s gaze lingered on them. He wished he could kiss away all her worries and make the anger go away, but that could not happen. He needed to convince her not to trust the villain.

“Is that all you have to say? Is that the basis of your condemnation? A vague assessment of his character? Based on the fact that you consider him a cynic?” Her voice had a hard edge to it.

Darcy took a deep breath. He had prepared her. Now it was time to tell her the truth.

“No. Of course not. I am basing it on something much more specific. A few days ago, the night of your Mirror exhibition, I was feeling stifled — for various reasons. I went out onto the grounds to take a breath of fresh air.” He looked her in the eyes. “I encountered Riquer sneaking back from behind the trees. He was acting very suspiciously.”

"In what way?"

Darcy quickly outlined what he had seen and heard. She listened intently, her brow wrinkling in concentration.

“And he was speaking in French?”

Darcy nodded.

“What does your cousin think?”

The question startled him. So, she had put two and two together. She had worked out that he had consulted Richard that night after he returned from the garden.

What should he answer? He decided on the truth. “He thinks I am jealous.”

He expected her to be taken aback, but instead she regarded him closely. “Are you?”

He snorted. "Why would I be jealous?”

Why indeed? Perhaps because she spent too much time with Riquer. Or because Riquer could teach her the new types of magic she craved. Or because Riquer made her laugh. Or because he was more charming and more handsome than Darcy.

Maybe not more handsome. Definitely not more handsome.

A lopsided smile settled on her lips. “Why, indeed?”

Her smile warmed him inside, melting away his tension. A wave of protectiveness spread through him. He wanted to wrap her up and keep her from harm. She was too willing to see the good in people, but it worked in his own favor. After all, she had trusted him, when he had done nothing to deserve it. He had gone behind her back and asked for Redmond as her replacement. She had done everything she could to make their Bond work, when he had looked down his nose at her and derided her attempts. That was who she was, and he did not want her to change. He just wanted to make her happy. And he could not allow Riquer to destroy her happiness.

“I am not jealous,” said Darcy. “I am concerned. There is a huge difference.”

He did not elaborate. They had spoken about this before. She had objected to being treated like fragile porcelain and had made it very clear that she did not want to be cossetted and fussed over. He had come to understand that. He knew she could stand on her own feet. But he was a gentleman, and it was hard for him to overcome the instinct to keep her safe.

“Let us not quarrel, my love,” he said. “You know your mind and I will not try to change it. You cannot convince me to trust Riquer, and I cannot persuade you to distrust him. Time will tell which one of us is right. But I would urge you to be cautious, and not to let your guard down. Will you promise me that, at least?”

She slid her hands around his neck, pulling him towards her.

“Very well.” Her voice was tender, the corner of her mouth curling. “Just remember that you promised not to try to protect me. I am a strong mage and can protect myself.”

Not against your kind heart, thought Darcy, as his lips touched hers.


Chapter 7
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Darcy was training two apprentices in advanced spell-making when he received a note summoning him to an urgent Council meeting. Since he already knew what it was about, Darcy was tempted to ignore the summons. However, his uncle might discuss Riquer's assignment, and Darcy wanted to get a sense of how people reacted to sending Riquer back to France. It would help him determine if he was the only one who was suspicious.

He arrived as his uncle entered and called the meeting. "I know everyone has other matters to attend to, so I will make this short. I took the unusual step of calling a meeting because Whitehall has advised me that an invasion by Napoleon is imminent. We need to be on alert."

"That is hardly a matter of urgency," said Devereux, with his usual bullish directness. "We have been anticipating an invasion for many years now."

He earned several snickers in response.

"True enough." Lord Matlock's tone made it clear that this was not a time for Devereux's usual theatrics. "However, we have been told to expect orders from the War Office very soon."

A clamor of questions rose up.

"Quiet, please!" he said, using magic to magnify his voice. "I have no further information. I do not know what the orders may be. I wanted to convey the message. Until we hear more, we should increase all safety drills and prepare our students for the possibility of an attack shortly. There is word that Napoleon may attempt to cross the English Channel."

If Matlock thought that was the end of it, he was very much mistaken. Devereux was in no mood to let this go. "You don’t say! For years, there have been rumors of Napoleon invading the Kingdom. The press has been particularly inventive about some of the plans he allegedly devised. Most of them were frankly unworkable. Remember when he supposedly planned to dig a tunnel under the Channel?”

Even Matlock had to laugh at that particular concept.

“And what about the ridiculous plan of sending an army of balloons across the Channel? Even the lowliest sailor who has sailed the Channel will tell you the prevailing winds would render such a scheme impossible."

“Hear, hear!” Several voices expressed agreement.

“And what about they said he was building a flotilla that used windmills instead of sails to power the boats?”

Again, everyone scoffed at the idea.

"Yes, yes. What you say is all very true. They are ridiculous schemes bound to failure." Lord Matlock shrugged. "However, bear in mind that, because of such madcap ideas, it is impossible to anticipate Napoleon's next step. All we know is that Boulogne is suddenly a hive of activity. Hundreds of tents have been set up, and carriages are arriving with supplies. It is not conclusive. Unlike last time, when Napoleon assembled two hundred thousand men, the numbers gathering at Boulogne are much smaller. However, whatever is happening, we cannot afford to ignore it."

Darcy had been waiting for Matlock to mention Riquer, but he did not. As the meeting turned into a discussion of the likelihood of an invasion, Darcy's thoughts began to drift. Like almost everyone in the room, he was not particularly alarmed. No matter how ingenious his ideas, Napoleon would be foolish to try and cross the Channel again. He had been soundly beaten at the Battle of Trafalgar the last time he tried it. Mages were very useful on land – and the idea of bringing hundreds of mages over was frankly terrifying – but they were helpless on large bodies of water. They would have to land first before they could accomplish anything.

His thoughts turned instead to Elizabeth. All this constant anxiety was taking its toll. She had been so distressed yesterday about Riquer, Darcy had wanted nothing more than to envelop her in his arms and take her to his bedchamber to comfort her. Yet he could not. He could not do anything to make his wife happy. All he could do was watch from the sidelines. She talked about feeling helpless, but what about him? He was powerless to do anything to help her.

His love for Elizabeth was a constant ache. In the past, he had honestly believed the poets exaggerated when they wrote about love as a torment. Now he knew they spoke the truth. He was so weary. Weary of longing for her company. Weary of looking at her from afar. Weary of waiting. He had fallen in love, and not for a moment did he wish that undone. But the nagging ache that gripped him whenever he saw her was becoming harder and harder to endure.

He did not notice that the Council meeting had ended until everyone rose and moved towards the door.

"Are you unwell, Darcy?" His uncle asked, his eyes concerned.

"I am as well as can be expected." His jaw was clenched so tightly, his head was hurting. "Considering I am not allowed any time with my wife." The words came out more barbed than he expected. His uncle would consider it a continued attack on his idea of a punishment. Good. Let him think that. He was reaching the end of his tether, and he wanted his uncle to know it.

His uncle's punishment had made him feel like a child. True, discipline was essential, but Darcy was not some reluctant soldier unwilling to fight unless threatened with punishment. He had dedicated his life to the Academy. He had faced death to save everyone else. He had never slacked, never questioned his role. He had always pushed himself to excel, in order to serve the Kingdom better.

He turned on his heel and walked onwards, oblivious to his surroundings, consumed by his feelings. Bright sunlight greeted him, and he blinked, disoriented, as he felt the soft touch of grass under his feet. Had he left the castle without even noticing?

The Gothic columns surrounding him told him he had unwittingly found his way to the cloister. His eyes were immediately drawn to a bench where he had sat not too long ago, and memories came flooding over him.

He had not been here since the memorable day Elizabeth had returned his wedding ring and asked him to annul their marriage. A sense of desolation came over him. What would he do now if he lost her? It would devastate him. Why was he thinking that way, in any case? There was no reason to suspect that she did not want to be with him. She was in love with him. He did not doubt her affection for a single second. Still, here he was, thinking about losing her.

Perhaps jealousy did have a hand in it after all.

He forced himself to consider that possibility. He was jealous that Elizabeth spent so much time with Riquer. Darcy did not doubt his own worth. But Riquer had something to offer Elizabeth that Darcy did not. Elizabeth craved new forms of magic. She wanted to explore beyond the limits of what she had learned so far. That was where he felt he was failing her. He may be one of the most powerful mages in the kingdom, but he could not move beyond the same spells he had learned when he was a child.

He had to acknowledge it. He was staid and solid and boring in his steadfast adherence to the tried and true. He had resisted change when he had first met her. She had introduced her own magic and he had refused to accept it. Then Riquer had appeared, offering her exactly what she needed – the opportunity to expand herself into new forms of magic.

Yes, he was jealous of Riquer. Not because he doubted Elizabeth's love, but because he doubted himself. He might want to learn new things, but it did not mean he could. He wanted to grow – to stretch the limits of his abilities, but he had perfected what he had been taught for so many years, it was hard to make that leap. The magic he had learned worked. He knew it worked. Thousands of mages had used it. Remaining steadfast to what he had learned was the only certainty he could cling to.

Unfortunately, he also knew with absolute certainty that the fate of the Kingdom depended on the Academy adapting and changing. How could they hope to compete with French mages when they were using many different types of magic unknown to the Academy?

He knew it was unreasonable, but he resented her training with Riquer. He knew it was essential, that it may one day save his life and the lives of many others, but he wished it was otherwise. He trusted Elizabeth completely, but what man would not be perturbed in such a situation?

He was not truly married. He was in a state of limbo, waiting for something to happen, for him to have a chance at happiness, but unable to do anything about it.

The Royal Mages were asking the impossible of him. They had forced him to marry Elizabeth, but deprived him of the ability to enjoy the marriage bed. It was like being in the Navy, crossing the ocean, deprived of women's company for months. Yet even sailors were allowed to go ashore when they stopped at ports of call, and were granted leave to return home when the voyage was over.

The fact was, he needed Elizabeth. He needed to live with her as her husband – to experience what it meant to be together. What was wrong with wanting to lead a normal life? To share a breakfast table. To ride across green meadows. To fish in the river on a warm summer's day. To sit alone with her on a snowy night, his head in her lap, warmed by the fireplace. To wake up with Elizabeth at his side, her body warming his, her dark curls fanned across the sheets.

He closed his eyes, blocking out that vision. He had to do something soon, or he would go mad.

He had always believed in sacrifice, in bowing to circumstances. But there was a time when he had to fight for what he loved. For the woman he loved. He could not continue to smother everything that was meaningful in his life in the name of duty. He wished there was a way to reconcile the two, but he had thought long and hard, and he had not found a way.

If he did not care for her, it would have been a different matter. It was an arranged marriage, but he had fallen deeply and utterly in love with his wife, and that was torment.

He could not bear it a moment more. Enough was enough.

Then suddenly, he had the solution. He knew what to do. It was time to take a stand. He would ask Elizabeth to leave the Academy and go with him to Pemberley.

As soon as the idea entered his head, he knew it was the solution to all their problems. He could not keep putting off his dreams. It was very simple. He loved Elizabeth. She was his wife. They needed to be together.

Feeling as if a heavy burden had been lifted from his shoulders, he took off a run to find Elizabeth, full of determination and hope.
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“I want us to leave Founder’s Hall and go to Pemberley.”

Elizabeth stared at Darcy, stunned. Had he taken leave of his senses? “That is impossible, Darcy, and you know it.”

“Why should it be impossible?" His voice was a harsh cry. "Even the lowliest foot soldier is entitled to go home on leave. Do we not deserve the same?”

It was all so sudden, she did not know quite how to react. Part of her was thrilled at the idea, another part was horrified. She had always considered Darcy a measured man who did not give in to impulse. If anything, he would always err on the side of caution. It almost felt like the gentleman standing in front of her was a stranger.

“Darcy, I dream every night of us finding peace and being together. I would love nothing more than to be alone with you at Pemberley, to enjoy—” she blushed “—our marital pleasures together, and perhaps find ourselves blessed with children.” Her skin tingled as his eyes darkened in response to her words. She swallowed hard. “I would love that more than anything.”

He stepped forward and grabbed her hands. “Then let us do it. It is within our reach,” he whispered. "This war will probably never end in our lifetime. It is like the Hundred Years War. The French and the English cannot seem to find peace. We cannot wait until we are old in the hope that we will be able to go home. Let us find our own peace."

She clung to his hands, tempted to throw all caution to the winds. She wanted this, with every fiber of her being. He was dangling a tantalizing dream in front of her, and she was one step away from taking it.

She wondered how he had come to this decision. Could it be that, as Mary and Emily had mentioned, he was jealous? Jealousy was a strong emotion. Much as she did not want to give credit to the possibility, it was the only explanation which could account for this inexplicable behavior.

It was not something to be taken lightly. He was acting on an impulse, but the consequences would last them a long time. She felt uneasy. They both needed time to consider whether this was the right course of action.

Someone had to be the voice of reason. It would be so easy to say yes, but she could not let herself be swept into this sweet insanity. She had to resist temptation.

"What about the Prince Regent's plan? I am the only one who can execute it."

She carefully avoided mentioning Riquer. This was about them – her and Darcy. She did not want to bring up the elephant in the room.

Darcy nodded. "I already have an idea. There are plenty of towers dotting the countryside from London to Derbyshire. I will hire the best officer engineers to choose and set up relay towers, and I will pay for the necessary officers to man them."

Even with the best engineers on earth, it would be impossible to set things up so quickly. Not only did they need to obtain the equipment, but men had to be trained to use the system. In time, it could be done. But Riquer would be leaving very soon, and she had to stay in touch.

Even if it could be done, there were other reasons to hesitate.

"What about the Academy?"

“The Academy existed before us, Elizabeth. It can exist after us."

It was hard to believe that Darcy was willing to brush everything aside like this. She suddenly began to tremble. All this, he would do for her!

"It does not mean we will never come back to the Academy," he said, his eyes burning into hers. "We can have some time together, alone, to give us a chance to enjoy each other and our marriage.”

“And if I am with child?”

“Then we will stay together until our child is born. We will set the child up in the nursery at Darcy House, and we will visit regularly.”

He almost made it sound reasonable. What if she said yes?

“Say yes, my love.”

Yes. Yes. It was what she wanted more than anything in the world. Her mind reeled with the possibility. Her mouth opened of its own accord to say the word that would change her life.

But then the real world came crashing down on her. She remembered that she was the only mage in the whole Kingdom who had the ability and training to receive messages from Riquer, who was going to France at great risk to himself. How could she face the Prince Regent after it was her recommendation that had sent him to France in the first place? And how could she explain to Prinny that she no longer wished to do this?

She stepped back, disengaging her hands from Darcy’s.

“I need time to think about it.” Her voice was strained.

Darcy examined her intently. “Why?”

She hated having to say this. “Because both you and I have to be absolutely sure this is what we want.”

Then she fled, rather than face him as the excitement faded from his eyes.


Chapter 8
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Elizabeth spent the rest of the day in a daze. Darcy had handed her something she wanted on a silver platter. Every fiber of her being urged her to take up his offer and leave immediately, before he could change his mind. She wanted nothing more in the world than to go to Pemberley, away from all this – the constant worry, the relentless, exhausting training, the constant danger. To forge a new life together. To be together as nature intended.

She had not quite forgotten what it was like to live as she used to, safe in the lap of the countryside, surrounded by green fields. How much more wonderful it must be to experience that with the man she loved. To wake up with the sun shining through the window. To lie in bed with Darcy in her arms.

In Pemberley, they would not be surrounded by apprentices and watched by the other mages. She would not have to concern herself with anyone’s opinion but Darcy’s. And they would have the chance to love each other fully, to explore each other, to find their happiness.

She indulged in daydreams. The tender look in Darcy’s eyes as he kissed her, his gaze heavy with desire. Since she had tumbled headlong in love with Darcy, being together had almost become the stuff of fairy tales, something she could only dream of, forever out of reach. She quivered at the very possibility that it could become her reality.

She took this a step further, daring to dream of a babe to hold tight. Elizabeth would watch her grow, hear her laughter and her first words, and teach her about magic. She imagined a little girl, with bright eyes and dark curls like Darcy’s. Defiant and determined. She even imagined a boy like Darcy, with intense eyes and a serious expression.

What he had proposed felt as momentous as if he had just asked her to marry him. He had offered her a vision of their future. Who could possibly say no?

Yet how could she say yes?

By nighttime, she was no closer to reaching a decision. Every time she thought she had made up her mind, she discovered something else to add to her confusion.

Desperate to find some clarity of mind, she sought out Jane in her bedchamber. Jane, as always, was pleased to see her, but with one look at Elizabeth’s face, saw at once that this was not a social visit.

“What is wrong?” Jane’s voice was full of concern. “Has something happened?”

Sitting at Jane’s escritoire, with Jane on her bed, Elizabeth explained Darcy’s plan.

As Jane listened, her eyes began to glow, and she clutched her hands together.

“How splendid, Lizzy! I am so happy for you!”

Jane had not understood the dilemma at all. Knowing that filled Elizabeth with despondency.

"But Jane, don’t you see? How could he ask such a thing of me?" And to her surprise, she burst into tears.

The joy on Jane’s face disappeared and was replaced with puzzled apprehension.

"But I do not understand you, Elizabeth. He loves you, and you love him. You are married. Surely you knew this would happen one day?"

"One day, yes. Not now.”

"But just a few months ago, you would have left the Academy willingly. What has changed? Is it because the Prince Regent has made you his advisor?"

Jane’s question surprised her. "The Prince Regent? Of course not!" Was that really true? "I mean, obviously I am flattered to have the future king's patronage. But it is more than that. I have changed. I am learning so many things. My life is so much more than I ever dreamed of."

"But isn't your marriage equally important?"

"Of course it is. But I have responsibilities here. I am doing things no one else can do. They need me, Jane."

She put her arms on the desk and rested her cheek on her arm. From this close, she noticed there was a crack in the desk. She followed the line with her nail until it reached the edge of the desk. It felt as if she was on the edge of a precipice, and that if she did not make the right decision, she would pay for it dearly.

"I want both. I was hoping for both, but now I am being asked to pick one or the other.”

She had not had any choice in marrying Darcy. Her marriage had been decided by the Council. Here was her chance to decide for herself.

She was responsible for so many things. She had an important role to fulfil. Her magic was growing. She was, despite the war, happy in what she was doing. She had a sense of purpose.

Was she so buoyed up by her success that she was willing to sacrifice her love for Darcy in favor of the new position she had? Did she value the admiration of her apprentices and fellow mages more than Darcy’s?

Many women envied her for marrying Darcy. Miss Bingley had impressed that upon her when Elizabeth had first arrived. She was right. Darcy was everything that was good and upright and honorable.

Yet here Elizabeth was, just a bit more than a year later, hesitating.

She left Jane soon after, too restless to go to bed, in desperate need of clearing her mind.

A walk would have helped clear the cobwebs away, but of course it was not a simple thing for her to go outside. No one would stop her, of course, but it defeated the purpose if she had to be on the alert for danger. It was certainly the thing she missed most about being free to live her own life. If she went to Pemberley, she would be able to take long walks on the estate. She would never have to worry about being attacked. It was one more thing to add to the list of many reasons she should be jumping at the opportunity.

Except that it was not quite true. They would still have to live their lives every day looking over their shoulders, worrying that the French mages would find them. And they would be more vulnerable because they would be alone.

The more she thought about it, the more it seemed that Darcy had created an idyllic image in his mind that did not correspond to reality.

She walked around for some time, pondering this issue. Eventually, her feet led her to the practice room where they used to train when she first arrived at Founder’s Hall. She had not been there since they left for Netherfield. It had been taken over by a group of young apprentices, and she had not thought of visiting it.

Immediately, her gaze went to the lectern where the Compendium of Spells had stood that fateful day when she and Darcy had tried to Bond. The burnt copy of the book had been replaced, but the scorch marks from when she had set the book on fire were still there. She ran her hands along the wood, expecting to see dark streaks of soot on her fingers, but the wood was smooth.

That day, she could never have guessed that she would fall madly in love with her husband. It was unusual for mages to have the luxury of falling in love. She had found something precious. Life had given her a gift. Should she not pursue it?

But how could either of them do it without abdicating their duty? Could the two really find happiness by leaving and allowing others to be injured – or worse? Would she really be happy in Pemberley knowing that others were still fighting the Imperial mages?

Her mind was in a whirl. To try and recover her equilibrium, she did the training exercises that every mage in the Academy did to help them prepare for a magic lesson. But instead of helping her calm her thoughts, it reminded her of the time when she had first watched Darcy perform the same sequence of movements. He had seemed so graceful and agile, so much in his element. It was the first time she had really noticed him as a person.

If Darcy was willing to walk away from this, surely Elizabeth – who had spent far less time at the Academy – could do so too. Yet every time she thought about it, she felt as if someone was gripping her heart and squeezing it.

Considering how some of the mages had treated her at first, it was a wonder she did not take Darcy’s suggestion and run. The fact was, she had found a place for herself here. She liked training the young apprentices. She possessed unique skills that the Academy needed. Somehow, she had come to belong.
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The next day she woke up in a state of agitation. She was no closer to a decision than when Darcy had first mentioned the possibility. However, when she went to her usual training session with Riquer, she quickly realized she had more pressing demands on her time.

Matlock was there, as well as Lord Walsworth, who was the leading mage of the Prince Regent. She had dealt with Lord Walsworth before, and she liked him, but when she curtseyed and smiled, he did not reciprocate. He was looking particularly forbidding today.

“How long will it take to be ready to depart?” said Matlock. “We will need to plan the whole thing perfectly.”

“Do I have a year?” said Riquer.

From the way the two other mages scowled, it was clear that they did not appreciate Riquer’s levity.

“We can give you a week at the most.” Matlock’s voice carried the weight of an official verdict.

“A week?” Elizabeth’s voice came out as a squeak. A sick, heavy feeling settled into her stomach. “But we have never practiced communicating over long distances. I do not even know how to do it.”

“I am sorry to hear it. Would you like me to send an urgent message to Napoleon asking him to delay his invasion until you are ready, then?”

The sarcasm in Matlock’s voice added a note of panic to the heaviness inside her. It was all a misunderstanding. A nightmare. She could not do this. They were demanding the impossible.

“You must understand,” said Riquer, evenly, though she could tell that he, too, was rattled, “that Mrs. Darcy is a relative novice. She has learned a huge amount in the short time we have trained, but mastering Mirror magic over large distances is a more advanced skill, and both the sender and the receiver must be very good for it to succeed. You are asking too much.”

“We have no choice. There must be a way to expedite it by focusing on that single skill.” Lord Walworth looked slightly more sympathetic. “From what I’ve heard, Mrs. Darcy is a quick learner. If anyone can do it, it is her.”

She felt flattered by Lord Walworth’s remark, though at this point, being a quick learner seemed more like a curse than a blessing. Just because Elizabeth was good at picking up things, it did not mean she could achieve miracles.

“There are other things to consider,” persisted Riquer. “The first is working out how to smuggle a mirror attuned to both of us past the Imperial Mages. Of course, they will search me, and obviously, I cannot go around carrying a normal mirror.”

“Then you had better start thinking of a solution,” said Lord Walsworth, relentlessly.

“And we need to come up with a plausible story explaining how I was suddenly able to return to France.”

“That is not something you need to worry about,” said Lord Walsworth. “I have several gentlemen working on this. We will inform you of the details when we have them. You need to devote your time to achieving success in using Mirror magic to communicate with each other. Nothing else. To that end, we will put whatever resources are needed at your disposal to accomplish what you need. Now, if that is all, we have other pressing issues to deal with.”

Lord Walsworth gave a quick bow and exited the room, followed by Lord Matlock.

“How very uncivil,” said Riquer, after they were out of earshot. “If they wanted us to focus on long-distance communication, they should have asked us to do it earlier. Though I suppose you could not have done it in any case until you reached a certain level.”

Elizabeth could only agree. It was all very well for His Royal Highness to assume she could connect with Riquer all the way to France. True, her Mirror magic had improved very quickly, but she was woefully unprepared for communicating through mirrors over long distances. They had worked on strengthening her ability to control and travel through the mirror, but they had never even tried to use it as a tool for espionage. She was prepared to work hard, but what if they could not accomplish it in such a short time?

Knowing there was no more than a week to learn what was needed, she and Riquer intensified their lessons. Elizabeth had to practice communicating with him from increasingly large distances. She expected that she would be the one confined to the grounds of the Hall, but it was decided that they could not risk Riquer being found by the Imperial Mages before Elizabeth had completed her training. Consequently, it was Elizabeth who had to leave the Hall each morning, accompanied by Colonel Fitzwilliam, a Warder, Miss Warren, and a lesser Elemental mage, Mr. Enfield.

The afternoons were dedicated to discussing practical issues, particularly the pesky issue of the mirror. They considered something like a quizzing glass, but adding a mirror to it would have made it too obvious. It had to be something easily concealed.

"A pocket watch?"

"That is not a bad idea, but they might notice that it contains a mirror when I open it."

In the end, after some extended discussion, they decided on a miniature with a concealed second compartment holding a mirror.

“No one would suspect a mirror hidden behind a portrait.” Elizabeth felt reasonably certain that it would work.

“If that is what we have decided on, I would be honored if you will give me a miniature of you to put in the locket so I can remember you when I am in danger in France.”

“You are truly incorrigible. How could you use my words against me like this?”

“You have mistaken my meaning. Surely you would not deprive me of the chance of holding you close to my heart?” He put his hand dramatically to his chest.

She laughed at his nonsense. “It would not go well for you if one of your spies recognized me, would it?”

His mouth drooped dramatically. “Very true. Sadly, I will have to abandon the notion.”

“It is truly tragic,” she said, sighing loudly.

It was Riquer’s turn to laugh. “How is it you never take me seriously?”

“Because you are never serious.”

“That is why it is so easy to be around you, Mrs. Darcy. I will be sorry to leave you behind.”

Elizabeth did not want to think about his departure. “Let us stick to the matter at hand. We will need to obtain a miniature. And have a locket designed that will work with my hand-held mirror.”

“Yes. Preferably of a Spanish lady. We do not wish them to think I have any connections here. I will instruct them to find one.”

It was one problem resolved, at least.
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Two days later, when she left the training room to bring herself dinner, she was surprised to find Redmond waiting for her in the hallway.

“Mrs. Darcy? May I ask you a favor?”

Elizabeth nodded at the young Janus mage. He had changed since he had first arrived, as she had.

“May I ask you a question first?”

“Of course.”

“Are you happy in the Royal Academy?”

“It is a privilege to be part of it,” he said, stiffly. “Many people would love to be in my shoes.”

He had not answered her question.

“But does it make you happy to be here?”

He looked at her closely. “I am happy enough, considering that we are at war. I know my duty.”

“Do you have some good friends?”

He smiled at that. “I do have good friends.”

She nodded. “Yes. That is very important.”

When he continued to look at her expectantly, she remembered he had a reason for seeking her out. “You said you wanted to ask me a favor?”

“Yes.” He took a deep breath and shuffled nervously. “I would like you to teach me Mirror magic. I think I might have the Talent to do it. I have been trying it out, and I have felt the stirrings of something.”

“Really? If that is the case, then that is excellent news.” They had searched high and low for people with Talent for mirror magic, with no success. She was gripped with excitement.

She was on the verge of telling him she would be more than happy to train him, when it struck her that she could not give him an answer.

“We will of course have to test you first. I will discuss it with Riquer.” What else could she say? Riquer was leaving in a few days and might never return. If she left with Darcy, she would no longer be a Tutor.

He looked disappointed at her vague answer, but he bowed and took his leave.

If she left for Pemberley, Redmond would never develop his Talent. Would she be able to live with her conscience, knowing she was walking away from her role? But if she did not leave, how could she sacrifice Darcy's happiness as well as her own?

She felt as if all her certainties were crumbling.


Chapter 9
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Over the next few days, Elizabeth battled complete exhaustion to learn the necessary skills. She was now beginning to have nightmares that Riquer would try to contact her, but she would not be able to hear him because her magic was not strong enough. Her sleep was further interrupted as she lay in bed, trying to make up her mind about going to Pemberley.

On the third day, as Elizabeth prepared to go outside for her training, Darcy approached her.

“Have you thought about my suggestion yet?” he asked.

“I have thought about it. Obsessively,” said Elizabeth. “Especially at night. My sleep is being affected. But I cannot give you an answer just yet.”

Darcy made an impatient sound. “I do not want to press you for an answer, but I am tired of deferring my happiness. If I could, I would leave tomorrow.”

“It would be impossible for me to leave tomorrow in any case, even if I had reached a decision.” Her voice had a sting in it. “I know you are eager to leave. It is just that there is so much to get ready before Riquer’s departure. So far, I have been unable to communicate through the mirror with him from here to London, let alone all the way to France. I have been given an impossible task.”

“When is Riquer leaving?”

“On Monday.”

He made a face. “I suppose you will not be able to answer me until Monday, then.”

“Yes. There is nothing I can do about that. But we have waited this long. What is the hurry? Another few days will not make much difference.”

“A few days is a long time for me to wait, my love,” he murmured.

It was clear that Darcy was impatient to get going, but she still did not know if it was what she wanted. Was Darcy taking her agreement for granted? Should she talk to him about her uncertainties? But what if her answer was yes? Why cause him unnecessary apprehension when he was already on edge?

In the end, she decided not to start a discussion she was ill equipped to deal with at this moment in time. They would cross that bridge when they came to it. “I know, but I need to be certain that my decision is right. I do not want to do anything I will regret.”

She hoped her words would at least give him something to think about.
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As the date of Riquer’s departure drew closer, word came from Carlton House detailing how his ‘escape’ would be presented convincingly. During one of their training sessions, Riquer was asked to join Matlock in the Council Chamber. Left to her own devices, Elizabeth took the opportunity to look for something to eat. She returned an hour later to find the Mirror mage lying on the floor, staring at the ceiling.

“Is something wrong?” she asked in alarm.

“No. I have just understood some of the bad effects of this whole business.” He sat up on the floor. “I am not allowed to tell you any of the details, of course, but the plan is for me to escape from the Tower of London, with two dozen mages in hot pursuit. I will use my mirror to contact one of my fellow mages in France. I had thought it would all be discreetly done, and that it would all be very secret, but no. There will be a reward posted for anyone who can find me and capture me.” He shook his head in disbelief. “I will be in all the newspapers as the villain who ran away to France to join Napoleon. They have even hired an artist to draw a caricature of my escape. My reputation here will be utterly destroyed. Who will trust me after this? I will never be able to show my face in the Kingdom again. Whoever came up with this plan ought to be hanged.”

Truth be told, Elizabeth had not thought much about the matter until now. She had assumed they would come up with something plausible that would explain his sudden reappearance. But now, she was shocked that Riquer would be so thoroughly discredited.

“I am sorry. That is not how I imagined it, either. It seems very unfair to do that when you are actually doing this to help them.”

“They have gone too far, trying to make everything convincing. I must admit, they have taken care of all the details of my escape very well. But still—”

“What is important is that you will arrive safely at your destination, and that no one suspects you. You must consider what is more important: your life, or your reputation? Do you think the French will accept the story?”

He thought about it. “I think so.”

“Then that is all that matters.”

“I suppose so.” He looked more unhappy than she had ever seen him. His pride was injured, and Elizabeth hoped it would not have undesirable consequences. Elizabeth did not question his loyalty, but if he felt he had nothing to lose, why would he want to risk his life to help the Kingdom?

“Are you still happy to go back to France, under the circumstances?”

"I am not happy to go back to France. I thought I had escaped. I may never have been completely welcome here, but at least no one has compelled me to do anything I do not want to do. Lord Matlock was even kind enough to offer me a choice about going to France. He said he would understand if I thought is was too risky going back." Riquer gave a lopsided smile. "It would have been cowardly of me to refuse, would it not?"

How could he make a joke out of it?

“Being a coward is a better option than being dead in certain circumstances,” she said.

"It must be my gentlemanly upbringing,” he said, with a lazy smile, “but I take offence to being called a coward.”

“I am not—” she started, then caught the look in his eye, “—oh, you are joking.”

“It was always a risk, deciding to stay here,” he remarked, with studied casualness. “If the French attack Founders’ Hall and realize I am fighting with you, they will target me and make certain they eliminate me. If I return to France, they might suspect me of collaboration. So far, as far as I know – and that is, according to my brother – they believe me to be a prisoner being held in the Tower of London. They do not know I have been teaching you or anyone else magic. It seems they still do not have spies inside the Academies, unless, of course, you count me. Let us hope they continue to believe that. It depends on whether the plan the Prince Regent’s people have come up with is convincing enough. Otherwise—." He gave a gallic shrug.

There was a long silence as they both contemplated the possibilities. Elizabeth squirmed uncomfortably. She did not want to think of anything going wrong.

"Besides,” he continued, suddenly. “I have a selfish reason for going back. Napoleon has my younger brother in his clutches. There may be a chance I can rescue him and bring him back here. Or at least take him somewhere out of harm’s way. So, as you see, I am willing enough to go back."

“Well, then,” she said, trying to sound cheerful, “we will just have to hope you will succeed.”

"Of course. And you should stop blaming yourself, Mrs. Darcy. Many things happen that are outside our control." He gave her a lopsided smile. “You must promise that if something unpleasant happens to me, you will not decide it was all your doing.”

“If you phrase it that way, I am happy to promise that much,” she said. “It is not all my doing. But it does not mean I will not feel guilty.”

“In any case,” he said. “I will try to communicate with you as soon as it is safe to do so. And, naturally, the Prince Regent will be waiting for a report from me.” He stood up and brushed down his robe. “But for now, we had better practice some more, to improve your skills. You have come a long way, but we are still not quite where we need to be.”
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By Monday, Elizabeth had become reasonably proficient at communicating with Riquer over a long distance, but she still lacked confidence. Accordingly, she sent word to the Prince Regent requesting an extension of one day. The extension was granted, with a proviso that she could not postpone it any further.

It only delayed the inevitable for a short time. The next day, a carriage arrived from Carlton House to take Riquer away with sealed orders from the Prince Regent brought personally by Lord Walworth. He asked to see Lord Matlock, Elizabeth and Darcy. They met in seclusion in Lord Matlock's bedchamber.

“You are commanded to put Ramon de Riquer in my custody,” said Walworth. “I cannot divulge any further information, but I will be taking him somewhere where we can set our plan in motion.”

Elizabeth and Darcy exchanged glances. When they stayed at Carlton House a few months ago, nothing was as it seemed. Arcane magic had been used to control the Prince Regent, and the King was put in danger. Neither of them was willing to take such a risk again.

"I do not want to sound insulting, Lord Walworth, but given the unfortunate events at Carlton House not so long ago, I feel uneasy handing him over to you,” asserted Darcy. “How do I know the Prince Regent ordered it? And how do I know you are not someone else, using some Arcane Illusion spell?"

Matlock looked shocked, but Elizabeth nodded vigorously. "It would be remiss of us to simply hand him over to you, under the circumstances."

"Surely you cannot doubt the word of a gentleman such as Lord Walworth," said Matlock.

Lord Walworth wrinkled his nose. "They do and they should. They have learnt caution, and I for one am glad of it. If either of you would like to go to Carlton House to confirm that these are indeed His Highness's orders, then I would happily wait here." He turned to Lord Matlock. "I heard that the chef here is better than the King's."

"I do believe our cook possesses an unknown magical Talent,” said Matlock. “He produces the best food I have tasted in my life."

"Well, then, count me in." He turned to Darcy and Elizabeth. "Which one of you is going to see the prince?"

"I am,” said Darcy. “I can ride over at once."

It would be faster on horseback. Elizabeth would need a carriage, which was much slower. Someday soon, he promised himself, he would arrange for her to take riding lessons.

“Very well, then,” said Lord Walworth. “I will wait for your return.”
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While Darcy went to Carlton House to confirm the Prince’s instructions, Elizabeth went to tell Riquer what was happening.

“Are they here to take me away?”

She nodded. There was really nothing more to say.

“Well, just in time. They have finally delivered the portrait,” he said. “I was worried it would not be completed before I left, and they would have to deliver it to me while I was running from pursuit.”

Elizabeth laughed.

He pulled the locket out from under his shirt and showed her the portrait. Elizabeth had already seen the locket itself, with the hidden compartment that housed the mirror. Making the mirror surface smooth enough not to distort the magic had been difficult, but the Prince had put the best workmen at Riquer’s disposal. Now, the whole disguise was complete, with a lock of hair and a portrait of a lady with large brown eyes and black hair, dressed in muslin.

“Do you know who she is?”

“I have no idea. But I shall call her Isabel Bonet,” he said. “That should be easy enough to remember. Isabel is Elizabeth in Spanish.”

Even now, he was joking. How did he do it?

“Hmm,” she said, “I am not so sure. What if you are under duress, and say Elizabeth by mistake? You should think of something safer.”

“A pity, but I suppose you are right. Let us hope I will have enough time to think of a suitable name as I make my way to France,” he replied.

Then he turned serious. “Now remember what we agreed upon. I will try to contact you between nine and ten o'clock at night, or six and seven in the morning. The time is different in France, but I will work it out. I know it will be difficult, but you must somehow contrive to be outdoors during that time.”

“I will do my best.”

“And remember, do not worry if I do not contact you. I might be under observation, or not at liberty to go outdoors to talk to you. If I am in a barracks with a group of mages, it might be impossible to do anything without arousing suspicion."

They had spoken about this before, but she was glad he was repeating it. Now that he was leaving, she felt her nerves stretched to a breaking point. There were so many unknowns.

“That is all,” he said. “Nothing too complicated. Meanwhile, I have a gift for you. It is a book in French – about Mirror Magic. It has advanced spells in it. I know you do not speak French but some of the spells may be useful, and you could find someone to translate for you. Darcy, probably. I would like you to keep it – in case of emergency.”

Her stomach clenched.

She shook her head vigorously. “I will not take anything from you. You must leave it here until you return.”

“What are the chances of me being able to return? The French will never trust me on a mission here again.”

She had not thought of that.

“Besides, who knows if there will ever be an end to this war?”

His words echoed Darcy's.

An uncomfortable silence followed as they each followed their own train of thought.

“We had better have one more practice session, Mrs. Darcy,” said Riquer. “Just in case inserting the portrait has changed the mirror in some way. It will take too long to try it outdoors, but can practice throwing objects through the mirrors. It will give us a good indication if there need to be some last-minute adjustments.”
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They practiced until they heard footsteps in the hallway. Riquer tucked the locket holding mirror under his clothes.

“Riquer! Ready to leave?” said Lord Matlock as he appeared in the doorway, with Darcy beside him.

“I am at the Prince Regent’s command.” Riquer bowed and gave a lopsided smile.

“You confirmed that it was the Prince Regent’s orders?” said Elizabeth to Darcy, with a smile.

Darcy nodded. “Better safe than sorry.”

“We need to leave. We have delayed enough.” Lord Matlock looked from Elizabeth to Riquer. “Are you certain the miniature mirror works?”

“It is impossible to tell how it will work over such a long distance,” said Elizabeth. “It is not as good as a regular mirror, but it is the only chance we have of escaping detection. From what we can tell, the mirrors seem to be working together.”

"I am satisfied that they should work," added Riquer. "I cannot promise they will, however."

“We will have to make do with what we have.” Matlock turned his gaze on Riquer. "It is time for you to make your 'escape'. We have set everything up for tomorrow. Is there anything more that needs to be done?"

“Nothing.” said Riquer.

So this was it.

She turned to him and offered him her hand. “We will be communicating from afar,” she said, her throat tightening. “So I will not bid you farewell. We will speak soon.”

Riquer, in typical fashion, took her hand and brought it to his lips. “It has been an honor training with you, Mrs. Darcy. I hope we will have the opportunity to do so again in the future.”

“I hope so, too,” she said, withdrawing her hand.

As Riquer walked out between the two men, Elizabeth wondered if she would ever see him again.


Chapter 10
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Darcy awoke with a renewed sense of purpose. He had reached a conclusion in the middle of the night. He could not continue waiting around and hoping for something to change for the better. That was what had brought him to this point. He needed to seize his future in his hands, and bring about change himself. Accordingly, he had decided to talk to his uncle first thing in the morning and request permission to leave.

Now that he had decided to act, the sense of hopelessness lifted, and he was filled with surge of optimism. He walked down the corridor with a spring in his step. Elizabeth may not have agreed to go with him to Pemberley, but when she thought about it, she would be bound to agree that it was the only solution. Then, at last, they would truly be husband and wife, and he would stop feeling as if fate had dealt him a raw deal. A heavy load had been lifted off his back. He felt light and carefree for the first time in years, as if walking on air.

Two passing apprentices grinned when he greeted them.

“Nice hover spell, sir!”

Darcy looked down and was astonished to find he was, in fact, floating on air. It was exceedingly embarrassing to have cast a spell without even being aware of it, but he nodded back at them as if it was deliberate.

“It’s always good to keep practicing,” he said, with an air of authority.

The two apprentices looked at each other, then spoke the words of the spell, trying to rise off the ground. They failed, but they kept trying. What had he started? Soon half the apprentices would be trying to hover in the hallways, and they would say Mr. Darcy had given them permission.

He supposed there were worse things to worry about. It would not do them any harm. It might even hone their skills.

But it was harmful to him. He could not go around triggering spells without even noticing. This was one more reason that pointed to his exhaustion. He could not continue to work relentlessly and face danger without taking some time away from it all.

It was a perfect example to present to his uncle. Darcy never lost control, and he intended to bring that up when he introduced the idea to his uncle. If necessary, he could even go so far as to argue that he was a danger to himself and others if he was not in full control of his magic.

He reached Lord Matlock's office and rapped neatly on the door.

“How may I help you, Nephew?”

Now that push came to shove, Darcy felt his throat grow dry. It was one thing to plan something in the middle of the night, another to make it a reality.

“I have come to talk to you about going to Pemberley.”

His uncle’s brows lifted so high they almost touched his hairline. “Have you, by Jove?”

Darcy scooted forward in his chair and leaned his elbows on his uncle’s desk. “As you know, Elizabeth and I were married more than a year ago. But we were never given the opportunity—” he hesitated as he tried to think of a tactful way to phrase it, “—to go on a honeymoon.”

“Honeymoon?” his uncle repeated. He made it sound trivial.

His dismissive attitude angered Darcy. “Very well then, if you prefer a more official term, I would like to request military leave for rest and recuperation. All soldiers take leave during war. I do believe we have earned the right to take some time off, especially after the service we performed for his Royal Highness the Prince Regent, and for the King.”

“I see,” said his uncle, neutrally. “And how long do you expect this – leave— to last?”

A year, he would have said, but his uncle would never agree to that.

He answered carefully. “A few weeks, possibly. I am hoping that Elizabeth will come with me to Pemberley. She would of course stay there longer, in case – well, in case of an heir.”

“An heir.”

His uncle’s apparent need to repeat Darcy’s words was vexing, but Darcy curbed his irritation. He was prepared to argue his case all day if necessary. At this point, he could not tell from his uncle’s expression whether he approved or was completely against it.

“I cannot keep going into battle, each time wondering whether I will be back. Pemberley needs an heir. It is common sense.”

Then, as his uncle curled his eyebrow, he added. “What is the point of cultivating the Bloodlines if we allow them to die out? We are Janus mages. Do you want our magic to disappear?”

It was an argument better made to Lady Alice and some of her cronies on the Council, but it was a solid one. If his uncle did not care about his and Elizabeth’s well-being, then he had to care about losing the chance to breed more Janus mages.

He was growing more resolute by the minute. He would not back down on this. Being with Elizabeth, having a proper marriage, was more important than anything else. He felt it in his bones.

Matlock looked out of the window. “If we are defeated by Napoleon, all the Bloodlines will be destroyed. Or used for Napoleon’s nefarious purposes. Will Pemberley stand alone?”

“The war may drag on for years, Uncle, and you know it. We will need new mages to continue the fight."

“How very noble of you to offer to produce them!” His uncle’s voice was packed with irony. "And in the meantime, what about the Prince Regent's plans for Mirror magic?"

That was a question Darcy was fully prepared to answer. He had consulted his maps and identified possible locations for telegraph towers. He had brought the maps with him, and was prepared to go over them in detail.

Satisfied that he had a good answer, he explained his idea of setting up relay towers from London to Derbyshire.

Lord Matlock listened without interruption. “I suppose it is doable, though perhaps not in the time frame we need. Still, we have no idea how quickly we will need them. If necessary, I suppose you could be recalled.”

“Exactly.” He tried to contain his excitement. His uncle was considering the idea seriously.

“I see you are determined to make this work. And you could certainly make the case that you and Elizabeth have achieved so much in a short time, you deserve shore leave, so to speak. And you do have your duty to Pemberley to consider.” His uncle fell silent. “I know you will hound me if I refuse, so I will not stand in your way. However, it is up to you to convince the Council. It is not up to me to decide. You will need their permission."

Darcy wanted to cheer, but he refrained. If Lord Matlock had not refused him, it was very likely the Council would also approve his request.

"Thank you, Uncle."

“I am behind you, Darcy. I know very well how patient you have been. I do commend you on that.”

“It was not by choice.” Darcy warmed to his uncle’s praise.

“Still, you have dealt with it well. Except for that one unfortunate time.” Darcy wanted to object. How was any man expected to react when his wife appeared in her nightgown? But he had won over his uncle, and he did not want to ruin things by arguing.

Lord Matlock rose to his feet. “Make sure to attend the Council meeting this afternoon. I will bring up the question of military leave for you, though I have a feeling I will be opening a Pandora’s box. Then I will leave it up to you. Good luck!"

Darcy could scarcely believe his ears. It was going to happen! He was going to fulfil his dream! All he needed was resolve and a strong argument to present to the Council.

Elizabeth was going to be so surprised! She would be over the moon when she heard. He had to go and tell her at once.

The two of them would be going to Pemberley after all.
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When Elizabeth came out of her lesson with a group of younger apprentices, she was surprised to see Darcy waiting for her. She was used to seeing him in the doldrums, but he was obviously in high spirits. The transformation was so remarkable, it took her breath away. He was so heartachingly handsome. His dark eyes were sparkling, and a radiant smile was spread across his face. She wanted to run and kiss him, but her students were filing past them.

She waited until the hallway was empty, then walked up to him and slid her hands around his neck. She ran her fingers through his thick curls and brought her lips to his.

He kissed her. It was a quick, hard kiss that told her more about his state of mind. He had something to say, and he needed to tell her at once.

“I have news for you,” he said, stepping away from her. “I have spoken to my uncle, and he has given me permission to address the Council this afternoon. I will ask them for permission to go to Pemberley."

She had not expected that. She did not know what to think.

"So Lord Matlock has given you his support?"

"He has." He beamed at her.

She turned away, trying to collect her scattered thoughts. She had not expected Darcy to do anything until they had spoken. She did not blame him, but she wished he had not done it without talking to her first. At the same time, it made her happy to see him so animated, so excited about his future. Her heart went out to him.

"Elizabeth, do you realize what this means? We will have a chance to be together, finally!"

His enthusiasm was infectious, and she opened the door to the possibility. She imagined what it would be like to be away from Founders' Hall, to live in a home where her life was not ruled by clocks and bells, where she would not be at the beck and call of Councils and princes.

If the Council approved the request, then perhaps it was meant to be?

He took up her hand and kissed her palm. "The meeting is this afternoon at three o'clock. I will come to you afterwards to let you know the verdict. Where will you be?"

"I will wait for you in the training room at four o’clock."

After he left, she paced the room, picking up objects and putting them down again. Darcy was so set on the idea that she could not bring herself to object. But when it came to it, would she agree?

She wondered yet again why it had to be all or nothing with him. He had been adamant since she met him about not taking risks, and he had stood by it. But there was more than their marriage at stake.

It was unfortunate that she was the only Mirror mage in the Kingdom, but there was no escaping that. It could well be that the fate of the whole Kingdom depended on her. How could she possibly set that aside and agree to leave unless Darcy had already built the relay towers?

At the same time, how could she refuse Darcy – the man she loved with all her heart – something that would make him so happy?

By and large, Elizabeth did not consider herself indecisive, but Darcy had given her an impossible choice, and she did not know what to do with it.
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Darcy entered the Council chamber filled with a mix of anticipation and dread. His whole future depended on how well he presented his case.

While the rest of the Council members mulled around, waiting for the arrival of Lord Matlock, Darcy was doing his best to stay calm and collected, but his chest felt tight, and he was finding it difficult to breathe. Mentally, he reviewed all the arguments he intended to present and prepared for any objections the Council members might raise. Satisfied that he had covered all the possibilities, he looked towards the clock on the mantelpiece. It was fifteen minutes past the hour. The meeting was supposed to start at three o'clock. How unfortunate that his uncle had chosen today, of all days, to be unaccountably delayed! Darcy hoped he would not have to keep Elizabeth waiting to hear about the verdict.

The clock chimed the quarter-hour. The Council members were growing restless. Trying not to fidget, Darcy considered starting the meeting without Matlock, but he did not want to disadvantage his case. His uncle's support was important. At the very least, it would show that the Head Mage did not have objections. It may even sway one or two people.

When Matlock entered the room, Darcy expected him to turn towards him. Instead, Matlock’s lips were pulled in a tight line, and he looked around the room.

“My apologies for my tardiness, but I have just received word from the Home Office. We have received news through the relay towers that Napoleon is organizing a major invasion. We can expect a large fleet to set out within a few days.”

“That is hardly a cause for alarm,” said Devereux. “The Navy will defeat him soundly – again – and that will be the end of it. Another Trafalgar. He will be decimated.”

“Hear, hear!”

"Bring them on!"

“In any case,” said Lady Hazelmere, “It is not something that impacts the Royal Mages. Mages can't do magic on water.”

“True, but it appears the Prince Regent is concerned that this time, he will be sending mages, with a planned landing further north. He has asked that we send a few of our best mages to repel them, and to ensure they do not set foot on our soil. Frankly, I welcome it. I have been hoping for a long time now that if we bide our time and wait for Napoleon to become overconfident, then we can win this war, once and for all. If we can intercept these mages, we might be able to get rid of them, and weaken the enemy substantially."

“Has there been word when this will happen?”

“Not yet. It could be days, it could be weeks. But he has asked us to prepare contingency plans. We should be ready to move when we receive an order.”

“In other words,” said Devereux, “we need to do nothing at all. It all sounds very vague. You said weeks, but it could well be months.”

“Let us hope so. It would give us more time. But there is no doubt that tents have been set up, and people have been arriving at Boulogne. We cannot dismiss the threat completely.”

He looked around. “I will inform you the moment I hear something new.”

Now that his business was over, Darcy looked hopefully at his uncle, waiting for him to bring up Pemberley. But his uncle merely dismissed the Council and agreed to meet at the same time tomorrow.

He had trusted his uncle. He had believed Matlock was willing to help him. Now Darcy even questioned whether Matlock had ever intended to bring the topic to the Council. After all, he had mentioned Pandora’s box. Perhaps the Head Mage wanted to keep that box locked rather than being inundated with requests for military leave.

Darcy lingered until Matlock finished talking to some of the Council members and left the room, then followed after him, trying to reign in his ire.

“Ah, Darcy. I had the feeling you would come after me.”

“Rightly so,” said Darcy. “Why did you not raise the issue?”

“I had something more important to discuss.”

"Could it not have waited until after I received permission to go to Pemberley?"

Lord Matlock stopped walking and turned to face Darcy. “I am sorry to have been the bearer of bad tidings, and to have ruined your possibility of marital bliss, but do not kill the messenger. It is my role to put the Kingdom first. I cannot give you special treatment. Hopefully, it is another false alarm, and there is nothing to it. Then you will still have your chance at happiness."

He put his hand on Darcy's shoulder. "It is a matter of ten days or two weeks at the most, and then you can do as you please."

Darcy shrugged the hand off. Disappointment was choking him. "As Devereux phrased it, those ten days could extend into months," he said, bitterly.

"I am sorry. If we receive the order, the Prince Regent has made it clear he expects you and Elizabeth to go.”

“Ah, so instead of going to Pemberley we are to face danger, yet again, while you stay here, safe and sound.” He was snarling. He could not help it. The sour taste of betrayal was too strong to reign it in.

“As it so happens, I will not be staying here. I have told the Prince Regent that I will be accompanying you."

Darcy stared at his uncle. "But you are the Head Mage. Surely you cannot put yourself in that situation?"

"If Napoleon’s mages manage to land, the Academies will fall.” Matlock’s voice was harsh. “You are not the only one who is tired of the status quo. I, too, am tired of waiting. I would rather go and meet the enemy head on than cower here, waiting for the roof to fall in again."
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Elizabeth paced up and down in the practice room. She had dismissed her apprentices early, too distracted to focus on performing magic. Instead, she had decided to perform some of the warming exercises in the hope it would help her think more clearly. So far, it had not. She had yet to work out how she was going to respond to Darcy if the Council gave its permission, and it was drawing closer to four o’clock.

Then suddenly, it was too late. There was a sharp rap on the door, and Darcy strode in.

One look at his face told her everything. His jaw was clenched, and his hands were scrunched into fists. He carried himself with the air of someone who had suffered a serious blow.

He stared at her from across the room, his expression saying it all.

"They turned you down."

He did not answer at first. Instead, he went to the leather armchair at the corner of the room and threw himself down onto it. He rubbed the back of his neck, then dropped his head back, crossed his arms across his body and stared up at the ceiling.

"I did not even have the chance to present my case,” he said, between clenched teeth. “We received word from Whitehall that we are to head to Kent. It seems an invasion is imminent."

Now that it was over, she felt it as a loss. The disappointment felt like ashes in her throat, though a part of her had never believed it could happen. It was a far bigger blow for Darcy, who had convinced himself it was possible.

"I am so sorry," she whispered, going to him and sitting on the arm of the chair. She did not touch him, sensing that he was too agitated to welcome it.

"I thought all I had to do was to talk to the Council and it would be decided. I was a fool to think it could work."

“You have more faith in the Council than I do,” she said, trying to make a joke of it.

But Darcy was not even listening. “I have learned one thing today. We are crucial, but we are also dispensable. No one cares about our wellbeing. We will be sent to fight again. If we survive, there will be some silly award ceremony. If not—” He left the thought open.

It was only now that she registered what he was saying. None of this was about the Council. It was about the danger of an invasion.

“But what did they say? About the invasion? Why do they want us to go to Kent?”

“As if I care,” he said. “Something about troops being gathered in Boulogne.”

He really had taken leave of his senses. "Darcy, this is bigger than all of us. Are you not worried about what will happen?”

“At the moment, I would not care if Napoleon himself arrived on our doorstep.”

And with that, he stood up, marched to the door, and slammed it behind him.


Chapter 11
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Darcy was sulking. It was not a state of mind he was accustomed to, but for once, he was giving in to that undignified emotion. Happiness had been just within his reach when it had been snatched away, and now they were going to travel away from Pemberley instead of towards it.

What was even more aggravating was that most of the mages did not believe Napoleon was going to attack. It was galling to think that his dream of going to Pemberley had been interrupted by an event which few people – besides Lord Matlock – even took seriously.

Yet considering how dismissive most of the Council members were of the imminent danger, everyone seemed to have very strong opinions about what should be done about it.

Devereux had started the meeting by advocating that the French were deliberately sending misleading information to set up a trap.

“It would be foolish to send some of our best mages when we suspect it is a trick.”

“What do you suggest then,” countered Darcy, irritably. “That we send our worst mages and have them be decimated?”

That seemed to throw the cat among the pigeons, as several of the mages tried to speak at once.

Darcy leaned against his hand and wished he were somewhere else. He knew the details needed to be ironed out, but he would have preferred for the Prince Regent himself to tell them what he wanted. He was heartily sick of attending Council meetings. People were set in their ways, sticking stubbornly to certain minor points as if their lives depended on them, and digressing instead of concentrating on what was important.

“It has not escaped my attention that this may be a trap,” said Lord Grayson, “but—"

“—but we cannot organize our defense of the coast by making unfounded assumptions," Darcy interrupted. “The Prince Regent has given us orders to prepare for the arrival of a large group of enemy mages. Our role as Royal Mages is to obey the prince’s orders. We cannot second guess him. We can take precautions in case it is a trick, but we cannot lose sight of what we have been asked to do.”

Expressing it this way helped him accept why his plans had to be changed. He may not like it – and he certainly didn’t – but he had his orders. One simply did not disobey a Royal command.

“Thank you, Darcy,” said Matlock. “You have phrased it very succinctly. Arguing about the whys and wherefores is not what we are here for. Our task is to work out the best way to organize this as efficiently and safely as possible.”

Darcy’s intervention turned out to be useful. As if by magic, the discussion took on a more practical direction. Everyone quickly agreed that sending a very large group was impractical on many levels, and quickly shifted to the best mages for the job.

“Miss Bingley must go because she has several Talents. She is a Conjurer, an Elemental and a Healer.”

“And we must take Miss King and Mr. Bennet because they both are knowledgeable in Arcane magic, and may be able to counter some of the French mages who use it.”

“Then we have Warders – the Janus mages: Darcy, Mrs. Darcy and Redmond – as well as Mr. Bingley. That should defend the coast from attack.”

“And we need at least one Healer.”

“Miss Bennet should go,” said Lady Hazelmere. “She is a strong Healer who can work independently, but she could also form a Healing Circle with Miss Bingley and Mrs. Darcy if necessary.”

“We need more Elemental Mages,” said Grayson. “You cannot expect just the two of us to launch an attack if the French reach our shores, even if we are Janus mages. What if one of us gets injured?”

“I will go,” said Matlock. “I am a strong Elemental Mage.”

Loud objections greeted his statement. “You cannot leave. You are needed here.”

“If Napoleon is attacking, I need to be there, not here, cowering behind four walls.”

“I thought we were in agreement that Napoleon is not attacking.”

It looked like another argument was going to begin. Darcy jumped in.

“We have already gone over this. We are going as a precaution. The Prince has required our presence on the coast and that is what we are doing. Obviously, if we were certain it was a full-scale invasion, we would all be heading to the coast to fight.”

“And if it is a trick?”

“Then you must have faith in our ability to destroy the enemy,” said Matlock. “If that is the case, then this would be the perfect opportunity for us to be rid of those vexatious Imperial Mages who have been slowly wearing away our defenses. If they all gather in one place, they are also exposing themselves to discovery and defeat.”

Everyone seemed satisfied by that statement, and the discussion turned to more practical arrangements: who should travel with whom, how to arrange the different routes, how to make sure they are not followed. They decided to appoint Colonel Fitzwilliam in charge of a group of messengers to stop at each of the relay towers and update everyone with the latest information. Then there was a great deal of fuss about who was to fit in which carriage, and rules of propriety, and a thousand other small complications.

“We have to have a Warder and an Elemental Mage in each carriage.”

“The single ladies must not spend hours in the company of a gentleman.”

Darcy covered his head with his hands and groaned inwardly. This was going to be a very long day.
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The date of their departure was fixed. It was to be two days later. Elizabeth was grateful that someone else was taking care of all the details. Her intense work with Mirror magic had taken its toll, and she found herself languishing. Besides, there was an air of unreality about the whole undertaking, and Elizabeth could not quite come to grips with the strangeness of the whole thing. Was Napoleon going to attack, or was it all some kind of hoax? It was impossible to know how to feel about it.

It did not help that she could not share her feelings with Darcy. He was intensely disappointed. His heart had been set on Pemberley, and this new drawback had hit him hard. Since her feelings about going to Pemberley had been mixed, she hesitated to discuss the issue with him. It was unfortunate that they did not quite see eye to eye on this, but she knew in time they would be able to talk about it more openly.

Instead, she turned to her sister Jane. Now that she was no longer training with Riquer, she had some time to spare, which meant she was able to join her sister for breakfast in the Great Hall.

As usual, Jane was pleased to see her, but when Elizabeth sat down, her sister gave her a worried look.

“You are looking very tired, Lizzy. You need some rest.”

“Well, we were supposed to rest in Pemberley,” she replied tartly.

“You cannot pretend it doesn't matter by being facetious, Lizzy. You know it was very important to both of you, even if you were uncertain. How is Mr. Darcy taking it?”

“Badly, of course. It is a bitter disappointment. And to make things worse, I don’t know what to say to him. I was relieved I did not have to make a decision in the end. As it were, the Council made the decision for me.” She gave a little laugh. “As usual, they are against us."

"You know you are being ridiculous, Lizzy."

Elizabeth grinned. "I admit I cannot blame the Council this time. But do you not think it a strange coincidence, that it should happen just as Darcy was about to address the Council.”

“No, I do not, and neither do you. I do not understand why you are being so giddy.”

“I am exhausted, Jane. It has been a difficult time for me. I am relieved that I was able to accomplish what was required of me in terms of Mirror magic. I honestly did not think I would acquit myself. I am worried about Riquer, but I am not supposed to talk about that. And I have spent many sleepless nights thinking about Pemberley. It has been resolved, but I do not want Darcy to be unhappy.” She ran her hand over her face. “Too many things to think about.”

“Well, it has been sorted out now,” said Jane. “So you no longer have to agonize over it.”

Elizabeth nodded. “Yes, but I do not know what would have happened if the Council gave permission for us to leave. Would I have gone? I don’t think going to Pemberley would have been a good thing. Not under these circumstances. I love Darcy very much, but his plan wasn’t realistic.” She paused. "Still, it was nice to dream for a while."

Now that she had unburdened herself to Jane, she felt a powerful pang of regret for something that was not meant to be.

Jane threw her arms around Elizabeth, embracing her tightly. "I know. Poor Lizzy." She gave her a hard squeeze, then pulled away. "But it would have been no good, you know. If it is true that France intends a full-scale invasion, you could never have stayed at Pemberley in any case. You would have been recalled, and then you would have been compelled to travel back immediately."

"A few days of bliss with Darcy might have been worth it." Perversely, she was playing devil’s advocate.

"What if you were with child?" Jane blushed and looked around in embarrassment.

Jane had quietly put her finger on the source of the problem. All of their problems were centered around this one thing.

"I know. If only there was a certain way to prevent it—.” That was the stark reality. Darcy had informed her of it before they were married. It was not as if it was something new. She sighed heavily. “It is infinitely frustrating being in love with someone and not being able to act on it."

"I know exactly what you mean." Jane said absently, casting a sideways look at Bingley. Elizabeth hid a smile. The two of them had been throwing glances at each other when they thought the other was not looking.

Elizabeth sighed. Why were relationships so complicated? It was obvious that Jane and Bingley were in love, but their situation was not something easily resolved. Unfortunately, their characters were too similar. Elizabeth did not blame Mr. Bingley for his reticence. He had already proposed marriage to Jane and had been rejected. He was modest by nature, and he did not want to risk being snubbed again. Meanwhile, Jane was an expert at hiding her feelings, which was hardly likely to convince him to approach her. His diffidence would never allow it.

If no one intervened, they would pine for each other for years and do nothing.

"Perhaps you will have a chance to see Mr. Bingley more often when we are on the road."

"Do you think so?" Jane replied, dreamily. Then, realizing she was giving too much away, she straightened up. "I meant it would be good to get out of the Hall for a while."

Elizabeth raised her eyebrow. "Then you will enjoy the company of Miss King and Miss Bingley, as well as Redmond, who will be accompanying you in the carriage."

"I really do not see why Lord Redmond has to ride with us. Miss Bingley is chaperone enough. She was Mistress of Maidens' Hall at Netherfield. "

Elizabeth agreed with Jane, but the reasoning of the Council was clear. They did not want any of the single gentlemen traveling with the single young ladies. However, there was general agreement that a male was necessary to take charge in case anything happened on the road.

"I think both Miss King and Miss Bingley would be more useful if something unexpected happened. However, neither you nor they are Warders. If you are followed and attacked, he will be invaluable.”

Jane sighed. “I suppose so. At least you get to travel with Darcy and Papa. Why can I not travel with the three of you?"

It was unusual for Jane to complain. She and Darcy were not the only ones tired of this war that dragged on and on, forcing them from place to place and putting them at the mercy of forces beyond their control.

"It will just be for a few days. Just think of our destination. We are going to the coast. You and I will see the sea for the first time. It is an adventure. We have always wanted to go to the seaside."

"Please do not think I am ungrateful, Lizzy. I am just being peevish this morning. I hardly slept last night."

"You are no more peevish than anyone else," said Elizabeth with a laugh. “Look around you. We are a group of curmudgeons.”

Elizabeth pointed out several of the mages around them who were brooding. By making faces and imitating their expressions, she was able to bring both Jane and herself out of their ill humor, and before long, the two of them were laughing again.
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The night before they were supposed to leave, Elizabeth was on her way to her bedchamber when Mary stepped out from the shadows.

Elizabeth jumped. "Mary, you frightened me!"

“I have thought about it, and I know you are not going to Longbourn. Why would you suddenly decide to go all the way for no particular reason? Only Mama and Kitty are still there. And why would you not take me with you? It makes no sense.”

Elizabeth looked around her uneasily. It was supposed to be a secret. "Hush, Mary. The walls have ears."

Mary nodded her head in acknowledgement. "If you are on a mission,” she said in a half whisper, “you should take me with you. You might need me, just as you did last time."

Mary had played a heroic role in defending the King against Rogue mages after discovering that she had a special Talent.

"Mary, you should have raised this with Lord Matlock several days ago. It is too late to change the arrangements. You cannot believe how much discussion has gone into setting up who travels in which carriage."

"Surely you can convince him I am needed. You are dismissing my Talent yet again, just because I do not have the same magic as you do."

Elizabeth sighed. "Mary, of all the mages here, I am the one who understands best what it means to be different. I would never diminish your importance. You have already proven that your magic is not only useful but vital. No one can deny you had a crucial role in saving the King."

There was no way she could explain where they were going without giving away too much. She hesitated, then decided she could count on Mary’s discretion. Mary had never been a person who indulged in gossip. Still, before speaking, she reached out a few tendrils of magic to see if she could detect anyone else who could overhear them. There was nobody.

"You must not breathe a word of what I tell you to anyone. Promise?”

Mary nodded earnestly. “Of course.”

“There are rumors some of Napoleon’s mages are planning a landing. It is up to us to make sure that does not happen. It is vital that we depart in absolute secrecy to prevent anyone from following us, which is why we're taking the fewest possible mages in the fewest possible carriages. I have no idea what is awaiting us on the coast, but if Napoleon attacks, we are just a handful of mages trying to hold his mages off. We have been chosen because we have very specific roles to play."

"But no one can do what I do."

"True," Elizabeth sighed. “but the fact remains that you can't defend yourself if you are attacked."

"So you think I would be a liability. Jane is going, and she cannot fight."

"Jane is a Healer. We will need Healers to be on hand during an attack."

"She is still a liability."

“Jane has clear instructions to stay out of the way unless she's needed. Hopefully she will not, but we know exactly how she would be useful. We cannot know that in your case. I'm really sorry, Mary. It was not my choice to leave you behind. I was not involved in any of the decisions. I am simply following orders."

To Elizabeth’s astonishment, instead of arguing more, Mary leaned over and gave her a quick peck on the cheek. "Stay safe, then, Lizzy."

Elizabeth threw her arms around her sister. "I'm planning to do my best. I shall miss you, Mary. Keep up your research. You might find something useful."

Watching Mary walk away, Elizabeth felt uneasy for the first time. Until now, she had not believed they could be facing danger, but saying goodbye to Mary had struck an ominous note.


Chapter 12
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Emily shook Elizabeth awake. It was the day of their departure. The room was pitch dark, Emily's sconce breaking through the darkness. Elizabeth often rose early to practice with Darcy and Redmond, but this was earlier than usual. She dressed as quickly as possible, forcing herself to be still as Emily insisted on forming braids that coiled around her head. She did not need an elaborate hairstyle, but she had to play along to keep up the pretense.

"I want you to look pretty when you see everyone again. How exciting, to be going back to visit your family," chatted Emily, cheerfully. "Are you looking forward to it?"

"I am too sleepy to think about it," said Elizabeth evasively.

She was sorry for the deception. She wished she could have taken Emily into her confidence, but their destination was a secret. The official story was that, since Napoleon was occupied elsewhere in Europe, some of the most senior mages had been allowed to visit their families.

By the time Jane knocked at the door, she was ready to leave. They had agreed to walk together to the cloisters, where the traveling mages had agreed to assemble, away from prying eyes.

As soon as they entered the open space, Mr. Bingley came forward eagerly to greet them.

He bowed to them both, but his gaze was fixed on Jane. Unfortunately, since Jane was looking down at her boots, she did not see the way his eyes feasted on her features.

“How are you this morning? Ready to set out on a journey?”

His hearty tone seemed to suggest this was something akin to a picnic. Elizabeth smiled to herself and moved away, hoping Jane would respond more openly without her sister’s presence.

Mr. Bingley’s good cheer was in marked contrast to everyone else. Miss Bingley was leaning against a wall, yawning and looking ill-tempered. Miss King was drumming her fingers against her side, impatient to leave. There were several Council members huddled in a corner, talking to Matlock, apparently disagreeing about some detail or the other.

As they stood desolately in the dawn half-light, Elizabeth reflected what a pathetic group they made. How were a dozen mages supposed to stand against Napoleon?

She dismissed her gloomy thoughts and looked for Darcy. It was not like him to be late. Then she spotted him, and as always, her pulse gave a little leap. Darcy was sitting on a ledge, watching Matlock and the Council members with a bored expression. She had not seen him when she first came in. He was hidden by a column.

As if sensing her gaze, he turned and gave Elizabeth a faint smile. She returned it with what she hoped was a reassuring one, then decided to take a page from Mr. Bingley’s book. She went to him and gave him a cheerful kiss on the cheek.

His eyes filled with warmth. “Good morning. You are looking almost happy today.”

“I will be happy to set out,” she said. “I would rather be on the way than listen to one more person raising an objection to our travel arrangements. There have been so many changes. If there is one more, I think I will scream.”

To her delight, Darcy chuckled. “I am very much in agreement with you. You have not even been attending Council meetings. You cannot imagine what I have had to endure. So, yes, setting out will certainly be a relief. I just wish they would hurry and let us leave.”

Just then, Matlock separated himself from the Council members and came towards them, accompanied by Lord Grayson and Lord Harcourt.

“Is everyone ready to leave?” he said.

“Yes,” said Darcy and Elizabeth, emphatically.

“And you all know how we are doing this?”

“I cannot speak for the others, but I certainly do,” said Darcy.

“Good. Then I will confirm with everyone else and we will be on our way.”

[image: image-placeholder]

The riskiest part of their journey was the first part: setting out from Founder’s Hall. The Mage Hall was undoubtedly being watched. No one should know they were traveling to the coast, and certainly they did not want to give away their exact destination. In the end, the plan involved sending their luggage in farm carts, hidden under hay, and having the three carriages travel in different directions. An additional precaution was having the carriages waiting for them in different places, which meant they had to make their way on foot or on horseback.

The young ladies – Jane, Miss King, and Miss Bingley – along with Redmond – took the London to Brighton Road. Lord Grayson and his Janus Twin Lord Harcourt traveled with Lord Matlock towards Rochester to obtain the latest reports about Napoleon’s movements. And Bingley, Darcy, Elizabeth and Mr. Bennet took the road to Maidstone, Kent.

The purpose was to avoid detection and confuse anyone who might pursue them. Two of the groups were to stay the night at an inn in Maidstone and from there split again to meet at the coast. It was up to Lord Matlock’s group to visit the different telegraph towers and discover the latest updates about Napoleon’s movements. Meanwhile, Colonel Fitzwilliam was in charge of communicating between the three groups if necessary. His primary role, however, was to ensure the safety of Elizabeth and to pass on information if she received any news from Riquer.

Darcy could tell Lizzy was worried by the way her hands were twisted in the folds of her travel cloak. She was looking out of the window, but she was certainly not admiring the scenery. The tight line of her back told him she was fully alert for any signs of Imperial Mages. If anyone could spot them, she would.

Next, they drove through some of the narrower London streets, going through such tight alleyways that it would be impossible for anyone to trail them without being discovered. Watchers had been appointed to observe from windows, and some of Colonel Fitzwilliam’s men were following on horseback. It was a tense journey as each of them tried to pick up traces of magic through the crowds. They had instructions to return if there was any doubt, and everyone was on edge. Darcy fervently hoped they would not have to return to the Hall and be forced to set out all over again.

A watchful silence reigned in the carriage as they left London. They were more exposed here. All three of them were focused on looking for traces of magic outside. Darcy’s eyes roamed over the green countryside, looking out for anything unusual. At least they were not hemmed in by trees on both sides of the road.

The tension in the carriage lasted for some time after they left the crowds behind them. As they moved further into the countryside, some of Darcy’s worry began to dissolve.

“I think we are safe,” he said. “Can you sense anything, Elizabeth?”

“Nothing,” said Elizabeth.

Darcy trusted her judgment. She was the best at picking up signs of danger. She had single-handedly dealt with an attack on Founder’s Hall before the other mages had even suspected they were in danger.

Once it was apparent that they were not being followed, the two horsemen behind them drew closer. Darcy gave a signal through the window, and they melted away into the trees.

They pulled down the shades halfway, obscuring them from the casual observer, but still enabling them to look out. It was a minor precaution, intended to discourage gossip, but otherwise not particularly useful. If the Imperial Mages were on the lookout, they would rely on magical signatures, not on sight.

“It looks like we have managed to evade them.” Elizabeth’s shoulders relaxed.

Mr. Bingley gave a little whoop.

“For now,” said Mr. Bennet. “We should not let down our guard completely.”

“Not completely,” said Elizabeth, “but it would be very bad luck indeed if they happened to find us by accident.”

Darcy wanted to give a whoop himself. They had cleared the first hurdle. They were on their way.
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As they reached open farmland, the sense of being followed slowly receded, and Elizabeth began to abandon her vigilance. It began to rain, and the dull gray sky and patter of the rain, accompanied by the rhythmic sound of the horse’s hooves, lulled her into a half-sleep.

She woke up as the carriage slowed to a halt. She sat up in alarm as she heard Darcy and the other gentlemen talking about the possibility of being attacked by highwaymen.

“What is happening?” she asked in alarm.

“Nothing yet,” said Mr. Bennet, amused. “But we are approaching Bromley Common, which is notorious for its frequent attacks. I was considering the possibility that we might be about to fall into a trap.”

“Take no notice of your father,” said Darcy. “I have journeyed many times this way, and I have never experienced an attack.”

Elizabeth was still groggy from sleep. She looked from one to another, trying to decide if there was any truth in her father’s statement. “Why have we stopped, then?”

“There is a long line of conveyances ahead of us, so I suppose the road is blocked by a fallen tree or something of that sort.”

“Or highwaymen,” said Mr. Bennet.

Elizabeth frowned at the way her father found ways to make light of every situation. “What if it is not highwaymen? What if we have been followed by French mages and they have set up an obstacle to hold us up? Or worse, an ambush?”

The grim turn of Darcy’s mouth revealed that he had been considering this possibility. “I was about to wake you up to ask if you could sense anything. I cannot, neither can your father, but I wanted another opinion.”

Fully alert now, Elizabeth carefully probed with her magic, doing her best to be inconspicuous.

“I cannot detect anything unusual,” she said. “There is no sense of concealed magic.”

“Perhaps we should offer our help,” said Bingley. “Then we can be on our way a bit faster. I would like to arrive at the inn in Maidstone before the young ladies.”

Elizabeth smiled inwardly at his obvious eagerness to see Jane.

“Do you think it is safe to use magic?” said Mr. Bennet.

Darcy shrugged. “It cannot be more unsafe than being stuck here in the carriage. We are like sitting ducks. I will go. I can use a weak Elemental magic spell from The Compendium that any mage could do.”

“I can help, in that case,” said Elizabeth, readily. “I know all the standard Compendium spells.”

It was a standing joke between them. When Elizabeth had first arrived at the Academy, she did not know any spells from The Compendium, and he had looked down on her for that reason. Now she had memorized every single one of them, she looked for every opportunity to rub it in his face.

He grinned back as he opened the door. “Under any other circumstances, I would have said yes, but I would rather you did not. The powerful magic we would use together may draw unwanted attention. Leave it to me. Besides, there is still a possibility that it is a ruse by some highwaymen. It would be better if you could keep an eye out for unusual magic signatures and prepare to set up Wards quickly.”

Elizabeth huffed but settled back into her seat.

"I could assist," said Mr. Bennet. “You had better not go alone. We do not know what to expect.”

Hesitating, Darcy considered the possibilities. If by any chance it was a physical ambush, having Mr. Bennet with him might be useful. Bingley could stay with Elizabeth to assist her in case of trouble.

He nodded. “As long as we are careful not to draw too much attention. There is still a possibility – however remote – that we have been followed.”
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As he walked down the queue of conveyances blocking the road, he compared it to one of society’s London events during the Season. The difference was, in London, there were other roads they could take to avoid the crush. Here, there was only one road, and no other way to go. In addition, there were trees on both sides, which made it a perfect spot for an ambush.

Darcy soon dismissed the idea. It was obviously market day. As well as carriages and carts, there were sheep, hogs and horses, with their owners trying to squeeze them through any gap they could find. As he overheard snippets of conversation, it quickly became clear what the problem was.

“—I have never seen anything like it. Trees and tree branches everywhere—”

“—found my wagon on its side this morning—”

“—wind howling all night. Couldn’t sleep a wink—”

“It seems there has been a bad storm,” he remarked.

“A good thing we did not set off yesterday.” Mr. Bennet looked amused, as usual. Did he ever take anything seriously?

“Yes, but it looks like we will have to deal with the after-effects.”

It took some time for them to reach the source of the blockage in the road. A grand oak tree, its trunk as thick as a wagon wheel, had fallen across the road. Several men were taking turns to swing at it with axes to break it up and make it easier to remove. Darcy took stock of the situation. The men were strong, and they were working quickly. They had already made some progress, but at this rate it would perhaps be hours before they were able to remove the whole thing.

It was something that could easily be fixed with magic.

He strolled over to where the man in charge, a gentleman farmer by the look of his clothes, was giving orders.

“My good man, allow me to see to it.”

He turned to Darcy in surprise, looking him over in disbelief.

“You wish to take charge, sir? You think we should be quicker? I assure you, these men are working as hard as they can. No one here wants to be stuck on the road. Everyone’s livelihood depends on getting their animals and other purchases home safely and before it rains.”

He pointed to a woman in an apron and hand driven cart with baked pies and buns who was trying to push her way past the fallen tree trunk. “Do you think she wants to delay and have all her pies ruined?”

Darcy realized he had riled up the gentleman unintentionally. “I don’t doubt that. We are not here to complain, we are here to lend a hand. I am sure everyone will be happy if we clear the log much faster. We have other means of lifting it off the road.”

The man’s eyes widened as he realized what Darcy meant. He looked from him to Mr. Bennet, then stepped back.

“Of course, sir.” He turned to the men. “If you will all stop what you are doing, we have mages here to help.”

Despite the sounds of hammering and sawing, the word ‘mages’ had an immediate effect, and the work stopped immediately.

“If you could all step out of the way,” said Darcy, enhancing his voice so it could be heard above the thudding of the axes against wood.

The men exchanged uneasy glances, then backed away as far as possible, a reminder to Darcy that not everyone was comfortable in the presence of magic.

Mr. Bennet was not an Elemental mage, and neither was Darcy. That meant they would have to rely on specific spells to accomplish their task.

“If you will take one end, Bennet, I will take the other. We can use the Hover spell from the Compendium. Do you remember it?” He remembered it well enough, and remembered the apprentices who had caught him using it.

“I do not recall it,” said Mr. Bennet, “but I can come up with something.”

That did not sound very promising.

“If necessary, I can teach you the words of the spell.”

Mr. Bennet seemed to find that entertaining. Darcy paid him no heed. He preferred to save his effort for the spell itself. It would exhaust him, but hopefully he would not need magic again before they reached the inn, and he could rest for the night.

He hoped Mr. Bennet knew some Arcane magic that would prove useful. If not, Darcy would have to do it alone.

It took more effort than he expected. Lifting himself with a Hover spell was simple. Controlling the log demanded air magic, which was his worst affinity. He wished he could Bond with Elizabeth, but that was not an option, unless they wished to inform half of Kent of their presence.

Mr. Bennet did indeed have something up his sleeve, some strange magic that Darcy did not recognize, but trying to match their movements was almost comical. Mr. Bennet’s magic was erratic. The branch moved in sudden jerky movements, rising on one side, and dragging along the ground on the other. Even though Darcy did his best, the log seemed to take on a life of its own.

“Can you not find some way to control it?” said Darcy, sheer frustration making him irritable.

“It is not as if I use Arcane magic every day to lift logs,” said Mr. Bennet. “I need to try different approaches.”

In contrast, Darcy’s method was supremely controlled and very slow. It consisted of first changing the direction of the log so it was parallel to the side of the road, then nudging it towards the ditch. It was completely incompatible with Mr. Bennet’s more spectacular but less effective methods.

He explained this to Mr. Bennet, who merely grunted in response.

Darcy was aware of their audience who were watching every move. He felt acutely embarrassed as the side of the bark flew up and then crashed to the ground with a loud thump, showering debris over them, and evoking laughter.

Mr. Bennet chuckled and gave a bow, completely unconcerned at the lack of dignity they were displaying. He was not in the least discouraged. He merely redoubled his efforts. Darcy waited, pondering whether to give Mr. Bennet more time, or to wrest control of the log and move it by himself.

Yet even as he watched, Mr. Bennet slowly began to grow more confident, and the movement of the log became smoother.

“I think I have the hang of it,” said Mr. Bennet, his voice strained. “Shall we work together now?”

Darcy returned to the Hover spell, and to his surprise, found Mr. Bennet was matching the movement of the log to Darcy’s. As the log turned inch by inch, he felt a grudging respect towards the older mage. Mr. Bennet had much in common with Elizabeth. He was resistant to traditional approaches, but he learned quickly and was able to adapt to the situation.

Still, even with the two of them working hand in hand, they still heaved and struggled. Painfully slowly the log shifted direction. It was difficult work. By then, sweat was pouring from Darcy’s brow, and Mr. Bennet had turned an unpleasant shade of green.

“Easy,” said the gentleman farmer, kindly. “Take a few minutes’ rest if you need to.”

“Thank you,” said Darcy. “Unfortunately, magic does not quite work that way.” If they did not complete it soon, Darcy feared his magic would soon be too weak.

The two mages persisted. As the log finally rolled off the road and into the ditch, a roar of approval rose up around them. The men who had worked on the tree earlier took off their caps and bowed, expressing their thanks. The farmer insisted on presenting Darcy and Mr. Bennet with a basket full of strawberries and carrots from his cart. Someone gave them a large ham. And one farmer tried to hand Mr. Bennet a squawking chicken.

“She’s very hardy, sir. Lays lots of eggs.”

Mr. Bennet declined to take the hen, saying politely he was traveling too far.

Meanwhile, Darcy braced himself as a surge of dizziness followed his release of the magic. He hoped he would not need assistance to walk back to the carriage.

Elizabeth was waiting for them outside the carriage as they approached. Darcy gave her a lopsided smile. He was obliged to make use of her help to climb inside. His legs were shaking badly. She assisted Mr. Bennet in turn. He seemed less affected by using unfamiliar magic. Perhaps he had more of an affinity to air than Darcy did.

The two men placed their prizes on the seat, much to the delight of their travel companions.

“At least we know we will not starve before we arrive at the inn,” Elizabeth quipped.

“And we can feed the carrots to the horses,” said Bingley.

Darcy could barely hear what they were saying. Somehow, he managed to take his seat before an overwhelming drowsiness overtook him. Before he knew it, he had drifted into a gray fog.


Chapter 13
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The two men fell asleep as soon as the carriage began moving. Elizabeth shifted to the far side of the seat next to the window and put Darcy’s head in her lap, trying to make him as comfortable as possible, considering the jolting of the carriage. They were about an hour away from Bromley, where they were supposed to stop at an inn for refreshments, so she hoped he would sleep for a while.

Meanwhile, Elizabeth looked towards Mr. Bingley, wondering if she should say something about Jane. She wanted to help them both out, but she had to consider Jane’s wishes. How would she feel if she discovered Elizabeth had talked about her with Bingley?

She knew the answer. Jane was reserved, and did not like to wear her heart on her sleeve. If she had not addressed the issue with Mr. Bingley, what right did Elizabeth have to do so?

So Elizabeth smiled at Mr. Bingley, made some general remarks about the weather and the landscape, then fell into a companionable silence.

“I think I shall follow in the footsteps of the other gentlemen and take the opportunity to sleep,” said Bingley. “That way, when we encounter the young ladies at the inn tonight, I will be more animated.”

He settled back into the squabs and closed his eyes. Elizabeth was proud of herself for resisting the temptation to ask Bingley which young lady in particular he was thinking of.

A few minutes later, he started to snore softly.
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It was past noon when Darcy awoke with a jolt. The carriage had stopped. It took a moment to orient himself, but when he looked out, he recognized the familiar sign. They had arrived at the Royal Bell in Bromley.

“Feeling better?” Elizabeth asked him with a smile as he yawned and stretched.

“Much better.” He had a headache, but that was only to be expected. And he was ravenous enough that he was even prepared to eat the vegetables on the seat. Fortunately, there was no need for that. He had been many times to the Royal Bell, and knew they would receive more than adequate refreshments to send them on their way.

When they went inside, Darcy mentioned Lady Catherine de Bourgh to the innkeeper, and immediately several servants appeared as if by magic to assist them.

Following a hearty meal, Darcy felt much better. Elizabeth needed fresh air, and she proposed going outside for a short walk before continuing their journey.

“Why did you smile when you mentioned your aunt to the innkeeper?” she asked.

“Because each time I visited my aunt, she would say the same thing. She would recommend that I change horses at Bromley. ‘If you mention my name at the Bell,’ she said, every time ‘you will be attended to’.” Darcy’s voice changed in imitation of his aunt’s arrogant manner.

“Well, it certainly seemed to work,” remarked Elizabeth with a laugh. “She sounds even more arrogant than you.”

He looked down his nose at her. “You find me arrogant?”

Elizabeth put a hand on her chin and pretended to think about it. “Let me put it this way: when I first met you, I thought you the most arrogant, conceited gentleman I had ever encountered.”

“And now?” he purred.

“Now, I think you are more conceited than ever.”

He raised his eyebrow at her.

“Very well. I will acknowledge that you are not the most arrogant and conceited gentleman I have ever met. There are worse.”

Darcy stepped forward and leaned his forehead against hers. “Perhaps you have come to like it, just a little?” he coaxed.

“Mmm. Perhaps.” She leaned forward and touched his lips with hers. “Yes, I think—”

“Stop thinking so much,” he said, deepening the kiss.

A sound alerted them to the fact that they were exposed to anyone passing by, and Darcy reluctantly stepped away from her.

“I suppose we had better return to the carriage,” she said. “We have already been delayed enough.”

“Not until you have assured me that you no longer find me arrogant.”

She was happy to oblige.
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After a brief interval, they walked slowly back, side by side, their shoulders rubbing, their fingertips touching as they moved. Elizabeth soon returned to the subject of Lady Catherine de Bourgh. She was curious to learn what Darcy’s relationship with his aunt was like. He had never once mentioned her, or said he wanted to go to see her.

“So does your aunt live close by?”

“Not at all. Rosings Park is about three hours away, near Westerham, but the inn at Bromley was a regular stop every time we traveled.”

“Are you close to your aunt?”

Darcy snorted. “My aunt is not the kind of person you can be close to. Mostly, she barks out orders and expects everyone to obey them.”

“She sounds terrifying.”

“As long as you don’t let her intimidate you, you’ll be fine. She likes to manage everyone around her. She interferes in every detail of their lives. I have even heard her give one of the tenants instructions about how to arrange her shelves.”

“Goodness! I would not like that. How did you put up with it?”

"She was kind to me when I was orphaned. She could have sent me to an Academy straight after my parents died. Instead, she trained me herself. Perhaps she had reasons of her own for doing it, but at the time, I was grieving the loss of my parents, and I was grateful that my mother's sister took me in. If I had gone straight to an Academy, I might have likely been bullied by my fellow apprentices who did not understand what I was facing."

"Very probably." No matter how hard it was to imagine Darcy as a tearful young boy at the mercy of the other children, she could see why his aunt's intervention had been important.

“When did you last see her?”

He looked uncomfortable. “Just before our wedding. We— had a falling-out.”

Elizabeth vaguely remembered Lord Matlock saying something about Darcy and his cousin. At the time, she had not paid much attention to it, but now she remembered something about marriage expectations.

"Was it because she hoped you would marry your cousin?"

Darcy winced. “It was more than that. When you and I met, Anne and I were engaged.” Darcy’s tone was clipped.

Elizabeth felt as though a large stone had lodged in her stomach. Why had he not mentioned it before? She had never considered that he might have been attached to someone else. No wonder he was so hostile when they were first introduced.

Her mind spun with the implications. Breaking an engagement was a very serious matter, particularly for a well-bred young lady. What impact did it all have on Miss de Bourgh? Young ladies who were jilted were often ostracized by society.

“So they made you break the engagement?” She could not keep the outrage out of her voice.

“There was no need to. It was never made official. There was no announcement.” He looked down at his hands and sighed. "I am sorry I never told you. I have not thought about Anne for a very long time. It did not seem important."

A heavy silence hung between them.

She hesitated, then decided to ask the question that was on her mind. “Did you care for her?”

“I cared for her, of course. We spent two years together as children. It was a good match. It was planned by our mothers in the cradle. We grew up with the expectation that it would happen one day. My aunt was bitterly disappointed when the Council decreed otherwise.” He paused. “We are none of us the masters of our fate. But if you are asking whether it broke my heart to be separated from Anne, it did not.”

His answer mollified her, but not completely. “Do you wish it could have been otherwise?”

She held her breath. She knew Darcy well enough that he would answer honestly. Did she really want to hear his answer?

He leaned forward and brushed his lips against hers. “And miss the opportunity to fall in love with such a Talented and beautiful young lady?” He pulled her against him and kissed her deeply, the passion in his kiss leaving no doubt in her mind. Then, as he drew back, he added. “If only we had our freedom, you would quickly learn how fortunate I consider myself to have found such a wonderful bride.”
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Several hours later, they finally arrived at Sevenoaks, where they were to meet the young ladies. Mr. Bingley was the first to alight. He immediately asked the ostler if a carriage with three young ladies had arrived.

Elizabeth was pleased to see this display of his interest in Jane. She would tell her sister about it, she decided. In any case, it would not hurt his cause.

Any pleasure she may have felt disappeared a moment later when Mr. Bingley turned back to their carriage in alarm.

“The young ladies’ carriage has not arrived yet. I hope nothing untoward has happened.”

Mr. Bennet was quick to dismiss any fears. “The road they have taken is longer than ours, and passes through some narrow country lanes. It was the safer option to travel straight from Richmond without going through London, but it is less sign-posted. They may have taken a wrong turn and been forced to retrace their steps.”

Elizabeth acknowledged that it was very possible. At any rate, it was still light outside, and as long as they were not forced to navigate country lanes in the dark, it was not yet time to start worrying.

“Or they may have encountered a similar situation to ours,” said Darcy. “The storm may have blown some obstacles onto the road and they may have been held back.” He jumped down from the carriage and put a hand on Bingley’s shoulder. “It’s still too early to start worrying, Bingley.”

However, Bingley could not be convinced so easily. “These are both possibilities. But what if they have been attacked by French mages? What then?”

“There is nothing to worry about. Miss King and Miss Bingley are powerful mages,” said Mr. Bennet. “Jane is in good hands.”

It was tactless of her father to mention Jane’s name, but everyone here knew about Mr. Bingley’s infatuation, so no harm was done.

“And Redmond is a Janus mage. I am sure his Wards will keep them safe,” said Elizabeth, trying to reassure him further.

“But what if an accident has happened, and they are lying in a ditch somewhere? No one can guard against that.”

“The Royal Mages have some of the best coachmen in the kingdom. They will know what to do,” said Darcy. “Now come, let us go to our bedchambers and refresh ourselves, and we can meet again in half an hour downstairs to have dinner.”

When they went down, however, there was no sign of the second carriage. Darcy thought it wise to ask for dinner to be delayed. They had requested dinner for around six o’clock, a compromise between the later dinners in London and dinners in the countryside, but they asked if it could be served at seven instead.

Seven o’clock came and went, and still the young ladies had not arrived.

“Could you ask Cook to delay another half hour?” said Mr. Bennet, when the innkeeper came to ask permission to serve food.

The man did not look very pleased. “The cook has already warmed up the venison stew twice, and the bottom of the pot is beginning to burn. I know fine gentlefolk like you are particular. I do not think you will take well to food that tastes burned. I will not have it said that this inn serves poor food.”

“It cannot be helped,” said Darcy, sternly. “We are more concerned about our missing party than about the state of the dinner.”

The innkeeper, realizing he had offended the young gentleman, tried to make amends.

“We can always serve your group the dinner, sir, and offer cold pie and meats when the others arrive.” he said.

“I ask for just fifteen minutes more, and then you can serve dinner.”

“Excellent. I will inform the cook, then.”

Elizabeth curled her lips at Darcy as the innkeeper left. “Poor man. He is very eager to impress us and spread a good reputation.”

“It is good to see someone so dedicated to his profession.”

Fifteen minutes later, as the clock chimed a quarter past the hour of seven, the serving men entered carrying the food and began to set it on the table.

Bingley began to eat, but then tossed down his fork and jumped up.

“I cannot sit and eat while the others may be injured. We will have to make up a search party.”

“If you will grant me a few minutes to do justice to this excellent fare,” said Mr. Bennet, “and I will certainly join you. If you cannot eat, why don’t you give the order for horses to be saddled?”

“Count me in,” said Darcy, “though I still think it is too early to worry.”

“I would rather be wrong than fail the young ladies when they are in distress,” said Bingley. “I am going to ask for the horses to be saddled.” Moments later, he returned. “The horses will be ready in five minutes.”

“You may as well eat something,” said Mr. Bennet.

“I have no appetite at all. I will eat when everyone has returned safely.”

Mr. Bennet rose, wiping his mouth with his napkin. “Tell them to keep the food on the table, Lizzy. We will be back sooner than the blink of an eye with the young ladies in tow. We will probably encounter them at the end of the lane.”

But by now, night was approaching, and Elizabeth was also growing alarmed.

“If there has been an accident, we will need a carriage. Could you ask the coachman to see to it please before you go, Darcy? You and Bingley ride ahead of us, and I will follow with Papa.”

“I see,” said Mr. Bennet. “So I am to be coddled like an old man, then?”

“No, that is not what I meant. I would feel better if you came with me, Papa. Two heads are better than one if there is danger.”


Chapter 14
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Darcy and Bingley set out on the Surrey road, back in the direction of Richmond, accompanied by a postillion who would be sent for help if needed. Elizabeth and Mr. Bennet were following some way behind. Darcy hoped they would find the young ladies before nightfall.

They had been twenty minutes on the road when a man came riding towards them. From the distance, his clothes suggested a postillion, but Darcy could not be sure. Since Mr. Bennet had mentioned it earlier, Darcy was alert to the threat of highwaymen. It was far better to err on the side of caution than to be caught unawares.

“Prepare to set up a Ward,” he murmured. Bingley grunted in reply.

However, as they drew closer, the rider took off his cap and waved it at them. It was hard to tell from this distance, but he seemed familiar.

“Oh, look, sir! It’s Noah.” The postillion waved back enthusiastically. “Well met!”

Noah approached them quickly. “Lord Redmond sent me to look for help in the next village.”

“Have the ladies been attacked?” cried Bingley.

“There’s been an accident. There were branches on the road and the carriage struck a tree.”

“Anyone injured?” said Darcy.

“The coachman is in some pain, but I don’t know anything more. Lord Redmond sent me off before I had a chance to find out.”

“Well done,” said Darcy. “If you do not need a fresh horse, ride on to let Mr. Bennet and Mrs. Darcy know. They are not far behind us. Return with them.”

Having received his instructions, the postillion went on his way. Darcy turned to the postillion accompanying them. “You had better ride ahead, Perry.”

“Yes, sir.”

“They should never have sent them in the carriage alone,” said Bingley. “I told the Council it was a bad idea. I should have gone with them.”

Spotting the signs of panic in Bingley’s eyes, Darcy endeavored to restore calm. “You might have been the one injured. Then the ladies would have been forced to look after you.”

“You’re right.” Bingley brightened. “Besides, we do not know if there were injuries. The postillion did not seem to think so.”

“Exactly. Redmond did not provide any details.” It was impossible to know. Redmond may have lost his head. Or he may have underestimated the situation.

They soon came upon the coachman, who was sitting on the ground. He raised an arm for them to slow when they approached, but lowered it when he recognized Darcy.

“It’s a blind corner. I’m trying to slow anyone wanting to pass. Thank goodness you have come. I did not think Noah would have reached the inn so quickly.”

“We were already on our way.” Darcy noticed the empty sleeve of the coachman’s greatcoat. “Are you injured?”

“Bone is broken. Miss Bingley was kind enough to remove some of the pain, but she cannot do anything more until the bone setter has seen it.” He looked miserable. “I am sorry, Mr. Darcy. I should have reacted faster. I was coming round the corner and didn’t see the rubble on the road until I was almost upon it. I tried to avoid it, but I was thrown from the box, and you can see the result.” He looked anxiously at Mr. Darcy, indicating his arm. “Does this mean I will never work again?”

“You need not be afraid of that,” said Darcy. “I will make sure you find employment. It was not your fault. There has been a storm. We had a similar situation.”

“Thank you, sir, but you had better go ahead. Miss Bennet is injured.”

Bingley uttered an exclamation and spurred his horse onward. Darcy followed, dreading what he would see. As he rounded the corner, he spotted the mud-spattered carriage. It had crashed into a tree, and a branch had gone through the window. Redmond was standing next to it.

By the time Darcy dismounted, Bingley had already reached the carriage.

“Halloo!” he called. “Miss Bennet, are you there?”

There was a scrambling sound and Miss King opened the door.

“Mr. Bingley! Mr. Darcy! Oh, thank goodness you have come!!

“How is Miss Bennet?” Bingley whispered, looking at Miss King in dread. There was blood on her cheek and on her hands.

“A branch from the tree pierced her – thigh.” Miss King hesitated to mention something so intimate, “Miss Bingley and I have been trying to stop the blood. We have taken it in turn to press the wound, hoping the flow will stop, but it persists.”

Lord Redmond spoke up. “I offered to take my turn, but the ladies declined my help, owing to the location of the wound.” He reddened.

“I insist on helping. I will not stand by while Miss Bennet—” Bingley choked back whatever he intended to say. “At least until Mrs. Darcy and Mr. Bennet arrive. They will be here any moment, and then we will find Miss Bennet a Healer.”

No one tried to stop him. It was clear he would not take no for an answer.

As for finding a Healer, it was easier said than done, thought Darcy. They were in the middle of the countryside. They had not seen an inn or a village since they left the main road. Healers were few and far between.

Not only that, but he could see from this angle that bringing Jane Bennet out was going to be challenging.

Darcy did not voice his doubts, however. It was the last thing they needed.

Instead, he turned to Miss King and handed her a handkerchief for the blood. She took it and wiped her hands, barely noticing what she was doing.

“If only I had some Healing Talent,” she said.

“We do not choose our gifts,” said Darcy. Making sure Bingley was out of earshot, he asked in a hushed voice, “Is she in a bad condition?”

“Mercifully, she hit her head as well and was struck unconscious, which at least saved her from the pain,” said Miss King.

At that point, Miss Bingley emerged from the carriage. “I am glad you have come, Mr. Darcy. We were afraid to move Miss Bennet. I have tried doing a simple Healing spell to stem the bleeding, but I am not very adept at Healing. I cannot do much without a Healing Circle. I think it helped, but it is not enough.”

Darcy wished now he had had the foresight to send Noah to the next village to ask for a Healer. Though, considering that they had not seen anything for miles, it might be better to send Perry back the way the young ladies had traveled. Perhaps there was a Healer there close-by, and a bone setter for the coachman.

But what if Noah returned with a Healer, but they had already left? He could not do anything until they had decided where they intended to stay for the night. They could not wait in the middle of the country lane for hours.

For now, there was nothing to be done until Jane’s condition became clearer.
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The moment Noah informed them what had happened, Elizabeth was gripped by a sense of foreboding.

“I wish I had come on horseback,” remarked Mr. Bennet. “I would have been there by now.”

He leaned out of the window to instruct the coachman to drive faster.

The thudding of hooves against the road filled the carriage with a sense of urgency. Mr. Bennet kept his head out of the window, looking ahead.

“There is the coachman!” he said. “We should see them in a minute.”

The carriage slowed as the coachman waved his arm but continued. Elizabeth did not want a moment’s delay.

She was prepared for an accident and an injury, but the sight of the broken carriage, pierced by the branch, filled her with terror.

It was even worse when Elizabeth set eyes on Jane. She had to press her hand to her mouth to stop the cry of distress. She did not know what looked worse -- the alabaster pallor of her face or the large crimson blotch on her traveling dress. The branch had gone through her clothes. How was it possible?

Miss Bingley was there, looking shaken and exhausted. She was using Healing magic to try and seal the wound, but Elizabeth could see it was not really working.

Poor Bingley was pressing a strip of linen to the area in such an agitated fashion, Elizabeth’s heart contracted with fear. What would they do if they lost her? As well as being her sister, Jane was her dearest friend and confidante. They had always known some of them might be wounded or worse in battle, but for Jane to be taken away from them in a meaningless carriage accident seemed particularly unjust.

The carriage seemed suddenly airless. She had to get out. She stepped onto the road and breathed in great gulps of country air.

She could hear Mr. Bennet questioning Miss King. Elizabeth strode over to listen. Of all of them, she was the most objective. Very likely, she would have the most realistic assessment.

“I cannot say. She has lost blood and will lose more if we remove the piece of wood. But we must remove it before infection sets in. If we can stem the bleeding quickly, there is hope. We will need a proper Healer quickly.”

The difficulty was determining where they could find one.

“We should retrace our steps. Take her back to Founder’s Hall,” said Bingley, emerging from the carriage to ask for more linen. “There are plenty of Healers there, and we know they are good. No point wasting time scouring the countryside only to find a Healer with weak abilities.”

“First things first,” said Darcy, appearing suddenly at Elizabeth’s side. He was tearing at his shirt to give Bingley more strips. “We cannot do anything until we move the carriage and extricate Miss Bennet. That is our priority. Once we have her in the other carriage, we can decide. But I have the feeling that jolting her around to take her such a long way may make matters worse.”

“I agree,” said Miss King. “In any case, we need to seal the wound first. Miss Bingley has attempted to do so, but it is beyond her ability. As soon as Miss Bennet has been moved, we must form a Healing circle. Hopefully we can at least stem the bleeding.”
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Darcy prepared himself to start his work, trying to control his apprehension. There was a huge difference between making errors on an inanimate log and moving the carriage with Jane inside. A mistake here could send Jane tumbling and risk making the situation much worse.

And then there were the logistics of it. Extricating Jane from the carriage was an intricate business. The branch that had pierced her leg was still attached to the tree itself. Miss King had tried to use a thin line of fire to saw it off, but after a spark flew into the carriage and nearly set fire to it, she had abandoned the idea. Darcy and Mr. Bennet would have to cut away without causing any other problems. Once that was done, the carriage could be moved away from the tree so Jane could be taken out without having to pull at her too much and risk making the bleeding worse.

In the end, everything went more smoothly than anticipated. The first part was easy, once the two of them had determined the best way to do it. Darcy set up a Warding bubble around the branch to protect Jane, the carriage and the trees around them from any consequences, while Mr. Bennet used a form of Arcane magic to crumble the wood into a fine powder.

Next, they turned to the task of moving the carriage away from the tree so they could open the door. It was fortunate that he and Mr. Bennet had practiced shifting a log earlier in the day, although the downside was that their efforts had tired them. They were able to work together efficiently. Darcy tried not to pay attention to Elizabeth, who stood on the side, wringing her hands and urging them to be careful. He tried to ignore Bingley’s despairing look. And most of all, he tried not to look at Jane’s chalk-white face.

Utterly drained, he left the task of transporting Jane to Bingley, Redmond, the postillions and anyone else who wanted to help, and went to sit on the edge of the road next to the coachman, completely spent.

It galled him that he could not do anything more, but it was the price he had to pay for using Elemental magic.
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As soon as Jane was taken to the second carriage, Elizabeth gathered all the mages together.

“Miss King, if you could be kind enough to keep an eye out for any trouble while we are occupied with the Healing.”

“Of course.”

“Miss Bingley, do you think you could lead the Healing Circle? Do you think you are strong enough after all the effort you exerted.”

“Yes, of course,” she said, with her usual arrogance.

“I would like to help,” said Mr. Bennet.

Elizabeth shook her head. Obviously, he wanted to do what he could to save his daughter, but Elizabeth had never tried to Link with him in any way. This was no time to experiment.

“You have already pushed yourself to the limit moving the carriage, Papa. Mr. Darcy as well.”

Darcy was looking crestfallen. She gave him a warm smile. “You have already done a lot. Though perhaps it would be good to set up Concealment Wards around us, just in case.”

She was impatient to start. “There is no time to be lost. Although five would be ideal, there are four of us: Bingley, Redmond, Miss Bingley and myself. We have all practiced joining together before, so this should be familiar. I will start by forming the Circle, then Miss Bingley will guide us in the Healing.”

Elizabeth’s hands were shaking, and it took a while to push away her terror and calm her mind before she reached out to everyone. Very carefully, she reached out with the threads of her magic to link with theirs.

She started with Redmond. It was hard to resist the temptation to Bond, but a Healing was very different, and in any case, Bonding was too risky. Then she connected with Bingley. She knew his magical signature well, and they usually Linked easily, but today he was withdrawn, his magic held tight to him like a shield.

“Are you sure you want to do this, Bingley?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said, unknowingly echoing his sister.

And finally, Elizabeth reached for Miss Bingley’s magic signature and weaved it into a protective unit surrounding Jane.

“Miss Bingley – your turn,” she murmured.

Miss Bingley drew on the link and began to braid the threads of magic together into a circular rope. She tied the ends together and the circle enclosed them and started to shimmer.

Tentatively, Miss Bingley gathered the magic threads from all of them and turned them into a single thread. She pulled the thread towards Jane and began to stitch the edges of her wound together. Elizabeth could feel the wrongness of the wooden barb inside her sister. It repelled Miss Bingley’s attempts. The Healing thread tore more than once, but Miss Bingley persisted, wielding the thread over and over, like a young lady embroidering a complex pattern, the stitches forming close together, then overlapping. It was painstaking work, but Miss Bingley kept working patiently, never pausing.

“The wound is beginning to seal,” said Darcy.

Meanwhile, Elizabeth was struggling. It was becoming physically painful to hold the Link. Her head was pounding so hard she could hardly see in front of her. Healing magic was not her Talent and it required too much magic. Regardless, Elizabeth gritted her teeth and held onto the Link, knowing her sister’s life was at stake.

Then just as Elizabeth’s head felt as if it was going to explode, Miss Bingley slumped to the ground, and the braids of magic unraveled. Gray shadows gathered around her. She vaguely felt Darcy’s arm holding her up, and she fell into nothingness.
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Elizabeth awoke to the swaying of a carriage. She felt intensely confused as she tried to get her bearings.

“Ah, at last!” Miss King sounded relieved.

“Jane?” Elizabeth managed to croak.

“We managed to stop the bleeding.”

Elizabeth found herself squeezed in between Miss King and Miss Bingley, who was fast asleep.

Jane was in the opposite seat, propped up by pillows and covered by a blanket. Mr. Bingley was crammed into the space between the two seats on the floor, hugging his knees, watching over her.

“Jane has not woken up?”

“No.” It was Mr. Bingley who answered.

It was a silly question. The answer was perfectly obvious, born from a desperate desire for good news. Elizabeth was disoriented and hungry, after expanding so much energy, but her throat was so dry, she was not sure she would be capable of swallowing anything.

“Where is Papa?”

“He and the other gentlemen are riding.”

Except for Bingley, clearly. He must have seen Elizabeth looking at him, because he spoke up. “I hope I am not intruding,” said Bingley. “But I could not possibly stay away.”

“I understand.” Her gaze went to her sister. Was this how Darcy felt when she was injured during the attack on Founder’s Hall? Only now did she appreciate how much he must have suffered.

She would have to ask him about it.

“It might be better not to mention this to the Council.” She indicated his position on the floor, laughing weakly at the irony of it. So much time spent trying to stop a single gentleman from accompanying the young ladies, yet here he was, squeezed in between them all.

“I suppose not,” He gave a listless smile.

Elizabeth looked out of the window. She had no idea where they were. It was pitch dark outside, with no village lights in sight.

“So did you determine where we are going?”

“Yes,” said Miss King. “Mr. Darcy managed to convince us that Rosings is our best option. It is reasonably close, comfortable, and his aunt will have access to some excellent Healers.”

So, they were going to Rosings after all! Elizabeth had wanted to meet Darcy’s aunt, and now she had her wish, but under the worst possible conditions.


Chapter 15
[image: image-placeholder]


They stopped to change horses in an old Tudor inn in Oldham. Elizabeth was glad to stretch her legs after the cramped, overcrowded carriage. Mr. Bingley stayed in the stable yard, urging the ostler to hurry.

Despite the unfavorable circumstances, Elizabeth wanted to make a good impression on Lady Catherine. After all, she was the closest Darcy had to a mother. Elizabeth imagined she must resemble Lord Matlock, high-handed in dealing with others, but ultimately fair.

Partly to distract herself, and partly out of curiosity, Elizabeth used the opportunity to ask Darcy some questions.

"What kind of a mage is your aunt?"

"Elemental. Her affinity is earth and water."

"And your cousin Anne?"

"Anne is a Conjurer and a Healer."

"Like my sister Lydia."

"Yes, but not as powerful. Her magic was not considered strong enough for her to be trained by the Academy. Still, it is all about Bloodlines, as those like Lady Alice would say. Anne comes from generations of mages with Talent. Even supposing she is not a strong mage, our offspring could still have had powerful magical abilities. Except that it is not so simple in Anne’s case. She is sickly and practicing magic drains her very quickly – much more quickly than the average mage. As a result, we have no idea of the full extent of her abilities. She might be a very powerful mage, but she cannot sustain her magic long enough to be tested.”

“That must be difficult.” Elizabeth wondered if Miss de Bourgh considered herself a disappointment.

“It is. But she was raised to believe she would marry me, and so, in a sense, her future was clear.”

Elizabeth could not help feeling sorry for Miss de Bourgh.

“You said you and your aunt parted badly. Did you quarrel?”

“Yes. She was very clear she wanted nothing to do with me.”

“And you have not communicated since?”

“How could we, when she made her wishes clear?”

Elizabeth blinked. If she had known about it, she would have suggested that Darcy should write to his aunt and try to mend things between them.

“Well, let us hope she is willing to forgive you. Do you think it is possible?”

Darcy considered the question. “It is hard to say. She is used to having her way, but she has always held me in affection. I cannot imagine that she would still be angry after so many months.”

“I hope you are right, Darcy, for Jane’s sake, though it does not sound like you care much for her good opinion.”

“I suppose not,” he said, glad that Elizabeth was abandoning her inquisition. “But I am certain my aunt will not hold a grudge.”

Elizabeth nodded. “Good. I am looking forward to meeting her.”
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Rosings Park turned out to be an estate of considerable size. A well-kept road swept past the pretty village of Hunsford, and past a large brick house that was the Parsonage.

The Wards surrounding the house stopped them from entering. They waited patiently for someone to come, knowing that the household would have been alerted.

Finally, the door of the house opened, and the butler emerged. He came walking slowly towards them.

Elizabeth seethed with impatience. Every slow step he took was time lost in healing Jane.

“Good evening, Bartle,” said Darcy. “The very person I was hoping to see! How are you doing these days?”

The butler looked uncomfortable. “Well enough, Master Darcy.”

“Please convey my apologies to her ladyship for appearing unannounced and tell her I have a party of Royal Mages with me. There has been an accident, and my wife’s sister has been seriously injured. Kindly inform Lady Catherine that we urgently need a Healer and a bed for the night.”

Elizabeth wanted to rush into the house and see to it that Jane was taken care of. She curbed her impatience. Better to let Darcy deal with the situation. He knew his aunt best.

After what seemed like hours of waiting, Lady Catherine came out, dressed in an old-fashioned gown a la polonaise, complete with three ruffles. Her tall, powdered wig made her tower over everyone present.

She did not even look in Elizabeth’s direction. “Darcy! What do you think you are doing here? You cannot simply show up unannounced. Rosings is not a coaching inn.”

“Aunt Catherine, please understand that these are special circumstances. We are in urgent need of assistance. Surely you will not turn away your own nephew.”

“This is my home. I am perfectly entitled to turn you away. I thought I made myself perfectly clear the last time I saw you. You do not have permission to call me ‘Aunt’,” she said coldly, “and you are no longer welcome at Rosings. Do you think I have forgotten your disgraceful behavior with my daughter? I have not succumbed to senility. As far as I am concerned, you have ceased to exist.”

Elizabeth looked at her sister, who was lying motionless inside the carriage. There was no time for discussion. Jane would die if she did not get treatment quickly. They had already delayed enough.

Elizabeth had no intention of allowing Lady Catherine to refuse them entry. She stepped out of the carriage.

"I am Elizabeth Darcy, Special Mage Advisor to the Prince Regent,” said Elizabeth, using an enhancement spell like Lord Matlock to make her voice carry. “We are on our way to take a stand against Napoleon. Lady Catherine de Bourgh, in the name of the Prince Regent, I am requisitioning Rosings Park for the fight against Napoleon for as long as we need to use it."

Lady Catherine's mouth dropped open, and she stared at Elizabeth in shock.

“How dare you speak in the Prince Regent’s name?”

“I do and I have. You may send an express to Carlton House to verify that I am indeed his Advisor. Until you hear otherwise, I would suggest you take heed. I can easily dismantle your Wards, Lady Catherine. However, I am sure you will agree it would be a waste of effort and time. Meanwhile, my sister needs Healers urgently. Kindly step aside and allow us in."

Elizabeth turned to the butler. "Bartle, I need you to bring some men to carry in my sister, Miss Bennet.”

He hesitated, looking towards his mistress for confirmation.

"If you do not, you will have to answer to the Prince Regent himself." Her tone was uncompromising. She had no intention of allowing anyone to stand in her way.

In response, Lady Catherine uttered a spell to allow them in, turned on her heels, and marched inside.

“Brava!” said Mr. Bennet, stepping out of the carriage. “Well done!”

She was not sure it was well done. She had made an enemy of Lady Catherine. Not that it mattered. If indeed Lady Catherine did not want to receive Darcy, then it was no great loss, but Elizabeth did not want to cause Darcy any distress. That was all she cared about.

She looked towards him, mouthing the words ‘I’m sorry’ to him.

He was by her side in an instant. “You have nothing to be sorry about, Elizabeth. My aunt has behaved badly. She deserved a set-down.”

“You’re not upset, then?”

“I am upset, but not at you,” he said.

It was not the time or place to talk about it, but she resolved to do it later. The butler arrived with half a dozen footmen, bed sheets and a wheelbarrow to transport Jane, and she turned all her attention to making sure Jane was not bumped too badly.

Though, with Mr. Bingley following along with them and giving them instructions all the way, there really was not much for her to do.
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Since his aunt had apparently retired for the night and left her guests to fend for themselves, Darcy placed himself in charge. Rosings had been his home as a child, and since then, he had visited many times.

Once Jane was settled in the sick room, the first thing Darcy did was go to his old bed chamber and ring for the butler.

“Bartle,” he said, when the butler arrived, “you must know my aunt’s customary Healer.”

“Of course, Mr. Darcy. It is Lady Creswell. She conducts a Healing Circle.”

Darcy recalled the name now. “Has Lady Catherine sent for her?”

“I don’t believe so, sir.”

“Kindly dispatch a footman requesting her urgent presence with her fellow Healers.”

Darcy half-expected Bartle to argue, but to his surprise, he seemed eager to help. “I will do so at once. I am very sorry about the young lady, sir.”

Darcy nodded. “Thank you, Bartle. When you have sent for Lady Creswell, ask Perry to see me.”

Next, Darcy sat down to write a letter to Matlock, informing him of the day’s events. Using the special signal he had agreed upon with Colonel Fitzwilliam, he arranged to deliver a message to his cousin, who would know where to find Matlock.

Darcy was beyond exhausted, and the day was not yet over. Few of them would be able to sleep, not when all their hope of Jane’s recovery depended on the arrival of a Healer.

And there was something else that he needed to arrange, since Lady Catherine had neglected to do it. He went down to the kitchen himself, where he inquired about food. The French chef had gone to bed, but fortunately, his aunt had retained the pastry cook he knew as a child.

She received him enthusiastically. “Welcome back, Mr. Darcy.” Behind her, the kitchen was a hive of activity. Darcy felt a wave of affection for the woman who used to bake him his famous pies when his aunt had forbidden them.

“I see you have been doing some baking,” he said, hopefully.

“I heard there was a to-do upstairs earlier.” It was plain from the way she whispered it, that the servants had been gossiping. “I knew you would be coming down for food, so we prepared a light supper. I daresay Mrs. Darcy would like to eat it in the sickroom with her sister.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Tumbler. You’re a gem. I will not forget it.”

“It is the least I can do.” She leaned forward. “I would love to meet your new bride.”

‘New’ was a relative term, thought Darcy, but he promised he would introduce Mrs. Darcy to Mrs. Tumbler, and went to find Elizabeth.
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About an hour later, Noah scratched at Darcy’s door.

“Mr. Darcy,” said Noah. “There is a Healer here to see Miss Bennet.”

Darcy jumped to his feet at once and hurried out.

“Where is Lady Catherine?” said the Healer. “I was told I was urgently required.”

“Lady Catherine is my aunt,” said Darcy. “I am Fitzwilliam Darcy.”

“Ah, yes. The Janus mage. Your reputation precedes you. Edward Sprocket, Healer. I am delighted to be at her ladyship’s service. How can I –ssssist?”

Had he slurred the last word? Darcy decided he had imagined it.

“We have a patient with an object embedded in her limb. We hope you will be able to remove it. We have sealed—”

“I attended the best Academy in the Healing arts,” interrupted Mr. Sprocket. “I will certainly be able to remove it.”

“Then follow me, sir,” said Darcy. “I will take you to our patient.”

Darcy led the way to the sickroom and knocked softly on the door. Elizabeth came to answer it.

“We have a Healer,” he said. “Mr. Edward Sprocket.”

Elizabeth’s eyes brightened. She quickly curtseyed. “I am Mrs. Darcy. I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Mr. Sprocket bowed. “Are you the patient? I expected you to be bed-ridden.” He peered at her in disapproval. “You must not wander around if you are injured.”

“No, no. Mr. Sprocket. You are mistaken. It is my sister who was injured.” She stepped back to allow him to come into the room.

Bingley jumped up. “Are you here for Miss Bennet? This way, please.”

Mr. Sprocket made his way to the bed. Elizabeth explained what had happened and showed him the wooden barb. He examined it for a while.

“It needs to be removed,” he said. “You need a surgeon.”

“But Mr. Sprocket, surely you can remove it using Healing magic,” said Mr. Bingley.

“Possibly,” he replied, “possibly.”

Darcy was losing his patience. “Either you can remove it, sir, or you cannot. Which is it?”

Mr. Sprocket winced and raised a hand to his head. “Tomorrow, perhaps?”

“It cannot wait until tomorrow, sir,” said Elizabeth, her voice despairing.

“Very well, then,” said Mr. Sprocket, sounding resigned. “I will do it now.”

Darcy frowned as the Healer tripped over the leg of the bed and the realization hit him. He had been at the brandy bottle.

Bingley’s eyes widened as he came to the same conclusion. “If you will excuse us a minute, Mr. Sprocket? We need to consult with each other.”

“Take your time.”

“You cannot let him try to remove the branch, Darcy,” said Bingley, his voice full of outrage. “Have you seen how unsteady he is on his feet?”

“I agree,” said Elizabeth.

Darcy went to the closest room and rang for the butler.

“How can I help you, sir?” said Bartle.

“If you recall, I asked for Lady Cresswell, Bartle.”

“I know, sir. She is assisting at a difficult birth with her Healing Circle and is not expected to return tonight. The footman left word asking Lady Creswell to come here when she returns, then he went to find Mr. Sprocket.”

Darcy nodded. It was nobody’s fault. It was simply unfortunate. “Very well. Thank you, Bartle.”

He returned to Bingley and Elizabeth. “There is no one else.”

“The branch must be removed, and as soon as possible, or it will fester,” said Bingley. “We cannot do it. We have no choice.”

“We will be risking my sister’s life if we allow him to do it.”

Mr. Sprocket must have overheard them, because he opened the door and Mr. Sprocket peered at them through bloodshot eyes.

“Are you doubting my skill? Outrageous! I am the product of the best Healing Academy in the Kingdom.”

“We are not doubting your skill, sir,” said Elizabeth, quickly. She looked to Darcy for help.

“You are foxed, Sprocket. That is what concerns us. Your hands are trembling.”

“Foxed? How dare you say such a thing! I have never been so insulted in my life! I am leaving immediately. You can be certain your aunt will hear of this.”

And with that, he walked away.

It was the last straw. As she watched Mr. Sprocket disappear down the hallway, Elizabeth burst into tears.

“What will happen to Jane?” she said.

Darcy pulled her against his chest and held her as her body was wracked with sobs. He searched in his pocket for a handkerchief before remembering he had given it to Miss King to wipe her hands.

“Hush, hush, my love. At least she is resting quietly, and there is no fever. I sent for a Healing Circle earlier. Apparently, they are dealing with a difficult childbirth. They will come as soon as they are able.”

But Elizabeth was inconsolable. “I think Bingley had the right idea. We should go back to Founder’s Hall tomorrow.”

“Or, if the Healers do not arrive by tomorrow,” said Bingley, “we will have to do it ourselves.”


Chapter 16
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Elizabeth stayed with her sister all night, despite Mr. Bingley’s insistence that he would not move from Jane’s side until she recovered. He had placed a chair close to the bed and sat there, every now and then whispering to Jane.

Elizabeth dozed on and off. She would awaken with a start, hoping Jane’s injury was nothing but a nightmare, but then she would see her sister’s prone form on the bed and realize it was not. Every now and then she would go to her sister to check if she had a fever and to adjust her pillows and bedding in the hopes of making her more comfortable. The temperatures had tumbled, and Elizabeth shivered even in her traveling cloak. There was a damp draft in the bedchamber that seemed to smother all heat.

As daylight spread across the sky, Darcy made an appearance. He was accompanied by a woman he introduced as Mrs. Jenkinson, Anne de Bourgh’s companion.

“Mrs. Jenkinson and I will stay with Jane. Go, eat something, and then get some rest.”

“What happened to the Healers?”

“There is no sign of them yet.”

“You should urge Bingley to do that. He has not stirred from her side.”

Mrs. Jenkinson looked scandalized. “A single gentleman in a single lady’s bedchamber? Lady Catherine will not stand for it.”

“He has not been left alone with her,” said Elizabeth, irritably. Who cared about such matters when Jane’s life hung in the balance?

“Go, Elizabeth. I will deal with this matter,” said Darcy.

Elizabeth hurried to her bedchamber. The maid who had showed them to their rooms had placed the three young ladies together, saying that her mistress had indicated that Mrs. Darcy was expected to chaperone the others.

Miss King was already awake, but Miss Bingley was just waking up.

“How is Miss Bennet?” asked Miss Bingley.

“Much the same.” Elizabeth wished she had a different answer.

She was shivering. Seized by a longing for a hot bath, she rang for the maid, and was told all the tubs used for bathing were in use.

“Surely you have enough tubs for multiple guests,” remarked Elizabeth.

“I will do my best to find one, Mrs. Darcy,” said the maid, with a curtsey.

“Can I at least have some warm water to wash myself for now?” said Miss King, who had just woken up. “I have had to break a layer of ice on top of the water in the jug. And if you could send someone to help us dress.”

No warm water arrived, and no maid to help them dress, either.

“Lady Catherine seems to have a problem with the servants,” remarked Miss King.

Elizabeth suspected that Lady Catherine had a problem with Elizabeth. From what little she had seen of Darcy’s aunt, she was vindictive. Clearly, her intention was to make things as uncomfortable as possible for the young lady who had stolen Anne’s betrothed. In a way, Elizabeth did not blame her. She had imposed herself, after all, and had made Lady Catherine look ungracious. She could, perhaps, have handled the situation better, but her anxiety over Jane had taken precedence over Lady Catherine’s feelings.

Meanwhile, Elizabeth had no intention of giving Lady Catherine the satisfaction of seeing that she was in the least put off by the unfriendly reception. As long as Jane was comfortable, that was all that mattered.

“Maybe she is unaccustomed to hosting unexpected guests,” said Elizabeth. “We will just have to manage.”

“If we had a fire, we could have put the jug next to it so it would at least warm up a little.,” Miss King remarked.

Unfortunately, no one had lit a fire, despite the cold.

“I suppose, since we are unwelcome guests, Lady Catherine has left us to take care of ourselves,”

“I am used to it,” said Miss King. “When I was with the Rogue mages, we often had to fend for ourselves.”

Miss King had been part of Lord Muirhead’s group, who had plotted to overthrow the King. However, at the last minute, she had refused to participate in the attack, and had joined the Royal Mages in resisting the Rogue group.

“How long were you with them?” asked Elizabeth, curious about why Miss King might have chosen to join the group. They had never talked about it.

“Four years,” Miss King replied.

“But why did you join them?” Miss Bingley sounded disapproving.

“They knew new types of magic, and they were wiling to teach me.”

The three ladies chatted to each other and helped each other dress and do up their hair.

Lady Catherine’s petty behavior had accomplished one thing. By the time the three mages emerged from their bedchamber, they were much closer.
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Miss King urged Elizabeth to go to get herself something to eat, and offered to watch Jane for a while.

“You need to keep up your strength, in case we need to use magic for some reason. You must eat and sleep.”

“I slept in the carriage on the way to Rosings.”

“I must insist, Mrs. Darcy. This is no time to let your guard down. You owe it to your sister. And also to Riquer, in case he contacts you. You will need to use your Mirror magic, and who knows how much it might drain you to communicate over such a distance?”

Elizabeth was shocked to realize she had forgotten about Riquer completely. What if he had tried to communicate last night? She could not allow her agitation over her sister’s condition to overtake her duty to the Kingdom.

“Thank you, Miss King. It is a timely reminder. You are quite right. I will do my best to do both, though I do not promise I will succeed.”

Miss King nodded. “I will send word if anything in your sister’s condition changes, I promise, so you need not worry on that score.”

Elizabeth had no idea where anything was in Rosings. She had to ask one of the footmen to help her find the breakfast room. Lady Catherine had certainly meant it when she said they were not welcome.

When Elizabeth entered the breakfast room, there was only one person there. It was a hunched, thin young lady with pale skin and dark circles under her eyes. The young lady looked her up and down in a manner reminiscent of Lady Catherine. This then must be Miss Anne de Bourgh.

Elizabeth curtseyed and was about to say something when the young lady spoke first.

“So, you are the young lady who stole my fiancée away from me.”

Thank heavens Darcy had forewarned her. It did not make Miss de Bourgh’s words any easier, but Elizabeth at least understood the sentiment behind them.

“I am sorry you were deprived of the choice of marrying your cousin, Miss de Bourgh, but it would not have gone very well if you had married in any case. You would not have seen much of him.”

“Choice? What choice? Darcy did not choose to marry you, any more than he chose to break the engagement. Sometimes the dictates of duty demand unpleasant choices.” Miss de Bourgh stared at her in a disconcerting way. Her blue eyes were large and round in her pale face. “I hope you are making him happy, at least.”

The question took Elizabeth by surprise. It brought back all the issues that were facing them. Happy? What was happiness in the midst of war?

Elizabeth met Miss de Bourgh’s gaze steadily. “If you are asking me if I love him, then the answer is simple. Yes, I do.” It was none of Miss de Bourgh’s concern, really, but Elizabeth was tired, and she had no intention of shifting through her words. She’d had her fill of sorting out her emotions and worrying about stepping on people’s toes. She hated being so vulnerable when Miss de Bourgh wished her nothing but pain, but at the same time, she wanted his cousin to know. Darcy was hers, and she felt it with a fierce protectiveness. She was not going to let anyone come between them, come what may.

She braced herself for an onslaught.

Miss de Bourgh gave a little smile and sighed. “Good. I might have hated you if you did not, but I cannot begrudge Darcy the affection he needs.” She paused. “However, I wish you had not come here. I was resigned to imagining you as a hag, but now I know that you are tolerable.”

Elizabeth was taken aback, and for once had no idea how to respond. When Darcy spoke about Miss de Bourgh, Elizabeth had received the impression that Darcy’s former fiancé was timid and reserved, and completely under her mother’s thumb. It was hard to reconcile that image with the forthright and direct person in front of her.

“Um.” Her mind scrambled to find the right words. Clearly Miss de Bourgh was offering an olive branch. Elizabeth did not want to ruin it by saying the wrong thing. “I am glad to hear I have earned your approval, even if it is reluctantly given.”

It was an absurd situation. If Mr. Bennet had witnessed it, he would have been amused. For the first time since Jane was injured, she wanted to laugh. She put out her hand.

“If we cannot be friends, let us at least not be enemies. We are cousins now, after all.”

Miss de Bourgh looked at her hand quizzingly, then took it. “Who said we cannot be friends? It remains to be seen. And since we are cousins, you may call me Anne.”

It was far more of a concession than Elizabeth would have expected.

Luckily, Elizabeth was spared from having to answer when Colonel Fitzwilliam entered the room and Miss de Bourgh’s gaze shifted to him.

“Oh, Richard. I did not expect you! I am so glad you have come!”

“Hello, Anne!” he said, with a pleasant smile. He bowed to Elizabeth. “I came as soon as I received Darcy’s letter. I believe my father is making his way here as well, though Lord Grayson and Lord Harcourt are not. How is your sister faring?”

His question brought all her grief and worry back. “Not well. Her situation is grave. We have not yet found an appropriate Healer. Maybe you can assist us in finding one quickly.”

She was suddenly afraid something might have happened to her sister while she was away. “If you will excuse me, I need to take some food to Bingley, who has not left my sister’s side.”
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Elizabeth hurried to Jane’s room, and almost ran straight into Darcy as he emerged.

Her heart missed a beat. “Has anything happened?”

“No. Your sister is the same. I think we can consider that a good sign.”

“We can only hope so.”

“Is this for me?” he asked, grabbing a sausage from the plate.

“It is not. I brought it for Bingley. Is he still with my sister?”

Darcy nodded. “He is. Miss King is in there as well. And Mrs. Jenkinson. She claims she will not budge as long as Bingley is there. She has made her point, but he does not care in the least what Lady Catherine thinks. I have entreated him to rest, but he will not leave Jane’s side.”

“It is perfectly understandable.”

Darcy came closer to her. “Listen, Elizabeth. I am sorry my aunt’s treatment has been so shabby. I did not expect her to be quite as unyielding.”

Elizabeth sighed. “I should have expected it. You told me Lady Catherine was angry, and that she has washed her hands off you. It is hardly surprising that she would behave this way.”

“She had no right to deal with you that way.”

“Angry people are rarely wise,” said Elizabeth. “In any case, you do not have to apologize for your aunt's behavior. You are not responsible for it.”

“What I failed to mention before is that she is a friend of Lady Alice Enright’s, who has caused us so much distress. Who knows what that harridan may have told her?”

“Lady Alice?” Elizabeth’s eyes darkened. “Well that accounts for it.”

“Accounts for what?”

Elizabeth told him about the morning’s events.

Darcy scowled. “I wonder why I did not receive the same treatment. Or perhaps I was supposed to, but the servants know me well, and they simply disobeyed her. I feel very privileged to have taken a hot bath and slept in a warm room.” He frowned. “Though there is something I do not understand. The temperature last night was not cold enough for the water to be icy.”

Now that he had pointed it out, having ice in the bedchamber made no sense. Though the weather was damp, it was still the month of September, and it was not cold enough to need a fire. She had been too worried about Jane to give it much thought. The ice must have been created with magic. Her vexation increased, particularly since Jane’s room had been cold as well.

“I will have to confront her again,” said Elizabeth. “She can take her revenge on me, but to take out her spleen on Jane and risk making her condition worse is too much.”

“She should not be taking out her spleen on anyone other than me. Her quarrel is with me.” Darcy ground out the words. His eyes were blazing. “I will talk to her at once.”

“It would be a good idea to do so. But first, I do have two pieces of good news. Thankfully, your cousin Anne is not of the same mind. She and I have spoken, and we have made our peace.”

“Well, that is one good thing at least.” He was only partially mollified. Elizabeth could see he was rearing to go.

“And also – your cousin Richard is here, and your uncle is on his way.”

“Good. But before I talk to Richard, I need to deal with my aunt.”

Elizabeth could not help admiring his fine figure as he strode off, determined to make things right.

[image: image-placeholder]

Colonel Fitzwilliam made good use of Lady Catherine’s footmen to send out in different directions to find a Healing circle. However, by noon, no one had yet made an appearance, and Jane had developed a fever.

“I could send one of my men to Founder’s Hall for help, but they wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow.”

No one said it, but the silence that followed indicated that they were all wondering if tomorrow would be too late.

“There is nothing to be done but set up a Healing Circle ourselves,” said Bingley. “What choice do we have?”

Elizabeth turned to Darcy. “I agree. I have been thinking about it, and perhaps there is a way for us to use your and Papa’s skills to extract the spike. We will need more mages, though. Do you know if your aunt or cousin has any Healing ability?”

“My cousin does, but—”

“Anything is better than nothing.”

A few minutes later, Anne appeared. “Darcy has said you are setting up a Circle, Elizabeth? I would be happy to help. I do have some Healing Talent, but I should warn you, I tire easily.”

“Yes, Darcy has already mentioned it. I would be grateful for your help.”

She had given a great deal of thought to it last night, when she was watching over Jane. Now she explained in detail what her plan was, and what each person’s role was.

If everything worked out the way she envisioned it, they might well be able to save Jane’s life.


Chapter 17
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The next morning, when Lady Cresswell and her Healing Circle did not put in an appearance, Darcy enlisted Miss Bingley’s help to take her brother’s place in the sick room. Bingley, of course, was resistant to leaving, as was Elizabeth, but Darcy was adamant.

“Elizabeth, if you are to perform the Circle as we planned, you will need all the rest you can get. Miss Bingley has kindly agreed to take your place here.”

Elizabeth gave a wide stretch and stood up. “For once I am in perfect agreement,” she said, and, without further argument, she left the room.

“The same applies to you, Bingley. Come, I will walk you to the breakfast room.”

“I do not know if I can eat,” he admitted. “There is too much on my mind, Darcy.”

“Then you cannot participate in the Healing. You cannot put Miss Bennet in jeopardy because you are too foolish to look after yourself.”

The threat produced the required effect. Bingley caved in. Darcy took him to the breakfast room and gave him a plate with a few of Cook’s pastries.

Bingley took a few bites, then pushed the plate away, looking ready to gag.

“How do you expect me to gorge myself when Miss Bennet is in danger? You cannot imagine what I am going through.” Bingley threw his head back and groaned loudly, forking his fingers through his hair. “I should have had the courage to ask her to marry me a second time. I was staying away because I wanted to be sure she really wanted to be with me.” He peered closely at Darcy. “If I had not been such a coward, we would have been engaged, and we would have journeyed together, and this would not have happened.”

He swallowed hard, his shoulders folding forward. “Now it is too late.” His voice broke.

Darcy was appalled to witness Bingley’s state of mind. “Courage, my friend. In heaven’s name, do not give in to despondency. Miss Bennet is very much alive, and she is fighting to stay alive. You cannot simply throw the towel and give up on her.”

“Give up on her? No, no, of course not.” He glared at Darcy. “How could you say such a thing, Darcy? I would never give up on Miss Bennet.”

“That is what I thought,” said Darcy, his tone uncompromising. “Chin up! You must stay strong for her sake.”

“I am well aware of that, thank you,” said Bingley, in an irritable tone. “But tell that to Lady Catherine. She has sent Mrs. Jenkinson to order me – a Royal Mage – not to enter the sickroom.”

“I suppose she wants to safeguard the young lady’s reputation under her roof.” Though Darcy could not help but wonder why Lady Catherine would care, when she was quite happy to cast Jane out.

“It is rather too late for that.” He gave a bitter laugh. “I have already ruined Miss Bennet’s reputation.” He began to pace. “That is what bothers me most. If Miss Bennet –” he took a deep breath, “—when Miss Bennet recovers, she will have no choice at all. She will have to marry me. I did not want to put her in such a situation for the second time.”

“Then there is no point agonizing about it,” said Darcy. He did not know how Jane would feel. She was reserved, and did not show her feelings often. “You are a good person. I am sure she will come to care for you.”

“You think so?” said Bingley, wistfully.

“I do.” It was impossible not to like Bingley.

The tightness in Bingley’s face disappeared. “Good, because I will not leave her alone, no matter what Lady Catherine declares.”

“Of course not,” said Darcy, pushing Bingley’s plate in front of him. “But first you must rest and eat, so we can help Jane get better.”
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Some time later, Darcy woke Elizabeth up.

“I think we had better get started, my love.”

Elizabeth got up, smoothed down her gown, and went to the pitcher and bowl to wash her face.

“No Healers yet?” she asked as she dried her face.

“Sadly not. I do not know if it is because everyone dislikes my aunt, or if it is simply bad luck.”

“Well, then,” said Elizabeth. “I suppose we have to do it.”

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“As ready as I will ever be.”

He had never seen Elizabeth so tense. She had always been even-headed, no matter what the circumstances, but now, it was clear she was terrified.

He took her hand and held it, trying to give her some encouragement. Her hand was ice-cold. He rubbed it between his own, trying to warm her.

“What if something were to happen to her?” she whispered.

“You must not think about what could happen. You have to anchor yourself, or your magic will not work. Let me cast a Calming spell. Perhaps you can draw on some of my magic to calm your thoughts.”

She gave him a sharp look. “I don’t think—”

The uncertainty in her eyes, in her whole body, was obvious. She was not capable of pretense, of dissembling, and he felt a wave of tenderness towards her. He wanted to take care of her, to shield her from harm, but she was in the middle of everything, and there was no chance at all he could do that. All he could do was give her strength and support her magic.

“My love, I want to help. You do not have to do everything alone, you know,” he said gently. “I’ll be careful. I won’t use too much magic.”

She nodded. “You’re right. I do need a Calming spell. I am too agitated to bring the Circle together.”

He closed his eyes and murmured the words of the spell, extending it to Elizabeth. At first nothing happened, then a calm sense of peace overtook him. He opened his eyes to see if Elizabeth was experiencing the same effect.

“Better?”

Her smile said it all. “Yes.”

He held the spell briefly, then let it go, satisfied that Elizabeth was calmer.

“Shall we go?”

“We shall.” She slipped her hand under his elbow. “Thank you. I feel much better now.”

Not long later, Darcy had reason to be proud of his intervention, when Elizabeth’s plan proved to be a success. With the aid of Elizabeth and Bingley who held the Circle together and the proficiency of the two Healers, Darcy and Mr. Bennet were able to extract the piece of branch embedded in Jane’s leg. Miss Bingley and Anne could not repair the underlying damage, but they were able to patch up the wound. It was by no means perfect. It would take the work of much more experienced Healers to enable Jane to heal, but it was a step to preventing the wound from festering until help arrived.

Their sense of elation was quickly followed by exhaustion, so that even Bingley was obliged to surrender his place by Jane’s side to rest.
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When Elizabeth woke up, she was seized with a sense of panic as she realized that, with all her thoughts focused on Jane, she had completely neglected something essential: Riquer’s communication.

A sick feeling took hold inside of her. What if Riquer had tried to send a message through the mirror, and she had missed it? Her feeling of dismay intensified when she went in search of Darcy, only to discover that at some point in the afternoon, Lord Matlock had arrived. He was in intense conversation with Darcy, Mr. Bennet, and Colonel Fitzwilliam as she entered the parlor, but he stopped at once when he saw her.

“Ah, Elizabeth! Just who I was hoping to see! What news of Riquer?”

There was of course no news of Riquer, since she had not even gone outside the mansion since she arrived.

“No news,” she said, briefly, looking away, consumed by guilt.

“Well, perhaps he has not had a chance yet to discover anything.”

“Perhaps,” she said, and escaped as quickly as she could before he asked her more questions.
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With Lord Matlock now at Rosings, Lady Catherine was obliged to provide a proper dinner which everyone was obliged to attend. It began with a great deal of awkwardness, particularly since Elizabeth, Darcy and Mr. Bennet were deliberately slighted by being seated at the bottom end of the table. It seemed Lady Catherine was determined to make a point of it, even though Darcy had tried to reason with her more than once.

Darcy was incensed, but Mr. Bennet thought it was a huge joke. “This is the best seat in the house,” said Mr. Bennet. “I can derive my amusement from observing everyone without being obliged to speak to them.”

“I will not stand for it,” said Darcy. “Come, Elizabeth. We will have a tray brought to my room.”

Lord Matlock took one look at Darcy’s tempestuous expression and addressed the elephant in the room.

“It looks like your servants have made a mistake, Catherine. They have muddled the seating arrangements.”

“My servants,” she said emphatically, “never make mistakes under my supervision. It was I who requested it.”

Lord Matlock gave a deep sigh. “Your peevish attitude, Catherine, is quite absurd. You are punishing your nephew because he did not marry Anne, and you are punishing Mrs. Darcy because she agreed to marry him. However, that is not what happened. I will testify that Elizabeth Bennet was unwilling to marry your nephew. She even asked for an annulment and went home. Both she and Darcy were forced into this marriage by the Council, I am sorry to say. They did their duty because they were required to, nothing more. You cannot blame them for something they themselves resisted.”

Lady Catherine glared at everyone. “Not only was my daughter wronged and the sanctity of my home invaded, but now I am to be lectured by my own brother! I will not tolerate it.”

She started to rise from her chair, but Matlock put his hand on her arm. “Catherine, this is your chance to make peace with your nephew. He has not done anything wrong. It will reflect ill on you if you continue this senseless quarrel. And if you leave, I will miss the chance to have dinner with my favorite sister.”

“I am your only sister,” she replied, in a quelling tone, but she sat down. “Very well, I will stay, but only because you are my brother, and I rarely see you.” She looked down the table at the Darcys. “They may stay, but I will not put my servants through the trouble of rearranging the whole table for their sake. If you are still here tomorrow, we shall see.”

“Thank you, Catherine,” said Lord Matlock, “I commend your generous spirit.”

Mr. Bennet hid a smile with his table napkin and looked at Elizabeth, his eyes brimming with laughter.

It took Elizabeth all her self-control not to laugh, and it was only because she did not want to hurt Darcy.
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When the table cover had been removed, Elizabeth went outside, leaving the gentleman to their after-dinner port and their discussion of the scraps of news they had received from the telegraph tower. She went to fetch her mirror and went outside. Maybe tonight, she would hear from Riquer. By now he should undoubtedly have arrived at his destination, if all had gone well.

As she stepped out of Rosings, she carefully cast out a faint thread of magic to make sure there was no one lurking around. The countryside was peaceful. Nothing unusual stirred. She recognized the magic signatures of the two lesser mages who were working with Colonel Fitzwilliam to stand guard around Rosings and to pass on messages. They would raise the alarm if there was anything wrong.

She considered asking someone to fetch a chair she could sit on, but that would involve the servants, and she did not know if they would be receptive. She would ask Darcy to arrange for one tomorrow.

The night was a pleasant one, with a bite in the air that spoke of autumn. There was a freshness to the scent of rain and earth that she welcomed. She walked a short distance along the road, holding her candle high, and treading carefully. It was good to be outside.

After a while, it grew cooler. Holding the mirror ready in her hand, she found a low wall settled down to wait. Two hours was a long time. She could be spending time with her sister, or Darcy, or be in her bed, sleeping.

Not for the first time, she questioned whether Mirror magic had any useful purpose. The Prince Regent had such high expectations of it, but it had so many limitations. The relay towers were far more practical. They could be manned at all hours, and anyone could be taught to interpret the messages.

With Mirror magic, everything was more complicated. You needed two people to have their mirrors available at the right time. Then there was the fact that they had to wait outdoors. Apart from the vagaries of the weather, there was the fear of exposure or attack. For a young lady like her it felt uncomfortable to be sitting in the dark, out in the open, when anyone could attack.

And it was definitely easier for Riquer, who did not have to wait at all. He could choose a time that was convenient for him. She chided herself at the uncharitable thought. It was not exactly convenient to put oneself in danger to send a message.

She stared at her image reflected in the mirror. Where are you, Riquer? Are you still alive?

She was startled when a voice broke into her thoughts. "Are you admiring yourself, Lizzy?” said Mr. Bennet. “I would strongly suggest you wait until daylight. Moonlight can distort your features."

She had to laugh. "Papa, there is no moonlight. And you know exactly why I am out here. What about you? No brandy and cigars?”

“I may be a lackluster father, Lizzy, but I am not so heartless as to be drinking with the gentlemen while my daughter is fighting for her life. You have not yet heard from Riquer, I assume."

"Not yet," she replied, trying hard not to let her anxiety show, but her voice quivered.

He nodded. "Remember that they will be keeping a close eye on him. He will need to prove he is worthy of their trust before they allow him any freedom."

"What if they have executed him?"

"They would be foolish to do so. According to Riquer, his magic is unusual even in the large pool available on the Continent, which was why they resorted to blackmail so they could force him to work for them. And now his brother Luis has also been recruited by threatening that if he did not join the Imperial Mages, they would kill his mother. Apparently, she is being held hostage by a distant relative who is assisting the French.”

Elizabeth already knew the French had blackmailed Riquer, but she did not know about his brother. She was surprised he had talked to Papa about it.

“Do you trust him?” she asked.

“I do trust him,” replied Mr. Bennet, readily. “I will be sorely disappointed if I am proven wrong.”

It was reassuring to hear that. If she was a fool, at least she was not the only one.

Hearing her father’s opinion emboldened her to ask the question that had haunted her since Riquer left.

"Do you think they might —" She swallowed, the mere thought of it turning her stomach, “—torture him?"

She had asked Darcy the same question, but she wanted Papa’s opinion.

"All I can say is that Riquer is a wily one.” Mr. Bennet made a wry face. “He is capable of talking himself out of awkward situations. He will find a way to convince them he is trustworthy."

It was true. Riquer was good at persuading others to see things from his perspective. She smiled as she thought of how easily he had convinced her that he was not a threat when she was trapped in the cellar with him.

"I suppose you're right."

There was a short silence, which Mr. Bennet broke a few minutes later.

“I wanted to talk to you about something concerning Jane.”

She jumped up in alarm. “Is she— Has something happened?”

“No,” he said. “But I have been thinking about your mother. Do you not think we should write to her and let her know Jane is gravely ill? It will take her a couple of days to arrive, but your mother is entitled to say goodbye to her daughter.”

Elizabeth had not even considered the idea, and it filled her with horror to think of it this way. “Papa! It is not as dire as all that. We have the worst of it under control, and once the proper Healers arrive, they will know what to do.”

But Mrs. Bennet was entitled to know that Jane was sick, and it seemed selfish not to give her the choice of coming to be with her daughter.

“Maybe we should wait until tomorrow morning?” she said. “We would not want Mama to come all the way for nothing.”

“I was hoping you would say that,” said Mr. Bennet, turning to go inside. “I would rather not write an unpleasant letter unless it was essential. I am glad we agree.”
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Elizabeth did not hear from Riquer, but the clatter of carriages woke her up from the light slumber she had fallen into. She came to full alert as she realized there were at least eight magic signatures in the carriages.

Before she could consider whether she was in danger, the door of Rosings was thrown open, and a number of manservants and footmen poured out to receive the carriages. Lord Matlock appeared in the doorway.

“Welcome to Rosings,” he said, as the mages descended. They were dressed in blue robes with stars embroidered on them in gold.

He turned to Elizabeth. “Allow me to introduce to you: The Rochester Academy Healers!” he said, with a wide smile. “The Rochester Healers are the best in England,” said Lord Matlock. “I sent for them as soon as I heard from Darcy.”

Tears welled up in Elizabeth’s eyes as she curtseyed to each of the Healers, the golden stars embroidered on their blue robes blurring.

They were the most welcome sight in the world.


Chapter 18
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Next morning, Elizabeth was not quite certain what to do with herself. She had waited for a message from Riquer at the appointed time, but nothing had happened. She went to the sick room, but the Rochester Mages were there. They shooed her away when she offered to help them, saying they were quite capable of doing the Healing themselves, thank you very much.

There was no sign of Darcy anywhere. When she questioned the butler, he informed her that Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley had gone riding.

So Elizabeth made her way to the breakfast room, in the hope of encountering someone there she could talk to. The only one present was Anne. Although the two of them had come to some agreement, Elizabeth approached Darcy’s cousin warily.

“Good morning, Anne. I would like to thank you for participating in the Healing Circle yesterday. It was kind of you to agree to do it. I hope it was not too tiring for you.”

Anne waved her hand dismissively. “I slept like a log, which is more than I usually say. And I was happy to use my magic for something useful.”

She gestured to a footman to bring her some pickled herring. “Mama has decided to allow us our regular breakfast today,” she said in a conspiratorial tone. “She is doing it for Uncle Matlock, of course.” She took a piece of herring and chewed it. “I hope the maids were attentive this morning, Elizabeth.”

“They were indeed. How did you know?”

“Because I ordered them to, and I expect my orders to be followed.”

Elizabeth smiled. “Then I thank you for it.”

Anne put down her fork and examined Elizabeth in a disconcerting manner. Elizabeth did not quite know what to make of it.

“I would like to apologize for what I said yesterday morning. About you stealing Darcy from me,” Anne remarked. “It was very badly done of me, especially considering how worried you are about your sister. I suppose I have wanted to say those words to you since Darcy broke our engagement, and it simply poured out the moment I had an opportunity to talk to you.”

She leaned across the table.

“In fact, I am glad Darcy and I did not marry. We would not have suited at all. I care for my cousin, of course. We spent a lot of time together when we were children. But he requires a lot of effort, and I simply do not have the strength to deal with him.”

A rueful smile brightened Miss de Bourgh’s face. When animated as she was now, she resembled Darcy. She was not handsome, but she had a similar smile, and there was a family resemblance around the eyes.

“Darcy can be quite demanding,” said Elizabeth, with a laugh. She thought back to his insistence that she should memorize the whole Compendium of Common Spells.

“Exactly. I have seen how you deal with him, and I can see you can stand your own. I did not expect you would be in love with Darcy. I thought you would be cold and ambitious, but you are none of those things.”

Elizabeth blinked. “It is generous of you to say so. I hope our marriage didn’t cause you pain.”

“Pain?” It was Miss de Bourgh’s turn to look startled. “I did not feel pain. My pride was hurt at first, but the whole thing has been long forgotten. Not by Mama, though. She will not let it go. Not ever. Anyone would think we were already married, and you kidnapped him from me on my wedding night.” To Elizabeth’s surprise, Anne tittered.

“You are not at all what I expected, either,” said Elizabeth, frankly.

Anne’s lips tilted. “I am glad I was wrong as well. Darcy has become a better person by being with you. You are good for him. We all deserve someone who can challenge us and make us into a better person.” She threw down her napkin. “Would you like me to show you the garden? The roses are still blooming.”

Elizabeth was beginning to get used to Anne’s blunt ways.

“I would love to,” she said.

They were not long in the garden when a footman came looking for them.

“Mrs. Darcy, I was sent by the Healers to tell you your sister has woken up.”
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The Healers insisted that only her immediate family could see Miss Bennet. Elizabeth went in first, with Darcy.

“Dear Jane,” she said, touching her sister lightly on the head. There was no sign of fever. “How are you feeling?”

“A bit tired,” whispered Jane.

“That’s only to be expected,” said Darcy. “You have been through an ordeal.”

Elizabeth stared at her sister, taking in the sight of her, scarcely believing that Jane was awake and talking to them. Her face had lost its sickly pallor, and there was color in her cheeks. Elizabeth wanted to jump for joy.

She looked at Darcy, who beamed at her and then her sister.

Mr. Bennet came forward and kissed Jane on the brow. “The Healers tell me you are doing well, Jane,” he said. “I am pleased to hear it.” Despite his light words, Elizabeth could see he was struggling to hold back his emotions. Her eyes prickled, and she gave his shoulder a squeeze.

“Are you in any pain?” asked Darcy.

“A little,” Jane admitted.

It was clearly a strain for her to talk to them. “I think we had better let you recover,” said Elizabeth. “We will be back later.”

Jane’s gaze turned towards the door. Elizabeth recognized the longing in her gaze. “Mr. Bingley has been at your side day and night. There has been some trouble about it. Be nice to him, Jane. He loves you very dearly. Would you like me to send him in? I should warn you, though, Darcy’s aunt may cry compromise.”

“Send him in,” said Jane.

Bingley must have been listening outside the door, because at Jane’s words, he stepped in.

Then the two of them had eyes only for each other, their eyes glistening with love.
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Now that Jane was recovering, Elizabeth could take time for herself, especially knowing the Healers were doing everything they could to make sure of Jane’s speedy recovery. She grasped the opportunity to go on a stroll with Darcy in the garden, where he entertained her by pointing out some of his childhood haunts.

“But my favorite place was my aunt’s hothouse, where – naturally – I was forbidden from setting foot.”

“What could be so very interesting in a hothouse?” she said, laughing as she remembered how he had surprised her with dinner in the hothouse in Netherfield.

He smirked. “It was not what you are thinking, Mrs. Darcy,” he replied. “We were children, and to us it was another world. It was full of hiding places amongst the exotic plants. Anne and I used to chase each other and hide under the giant leaves.”

“Did you ever get into trouble?”

“Not once, believe it or not. Somehow, my aunt never suspected us. Or maybe she could not imagine that we could possibly disobey her.”

As they approached the house, the voice of Lady Catherine could be clearly heard.

“That is completely unacceptable. How dare you defile the sanctity of Rosings Park?”

Darcy speeded up his pace. “Oh, no. Now what?”

They found Bingley leaning against the wall in a most nonchalant manner.

“This – friend of yours,” said Lady Catherine, “is invited to leave immediately! We cannot have these goings-on under my roof!”

Elizabeth glanced to the side and spotted Mrs. Jenkinson there, looking very self-righteous. It was not hard to deduce what had happened. Clearly Bingley had been caught alone with Jane.

Anne, who was also present, gave a little giggle. “Well, at least things are more lively now.”

Lady Catherine sent her a scathing look. “There is nothing funny about a young lady being compromised.”

“No, there is not,” said Mr. Bingley. “I take full responsibility, and I will make amends immediately. I intend to marry Miss Bennet as soon as I can.”

Lady Catherine ignored him. “Anne, go to your room. I will not have you exposed to such improper behavior.”

“Mama, I am twenty-eight years old. Do you think it is the first time I see a gentleman and a lady kissing?”

“Nonsense. I have done everything I can to shield you from such things.” Lady Catherine turned to Mr. Bingley. “You are corrupting my daughter.”

“Mama, Mr. Bingley is not corrupting me—” said Anne.

“—Do you see what you have done?” said Lady Catherine, speaking over Anne. “Before you came, my daughter would never have dared to defy me in this manner.”

“We have done nothing wrong,” said Bingley, calmly. “Miss Bennet and I are engaged.”

Elizabeth let out a squeak. “That is wonderful news!”

Mr. Bingley was beaming. “I am the happiest man in the world.”

“Then go and be engaged somewhere else!” And with that concluding statement, she walked out of the room, dragging Anne along with her. As they left the room, Colonel Fitzwilliam came in. He mouthed something to Anne, and she gave a secret little nod.

Meanwhile, Darcy stepped forward and offered his best wishes. “Have you spoken to Mr. Bennet yet?”

Mr. Bingley’s joy dimmed. “Not yet.” He looked at Elizabeth anxiously. “Do you think he will object?”

“You need not worry. I do not think Papa will deny Jane her happiness after everything she has gone through.”

Bingley, reassured, hurried off to find Mr. Bennet.

Elizabeth thought about what she had witnessed. “Is there anything between your cousin Richard and Anne?”

Darcy looked surprised. “Not as far as I know. At least, Richard has not confided in me. Why do you ask?”

“I have noticed them exchanging glances. And something just passed between them.”

“Well, if that is the case, then I hope they can work it out. My aunt will not be pleased to marry Anne to someone with neither a title nor money.”
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Later, when Richard invited Darcy to the billiards room for a game, Darcy resolved to question his cousin.

“Our cousin Anne seems changed since I last saw her. I hope she is not too disappointed that we did not marry. How do you find her these days?”

Richard pounced on the opportunity to discuss Anne. “Anne has the patience of a saint. I do not know how she puts up with Lady Catherine. It must be awful, being trapped here, unable to go anywhere else.”

Darcy nodded sagely, thinking of what Elizabeth had said. “It is a pity she could not marry me. I would have taken her away from here.”

Richard turned red. He started to say something, then checked himself.

It was enough of an affirmation of guilt for Darcy to smile to himself. “Too bad you are not inclined to do so yourself.”

Richard sent him such a probing look that Darcy burst out laughing. “Come on, admit it, Richard. There is something going on between you.”

“You have caught me red-handed,” said Richard, looking abashed. “What gave it away? I thought I was being very discreet.”

Darcy admitted, with some embarrassment, that it was Elizabeth who had noticed.

Richard gave a sigh of relief. “Good. I was afraid for a moment that if a slow-top like you had discovered us, Lady Catherine might also be suspicious. I am not surprised Elizabeth picked up on it, however. She notices things.”

“I object strongly to being called a slow-top,” said Darcy.

“Well, not in everything. But you must admit, Cousin, emotions are not your forte.” He laughed. “Before you start getting angry and defending yourself, I want to show you something. It has been burning a hole into my coat pocket for days. I would like to share it with you in the strictest confidence. Wait here a minute.”

Darcy waited, intrigued. He could not imagine what his cousin Richard could possibly have to show him.

Richard reappeared very quickly, and produced a piece of paper, which he handed to Darcy.

“A special license?” he said, stunned. “You are planning to marry Anne now?”

“I was planning to ride over and do it last week, before everything else happened.”

“But why the special license? Were you planning to elope?”

“Of course not. Anne is twenty-eight. She does not need her mother’s permission to marry. We simply intended to do it quietly, and then tell Lady Catherine after the fact.”

“But surely she can have no objection to a match with you, now that I am out of the way.”

Richard shrugged. “You know how Aunt Catherine is. I think she is holding out for someone titled for her daughter. You know – dangling the carrot of Anne’s Trueblood heritage like a fishing rod, seeing who will bite.”

“Heavens. As if there could be anyone better than you.”

“I will take that as a compliment, Cousin. I am glad you approve.”

“Of course I approve, but it is not up to me, is it?” He looked closely at his cousin. “You do love her, don’t you? This is not about taking over the Rosings estate.”

“Of course I love her, you dolt. Though I won’t deny it is a good match in other ways.”

“Then may I be the first to offer my good wishes?” said Darcy, for the second time in one day.

“Thank you, but it is premature. I would not wish to get ahead of myself. We will have to see if I will be able to go through with it.”
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To celebrate Bingley’s engagement, Darcy had the pastry cook bake one of Bingley’s favorite cakes and asked for it to be served in the living room after dinner, where everyone – including some of the Rochester Healers -- intended to gather, at Lady Catherine’s invitation.

Now that Darcy knew about Richard and Anne’s connection, he wondered how he had not noticed it before. The covert glances they exchanged over dinner, the way they sought each other out, the quick exchanges between them – it all seemed so obvious that he wondered how his aunt had not discovered them already.

“You were right,” he said to Elizabeth. “There is something between my cousin Richard and Anne.”

Elizabeth gave Darcy’s arm a light pinch. “I was right! I am very happy for Anne. So did the colonel admit it to you?”

“Not only did he admit it,” said Darcy, pleased for once to have a piece of juicy gossip to impart. “He showed me the special license he had procured to marry Anne secretly.”

“It seems there is much more to your cousin Anne than meets the eye,” said Elizabeth. “I hope she is able to defy Lady Catherine and marry your cousin Richard.”

“I do not see why not,” said Darcy.
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Later, after Elizabeth had waited in vain for Riquer to connect through the mirror, she hurried to join the others in the living room. She paused at the threshold, taking in the scene. The mood was so different from two days ago. There was a sense of celebration in the air. Although Jane’s recovery was still incomplete, at least she was awake, and had a strong chance of getting better.

She walked in as her father appeared to be having a discussion with Lady Catherine.

"It is the lull before the storm. We must make the best of it," said Mr. Bennet. "If only there was a good library here. But alas, not all fine houses have libraries."

“May I remind you, Mr. Bennet, that there is a library at Rosings,” she said, oblivious to the slight implied in the word good. “I will show you the way.” She gestured to the servants. “Bring the card tables to the library. Set up everything there.” She led the way, muttering under her breath. “No library, indeed!”

Mr. Bennet gave Elizabeth an amused look.

When she reached her intended destination, she flung open the door. Now Elizabeth understood the reason for Mr. Bennet’s amusement. There were no more than two dozen books on a shelf in the corner. The rest of the rows of shelves were covered with knick-knacks, China dishes lovingly displayed, and porcelain figurines.

“Not many books,” remarked Mr. Bennet, mildly.

“If you are interested in books,” said Lady Catherine, emphasizing the word as if he had asked for something exotic, “my late husband Sir Lewis used to possess quite a few. They were very dull, and have been consigned to the attic, but I can have them dusted and brought down if you prefer reading to a card game.”

“There is no need for that, Lady Catherine,” said Mr. Bennet. “I am sure I will find something to amuse me.”

Lady Catherine set up two card tables and issued an invitation for a game of whist. It was not long before both tables were occupied.

Anne took a chair next to Elizabeth and watched.

“Colonel Fitzwilliam is a good card player,” she remarked. “I suppose he spends a lot of time playing in the barracks.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know. I generally see him at Founder’s Hall.”

After a few minutes, Anne suggested taking a walk around the library. “Would you like to join me? Mama says it is the best way for two young ladies to show off their elegant deportment.”

Elizabeth smothered a laugh at Anne’s tongue-in-cheek mention of Lady Catherine. She had a wicked sense of humor.

Unsurprisingly, as soon as they began to walk. Colonel Fitzwilliam looked up from his cards and followed Anne with his gaze.

“Fitzwilliam!” said Lady Catherine, severely, rapping his fingers with her fan. “You are not paying attention. It is your turn.”

The game ended very soon afterwards. Colonel Fitzwilliam threw down his cards and came over to where Elizabeth and Anne were sitting. He addressed Elizabeth, but Elizabeth could tell he was covertly looking at Anne.

“How is your sister recovering?”

“Very well indeed,” she replied, coming to her feet with a smile. “Miss de Bourgh can tell you all about it. If you will excuse me, I need to go and talk to my husband.”


Chapter 19
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The celebratory mood lasted until a messenger arrived with news from Lord Grayson. As Matlock opened the letter and read it, everyone stopped what they were doing to watch him.

“Any news?” Darcy held his fingers crossed behind him. He was still holding some hope that it was all a false alarm.

However, one look at Lord Matlock's solemn face was enough to disperse that hope. He waited with bated breath for Matlock to pass on the information.

"Lord Grayson has been in contact with the signal stations on the coast. The enemy flotilla is growing. They are stockpiling and building new structures. It is nothing like it was before Trafalgar, but there are definite signs of increasing activity. Officers commanding signal stations on the coast have been requested to show extreme vigilance and to contact their local commanding officers immediately if any enemy ships are seen moving.”

There was a long silence as everyone tried to absorb the implications.

"Do they have a sense of when the attack is happening?" asked Miss King.

When, thought Darcy, not if. His heart sank.

"It is still unclear,” said Matlock, folding the letter. “Napoleon would not send resources to the coast if he did not intend to attack, but we still have no idea how fast he will move. We may have to wait for weeks to determine his purpose. For now, we just have to wait. But we need to be prepared to move at any moment. It will give us more time to send for more mages if needed."

He looked at Elizabeth. "We are all counting on Riquer to give us better information."

“I have heard nothing yet.” Her face was strained.

It was too much of a burden to put on one person. Darcy gritted his teeth. If only he was the one with the Mirror Talent! All the feelings of dissatisfaction and unease resurfaced. This time, he knew it was not jealousy. It was a feeling of profound resentment. Why did the whole of the Kingdom have to rely on Riquer for information? Not for the first time, Darcy rued the day that he had captured Riquer outside Founder’s Hall.

Riquer had better not be lying, he thought. Not that there was much he could do about it.

“What now?” said Mr. Bennet.

“We could be asked to leave at any time. Please be prepared.”

Now that the celebratory mood was gone, only the Healers were still interested in playing cards, and before long, most of the Royal Mages had taken their leave and gone to bed.
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The next morning, Elizabeth went outside with a renewed sense of purpose. It was so much more pleasant waiting for Riquer in the morning. At least she could bring a book and read if she wanted, or wander around the garden and smell the roses. She did not have to worry about tripping or falling on uneven ground, either.

If only Darcy would join her! They had, unfortunately, decided it was for the best if he didn’t. Darcy’s antagonism towards Riquer made both of them uncomfortable, and she did not want the discomfort to have an impact on her magic.

In any case, it was a nice change to be alone with her thoughts, which did not happen often. It was, in fact, a lovely morning. The sky was stretched out in clear blue all the way to the horizon, and the sun was like a warm mantle on her head and shoulders. And the good thing was, Elizabeth did not have to worry about Jane. Even though she was asleep when Elizabeth went to see her, the Healer who was with her assured Elizabeth that her sister was on the mend.

Once she heard from Riquer, she would feel more at ease. Lord Grayson’s message had cast a pall on everyone last night, but she was determined to make the best of the time she had left. But until she received something – anything – from Riquer, she was too beset with uncertainties.

Lord Matlock’s reminder last night that everything depended on Riquer had shaken her, because it was not exactly true. Everything depended on both Elizabeth and Riquer, possibly more on her, because of the two, she was the one with the weaker magic. What if Riquer had tried to contact her, but she was incapable of matching his magic. She took up the mirror and stared into it. She was tired of seeing her own image. What if that was all she would ever see?

As if in answer to the question, her image dissolved, and the mirror turned milky, followed by the familiar swooshing sound. Her hands trembling, she uttered a spell and prepared herself to direct her magic. Slowly, another image formed. It was Riquer.

She could barely see him through the mist, and his voice was muffled, but it was undoubtedly him. Not only was he alive, but he was not a traitor. She was giddy with relief, then triumphant. He had contacted her! And he was safe! And she was able to receive his message!

Except that she could not hear what he was saying. His mouth was moving, but only garbled words came out.

She calmed herself and followed the steps Riquer had taught her to receive an image through the mirror.

"Could you repeat what you're saying?"

His words became slightly clearer "— cannot talk — being watched — across from Boulogne — weather – wind mages —" Riquer was saying.

She tried to amplify his voice, using all the techniques he had taught her, but his voice kept fading in and out.

"I cannot hear you properly," she said urgently.

But the mist was swirling, his voice growing fainter. She desperately focused all her energy on magnifying the mirror magic, but his voice only grew more distant.

" —immediately — not delay." Despite all her efforts, the swirling fog was obscuring him.

Then, abruptly, there was only her own face in the mirror, with the blue sky reflecting from behind her.

She sat down with a thump, her mind trying to disentangle what had just happened, her knees weak. But only for a moment. She jumped up in a panic. She had to tell Lord Matlock at once before she forgot something.

She ran inside and addressed the first footman she saw. “Take me to Lord Matlock,” she said. “At once!”

She could not delay for a single second.
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It was ironic that Elizabeth had wanted so much to hear from Riquer, but had never really thought about the implications. Of course, Riquer would only be in touch if he had to give them bad news. He was being watched, and he certainly would not take a huge risk to have a social conversation.

There was no doubt that he was warning them that something was about to happen, but she did not know what it was. Everyone had questioned her, trying to deduce something from the fragmented information she received, but no matter how they tried, they could not make sense out of the warning.

Only one thing was abundantly clear. They had to leave for the coast without delay. Their time at Rosings was over.

***

For most of the night before their departure, Elizabeth stayed in the sick room, sitting beside Jane. She wanted to be with her sister as long as possible. Even though Jane was better, she had not yet recovered, and there was always a possibility something could go wrong.

At some point, Papa came and insisted on taking Elizabeth’s place.

“I have slept a few hours, Lizzy. I would like to spend some time with my daughter.”

Elizabeth was about to object by saying they could both be there, when Mr. Bennet forestalled her.

“In any case, you need your rest, Lizzy. You cannot stay up all night. We do not know what is in store for us tomorrow.”

Reluctantly, she agreed. She had not slept much the last few nights and she was feeling the effects.

She pressed Jane’s fingers lightly. “I will see you in a short while,” she whispered, not wanting to wake her up.

Jane’s eyes opened, and she moved her dry lips in a faint smile. “I’ve put you through so much trouble.” she murmured. “You are all so good to me. I do not deserve it.”

“You deserve it and more,” said Elizabeth, gently. How very like Jane to care about others. “You must promise me not to exert yourself, so you can join us in a day or two. We have arranged to have Mrs. Jenkinson look after you, and she will accompany you to join us once you are recovered enough. I’m sure you will catch up with us in the next few days.”

She looked happy to hear it, but her unhealthy, clammy skin made Elizabeth doubt her own words. Then she chided herself. It was natural that Jane would look poorly when she had been so badly wounded. She was on the mend now and would soon be fully recovered.

Elizabeth rose to her feet, kissed her sister on the brow, and left the room. Bingley was pacing outside the door. Elizabeth had made him go away earlier when he had dozed off and almost fell off his chair.

“You are not supposed to be here,” she remarked.

“I tried to sleep, but I was too restless. How is she?”

“She seems better,” replied Elizabeth, as much for her own sake as for his.

He nodded. “Good.” He stared longingly at the door. “Do you think I could –?” he gestured to the room.

“Of course. You are engaged, are you not?”

He nodded brightly. “Yes. Yes of course.”

“Besides, Papa is in there.”

He bounded inside, and Elizabeth closed the door. In a daze, she made her way to her bedchamber. Miss King and Miss Bingley were both sound asleep. She would do well to emulate them, just in case Riquer chose to contact her in the morning. She had to be sharp and in full control of her magic.

Elizabeth did manage to sleep, but she woke up when Miss King got up.

“Ready to leave?” said Miss King.

“No. It will be so difficult to leave my sister behind.”

“It is only for a few days.” Miss King’s tone was practical.

Elizabeth consoled herself with that.

She went quickly to the sickroom to say goodbye, but Jane was asleep. Elizabeth sat there, taking advantage of the last few minutes, while Mr. Bennet went to refresh himself. Bingley was holding Jane’s hand and looking at it as if he would never let go.

A few minutes later, Miss King knocked at the door to remind Elizabeth that the others were waiting to depart. There was no point in delaying. Elizabeth went out, and a minute later, Bingley emerged, looking as if he had been crying. However, he straightened his shoulders and inclined his head briefly to indicate he was ready to leave.

If it went against the grain for Elizabeth to leave Jane, she could only imagine how much worse it was for Bingley. None of them wanted this. Elizabeth could only hope that, in the end, they would play a useful role, and that she was not abandoning her sister for nothing. Though she felt conflicted even about that. A trip that was not wasted meant they would face battle, something Elizabeth could not wish for at all. It was difficult to know what she wanted, really. If the battle could resolve things, once and for all, then it would be wonderful, and she would sacrifice anything for that. The thought that it might be yet another skirmish with the Imperial Mages – one of many – lowered her spirits, but it could not be helped. Railing against her fate would accomplish nothing.

Meanwhile, as Bingley walked with them to the carriage, Darcy and Elizabeth each sought to console him.

“She will recover, never fear,” said Elizabeth. “The Rochester Healers are excellent.”

Darcy clapped him on the shoulder. “It will all work out. You will see. You just need patience.”

“That is what I do not have. I want to be certain that she will not take a turn for the worse. And I feel like I am abandoning her. I cannot bear the idea of her staying in the room alone.”

“She is not alone,” Elizabeth pointed out. “Mrs. Jenkinson is accustomed to caring for Anne. I am sure she will smother Jane with attention. And Darcy has spoken to the butler. He will ensure one of the maids is with her all the time, and that all her needs are attended to.”

At that point, Lord Matlock called them. “We need to depart immediately.”

Bingley was looking thoroughly downcast.

“Perhaps Bingley should change places with Lord Matlock and go in the other carriage,” suggested Mr. Bennet, hopefully.

“No, Papa. He needs to come with us, just as we already arranged,” said Elizabeth. “We will at least be able to talk to him.”

“It will do no good,” said Mr. Bennet. “He will spend all his time discussing Jane’s health, and thinking of the worst possible outcomes, and we will quickly become as gloomy as he is. Better for him to be with others who might distract him. Better still if he went with the ladies, who would fuss over him. Matlock can come with us.”

“Bingley will travel with us,” said Darcy, in a tone that brooked no argument.
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The next morning, Elizabeth hoped Riquer would contact her again so she could clarify things, but nothing happened. Lord Matlock looked at her expectantly when she came in, but she simply shook her head and hurried to say goodbye to her sister before setting out for Walmer Castle, near the town of Deal.

When she returned to the front of the house, she found Lord Matlock arguing with Lady Catherine. As she drew closer, she discovered, to her absolute astonishment, that Lady Catherine was insisting on coming with them.

“It is clear there are too few of you to hold off an invasion,” she said. “You need my assistance. You need not change any arrangements for the journey itself. I will make my own. I will be taking my own carriage. In any case, I am going to call on a friend on the way. I will meet you at The Three Kings Inn in Deal.”

“As if this is the time to make social calls,” grumbled Lord Matlock. “We are not going on a trip to the seaside, Catherine.”

Lady Catherine merely sniffed before going into her carriage.

The small group of mages set out together this time, since there was no indication that Rosings was being watched. They had learned their lesson from the accident, and despite concerns over propriety, the consensus was that the ladies should not travel alone.

Mr. Bennet, Elizabeth and Darcy traveled in their original conveyance with Bingley joining them. Miss Bingley, Miss King, Lord Matlock and Redmond traveled in a third carriage which they had borrowed from Lady Catherine. Their own carriage had yet not been repaired. Colonel Fitzwilliam went on horseback, since he needed to liaise with his men to receive news from the signal towers.

Just as the footman opened the carriage door and Elizabeth was about to step up, the sound of her name made her turn. It was Anne, running towards them.

“I thought I had missed you! Mrs. Jenkinson tried to stop me from leaving the house, but I managed to slip away.”

She leaned against the carriage and waited to catch her breath. “I just wanted to let you know, Elizabeth, that I will make sure everything is done to make Miss Bennet comfortable. I will not let Mama get up to her old tricks. The maids will follow my instructions. And I will write to you at Walmer and inform you of your sister’s progress.”

“Thank you,” said Elizabeth, resisting the temptation to embrace Anne, not knowing what her reaction might be. “I would welcome that.”

Anne gave them all a curtsey and waved to her mother in the other carriage. Lady Catherine put her head out of the window.

“What are you doing out here, Anne? You will catch your death of a cold. What does Mrs. Jenkinson think she is doing, letting you leave the house like this?”

“It was not her fault. I got away while she was not looking,” said Anne. She exchanged glances with Elizabeth and giggled, then turned to go back.
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Darcy was feeling conflicted about leaving Rosings. Despite everything that had happened, it had been pleasant for him to return to his childhood home. It was not Pemberley, but when he had shown Elizabeth around, it had brought back memories, and he wished he could have stayed longer.

Bingley was the last to climb into the carriage, looking distressed. It was obvious his mind was elsewhere. He was folded in on himself, not looking at anyone else. Darcy wondered if Mr. Bennet had been right. Already, Darcy could feel a heavy gloom settling inside the carriage.

Mr. Bennet caught Darcy’s eye and sent a purposeful glance towards Bingley. Darcy ignored it and looked out of the window.

However, as soon as the carriage began to move, Bingley suddenly jumped up and thumped on the roof for the coachman to stop.

“I can’t,” he said. “I can’t just leave when I don’t know if she will recover. I have to be with her. I am very sorry. I will try to catch up with you as soon as possible, but for now, I know my place is here with Jane.”

Darcy struggled against a sense of outrage. Bingley remaining behind with Jane felt like a defection. That he had chosen to stay with Miss Bennet rather than supporting the Royal Mages felt like a betrayal. How could he do such a thing when they might be facing the biggest danger since the war had begun?

It sat ill with Darcy, and he made sure to tell Bingley so. “Are you seriously planning to stay behind?” he said. “How can you be so irresponsible?”

“How is that any different from earlier, when you wanted to go to Pemberley with your Janus Twin and abandon us all to our fate? Or a year ago, when you actually stormed off to Pemberley because you quarreled with the Council? About Elizabeth, no less.”

“That was different,” growled Darcy. “You cannot compare the two situations. We were not facing an invasion when I proposed the idea of going to Pemberley with my wife.”

“You do not believe these rumors of an invasion. And you have said it multiple times yourself already. Neither does the Council. That is why they only sent a handful of us.”

“A handful of the best,” said Darcy. “You were selected for a reason.”

“As is my sister, who is the best Conjurer we have, and is fortunate enough to have three Talents rather than two. I know we are important to the mission. You do not need to remind me. But sometimes you must make choices.” He took a deep, shuddering breath. “Jane was there for me when I was ill. I will not leave her until I am certain she is out of the woods.”

He gave Darcy a look that pleaded for understanding. There was guilt there, and desperation. Darcy glimpsed his own feelings mirrored in his friend’s eyes. “With the help of the Rochester Healers, Miss Bennet is healing rapidly. The moment I know she is out of danger, I will catch up with you. You will all probably be lounging around the beaches kicking at the sand when I arrive. You will be happy to see me because you will be bored, and there will be no Napoleon in sight.”

Darcy thought of Elizabeth, her love of long walks, and her eagerness to see the sea. The prospect of spending some time alone with her revived his spirits. Bingley was right. It might all come to nothing, but meanwhile, Darcy would take advantage of the opportunity to be with Elizabeth as much as possible.

“I sincerely hope so,” said Darcy. “And you are right. Take care of the young lady who is so dear to you. I hope she will be well enough to join us as well.”

Bingley grinned. “I can’t tell you how relieved I am that you understand. I have been feeling dreadful. I know you disapprove of my choice, but sometimes it is important to take care of the ones we love.”

He jumped out of the carriage, and before anyone could stop him, he disappeared into the house, leaving the three of them looking aghast.

“Shouldn’t we tell Matlock?” said Elizabeth.

“Of course not,” said Mr. Bennet. “It will only delay us, and I have no intention of dragging Bingley back to the carriage kicking and screaming.” He knocked twice to order the coachman to resume the journey.

Darcy was too stunned by Bingley’s sudden disappearance to react. Ever since he had first discovered Bingley’s Talent and brought him to the Academy, Bingley had been an easy-going person who was happy to oblige, never taking a stand about anything. For him to suddenly do something like this!

Darcy was shaken to the core.

“Why?” he said.

He was not even aware he had said the words out loud until Elizabeth answered.

“Because he has been placed in an impossible position. Just when the two of them have found their love, it has been snatched away.” She looked down at her hands. “That was what had happened to us as well.”

Her words struck a chord inside him. He understood what she meant, only too well. Only a few days ago, Darcy himself was willing to do something similar. Now, seeing it happening to someone else, Darcy realized why Elizabeth had hesitated about going to Pemberley. Love was a powerful and valuable feeling, but so were loyalty and duty.

Only now did Darcy truly comprehend what was at stake. What kind of gentleman would Darcy have been, if he walked away and left the fate of the Kingdom in the hands of someone else? How could he ever look his children in the eyes and accept that he had abandoned the other mages at their hour of need?

He glanced at Elizabeth. She meant everything to him. She was his whole world. He would do anything to be able to spend time with her, alone, to make her happy, to live the life he had dreamed of.

His heart constricted painfully. Almost anything. There was one thing he could not do, not for her, not for Pemberley, not for the sake of his family legacy.

He could not walk away from doing everything he could to defeat Napoleon.


Chapter 20
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Elizabeth was thankful at least that they did not have to share a carriage with Lady Catherine. They were gloomy enough company without her, even now that Bingley was gone. They all had too much on their minds. Elizabeth was preoccupied with Jane, but also with Riquer’s message and what she could do next time to make her magic stronger.

After a long period in which nobody spoke, however, she could take it no longer.

“Who was it that claimed we would be more cheerful without Bingley?” she said. “Was it you, Papa? I cannot imagine three gloomier people. We shall suffer in silence all the way to Walmer Castle.”

Darcy put his arm around her. “I will not allow it,” he said, in his most arrogant tone.

A few months again, Elizabeth might have thought he was serious. Now she simply laughed.

“And how do you intend to stop me?”

He cast a quick glance at Mr. Bennet. “I suppose I could tickle you.” He gave a little demonstration. Elizabeth giggled.

“Now, now, children. Remember I am here.” Mr. Bennet wagged his finger at them, as though they were indeed children, but he regarded Darcy with a mix of amusement and surprise.

How very different Darcy was now from that statue she had encountered on her first day at Founder’s Hall! It delighted her to see that being together had made him more spontaneous and livelier, despite all the troubles they had encountered.

Taking a leaf from his book, Elizabeth began to tickle him back. He writhed and chortled, and Elizabeth found it a truly wonderful sight to behold.

They could not tickle each other all the way to the coast, however.

“Do we have a deck of cards?” she said, “or something else to amuse us?”

“I have something,” said Darcy, with a flash of humor in his eyes. He searched under the seat and promptly produced a copy of The Compendium of Spells.

Elizabeth groaned loudly. “From the frying pan into the fire! I wish I didn’t say anything!”

Mr. Bennet regarded the book with mock distaste. “Not that fusty old manual! Throw it out of the window, Lizzy!”

Darcy smiled ruefully. “I know, I know. But it would be a good idea to revise some of the spells.” He looked at Mr. Bennet. “Especially since by your own admission you have forgotten some of them.”

“I still think we should throw it out of the window,” Mr. Bennet declared.

Elizabeth gave Darcy a resigned look. “I suppose you will hound us until we do it,” she said. “Papa, we may as well give in with good grace. When it comes to The Compendium, Darcy will never back down.”

Her words were proven true when it turned out that Darcy, in his usual methodical way, had already earmarked some of the spells that might be useful to Ward against Napoleon’s mages. There were Confinement spells, Restraining Spells and Repelling spells.

They covered them, prompting Mr. Bennet when he tried unsuccessfully to recall them. She had to admit it was a helpful exercise, and she resolved to practice the ones her father did not know with him. In the heat of battle, it might be crucial to know the same ones.

Then, to her astonishment, Darcy turned to the back of the book, where he had written in a new spell. As he read it out, she realized it was the spell Elizabeth had used to smother the fireball that had almost destroyed Founder’s Hall.

“How did you know it?” she said.

“You told me, when I asked.”

She did not recall doing so, but it flattered her to think he had gone to the trouble.

“It is your very own spell. You should give it a name.”

“Snuffing Spell,” said Elizabeth, readily.

“That evokes the image of someone snorting snuff,” said Mr. Bennet. “The effect would be to make someone sneeze.”

“Very well. Let us call it the Smothering Spell.”

This time it was Darcy who objected. “That suggests it can be used to smother an enemy.”

Elizabeth grinned. “Very well, then. How about a spell for Stifling Fire?”

The objections were even louder this time. After that, everyone tried to come up with a name, but none of them seemed to work. In the end, all three of them threw up their hands in surrender.

“I would never have imagined coming up with a name was so difficult,” said Elizabeth. “I wonder how the mages were able to come up with all the original names.”

“Many of them were monks in monasteries with plenty of time on their hands,” replied Mr. Bennet. “They probably contemplated for months before deciding on each name.”

They all laughed.

“To come back to Elizabeth’s spell – which shall remain nameless – perhaps we should all memorize it.”

Elizabeth reflected on the fireball she had managed to stifle. The French mages had built it up very slowly before stoking the fire inside it.

“I do not believe that spell will be particularly useful. I used it on a very large fireball that hovered over the Hall for a while. If the French attack the beach, they will be more likely to use something fast-moving. I think our best option would be to use Containment Wards for those. The spells are short and take effect quickly.”

They discussed which spells would be most useful for some time, until the scenery changed and the view outside occupied their attention.
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As their party drew closer and closer to the coast, Elizabeth’s glum reflections shifted to anticipation. She had never seen the sea, and she could barely contain her excitement that she was finally going to fulfill a childhood dream of hers.

“Have you been to the sea?” she asked Darcy.

“I went twice to Ramsgate when my parents were alive,” he replied. “And I went another time with a group of other mages to Brighton.”

“Is the sea truly impressive?”

He chuckled. “I’m not sure what you mean by impressive, but on a sunny day, it can be considered beautiful."

She gave his arm a little shove. “Why can’t you give me a straight answer for once? Tell me what you think."

"I am not good at this, Elizabeth,” said Darcy. “I could never be a poet. Surely you have read many descriptions of the sea by writers far more capable of describing it than I am."

"But I want your opinion. If I asked you to describe Pemberley, would I be satisfied with a historical account?"

“That is not the same, and you know it. Very well. I will do what I can.” His brows furrowed in concentration. "I find the sea disconcerting and changeable. On a calm day, it is smooth as a lake. Then a few hours later, it turns gray and turbulent. I distrust it." His eyes wrinkled. "There, I have told you what I think. Are you satisfied?"

Elizabeth was pleased that he was at least trying. It would not hurt to push him, surely. “What about the sand? Are the grains as fine as they say they are?”

He sighed. “I see you are determined to torment me. It depends on the beach. At Ramsgate, I would not say the sand was fine. I remember it being coarse and brown. It rubs against your skin and steals into your boots and clothing. But I loved building sandcastles and splashing in the water, so I was happy.”

It was a rare glimpse into Darcy’s childhood with his parents, and she wanted to take it further. “Did your parents object to the sand?”

“The nursery maid usually cleaned me up before I was ushered in to see them,” he said.

“They did not come down to the beach with you?”

He shot her a puzzled look. “Why would they?”

“I thought that is why they went to Ramsgate. What did they do there, then?”

“They walked along the promenade in the evenings during the fashionable hour and attended balls and card games. Mama had milky white skin, and I remember her fussing when she was exposed to the sun. She did not want to acquire freckles.”

Elizabeth had a sudden picture of a lonely boy playing on the beach with no other company than the nurse-maids.

“Wickham went with us, once,” Darcy said, as if in response to her thoughts. “He kept kicking down my castles every time I rebuilt them.”

“That is exactly what I would have expected,” she said, thinking of that little boy, stoically building a new castle only to have it kicked down.

“But in Brighton, there is no sand. The beaches are shingle, with round pebbles of different colors.”

“No sandcastles?”

Darcy smiled. “I was too old for sandcastles when I went. I was there to build wards for the Prince Regent’s palace.”

The intrusion of the Prince Regent on the conversation changed Elizabeth’s mood. She had not forgiven herself for being too naïve to see what the prince was up to, and she did not want to go back to considering her shortcomings in Mirror Magic. She preferred to look forward to the sea.

“I have always wanted to go to the sea. When I was a young child, I used to imagine that a dolphin would come to the shore and carry me away on some grand adventure.”

Mr. Bennet chose this moment to wake up. "If I knew you were longing to see the sea so much, I would have arranged for us to take up lodgings in Ramsgate," he said.

"You would not, Papa," she replied, playfully. "I begged you many times, but you always refused to leave your library. You have always avoided travel whenever possible. You only go to London when you have business, or in order to acquire a book."

Mr. Bennet shrugged. "There is something to be said for the comforts of home." He looked out of the window. "I hope for your sake the weather is sunny when we arrive there. But I doubt it. Clouds are rolling in from the northwest, and the wind is picking up.”

“How do you know?” said Elizabeth, surprised. “Do you have some Arcane ability to predict the direction of the wind?”

“No, merely the powers of deduction.” Mr. Bennet pointed to a weathervane. “And I can tell you from now. There is a storm coming. I doubt you will be able to see much of the sea.”
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His words were prophetic. To Elizabeth’s dismay, as they drew closer to the coast, the weather took a turn for the worse. The wind began to gust, shaking the carriage as if in fury. Mr. Bennet set up a protective spell to encompass the carriages and prevent the dampness from seeping inside. She pressed her nose against the window to catch her first glimpse of the sea, but she could barely see anything with the rain lashing at the window. A barrier of gray obscured her view. Vaguely, she caught a glimpse of white froth that she supposed were the crests of the waves.

When they stopped at The Three Kings Inn in Deal to freshen up and change horses, they had to run inside to escape the rain. Their traveling companions were already there, as were Lord Grayson and Lord Harcourt, who bowed and inquired about Jane’s health.

They gathered around a fire, which had been lit for the purpose of drying their wet clothes, exclaiming over the howling storm.

Then Elizabeth heard a voice she had hoped never to hear again. Lady Catherine walked in, followed by another lady who looked wretchedly familiar. Lady Alice Enright.

There was a stunned reaction. Redmond did not know how to react to the sudden appearance of his aunt. He turned red and kept his eyes on the floor.

Lord Matlock was the first to recover. “What are you doing here?”

“I am here to see my nephew,” she said, indicating poor Redmond, who looked as if he wished the floor would swallow him up. “Am I not entitled to see my family? Even a prisoner is allowed visitors.”

Matlock turned to Lady Catherine. “This is your doing! What were you thinking? This woman is wanted for treason.”

“Arrest her!” said Darcy. He remembered only too well his last encounter with her. She could have killed him. He cast a look at Elizabeth, who nodded, ready to do battle.

“You can try,” she said, with a smile full of malice. She turned to Lord Matlock. “I assume you are in charge here. I have come to offer my services.”

“Much as we appreciate the gesture, Darcy is right.” said Lord Matlock, “You have been convicted of treason and I am authorized to arrest you.”

“Hogwash! You can hand me over to be tried after I’ve assisted you in fighting off the enemy. Rumors are that an attack is imminent.” She looked them over. “What is wrong with the Council? Do they really think this bedraggled group can defeat an army of Napoleon’s mages?”

“You want to join us? A traitor? Do you seriously think I will simply allow you to rejoin the Royal Mages after everything you have done?”

“I have never been a traitor to the Kingdom. I disagree with the Royal Mages's policies. That does not make me a traitor.” Her gaze turned towards Mr. Bennet. “Any more than it made him a traitor. If you must accuse anyone, you would have to accuse him.”

She turned back to Darcy. “You have never been a fool. If you fight with me, you may be injured. At the very least, your magic will be drained. Neither of those possibilities are desirable just before facing a battle. There are so few of you as it is, and your chances of success are slim. When Catherine told me what was happening, I decided to join her and to offer my services. I am one of the most powerful mages in the Kingdom. Perhaps the most powerful individually, Lord Matlock. Even better than you are.”

She held up her hand as Elizabeth started to speak. “You do show a great deal of promise, Mrs. Darcy, but you are not my equal, not without your Twin. Perhaps once you have lived as long as I have, you may become as powerful, but it will take time.”

“I was not about to argue that point,” said Elizabeth. “I have no intention of trying to prove who is the greatest mage of them all. What concerns me is that you tried to kill my husband. Do you really think I would trust you to fight next to me? How do I know you will not stab us in the back, when you have already tried to destroy us twice?”

“I had good reasons. I still believe in them.” She did not even pretend to be penitent. “But when it comes to fighting Napoleon, we are on the same side.”

She was certainly convincing, but she had used Persuasion magic on others before. Was this what she was doing?

Lady Alice looked around at everyone in the room. “You need me. You cannot deny it. And if it helps you make up your mind, I will give you my word that I will hand myself in after the battle. You can bind it in magic, if you wish.”

“If you give me your word as a lady,” said Mr. Bennet, unexpectedly, “that is enough for me.”

Darcy shot Bennet an angry look. Bennet had not seen the trouble Lady Alice had caused. He had not been at Netherfield. Was she weaving a spell around him as she had done with Lord Sudbury? She had stolen Sudbury’s magic.

“Very well,” said Lord Matlock. Clearly his uncle was taking a more easy-going approach.

“I disagree completely,” said Darcy. “You are all witnesses to that. It is a risk we cannot afford.”

“Do not allow your pride to come in the way of the Kingdom’s need,” said Lady Alice. “In any case, you cannot stop me. I will simply show up in the midst of battle and then what will you do?”

Darcy seethed, but she was right. There was nothing they could do to stop her. And as much as he hated to admit it, they really did need Lady Alice Enright.
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They left the inn shortly afterward for Walmer Castle. As they took their places in the carriage, Darcy did not utter a word. Elizabeth could see he was struggling to hold his temper in check. The muscles in his jaw were moving, and his hands were gripping the edge of the seat tightly. He sat in the corner, his eyes stormy, staring outside.

She did not blame him, and she was grateful that he was doing his best not to quarrel with her father. It had all been a big shock. Lady Alice’s arrival had unnerved her badly, but her father’s intervention in Lady Alice’s favor had made things even worse.

It was up to Elizabeth to address the matter. “Why did you do that, Papa? Why did you have to accept her word?” she said. “Do you even know what she did to us?”

“I know exactly what she did to you. Lord Matlock informed me at the time.”

When Elizabeth looked surprised, Mr. Bennet gave a satisfied smirk. “Of course I kept an eye on you even when I was away. Lord Matlock has been an important ally.” He grew serious. “I accepted Lady Alice’s word because, despite her unpleasant ways, I know her to always stick to her convictions, no matter how bad they are. If she gives her word, she will honor it. Honor is important to her.”

“How do you know her so well?”

“She was an apprentice at the same Academy I was at. We are the same age.”

“And you like her?”

“No. I dislike her intensely. I would even go as far as saying I loathe her.”

Elizabeth did not know what to say to that. It all seemed too entangled. Or perhaps the strain of the last few days was catching up with her.

“Nevertheless, I believe her when she says she is here to help,” added Mr. Bennet.

“Enough! I no longer want to discuss the matter,” said Elizabeth. “I was so looking forward to glimpsing the sea, but it has all gone very wrong.”

She fought back the bile in her throat. After everything that had happened with Jane and Riquer and now Lady Alice, she did not want to fight her father as well.

Sensing her distress, Darcy unfolded himself from his seat and came to sit next to her.

"I am sorry your first experience of the sea has been unpleasant, my love. As you may recall, I did say I did not trust the sea," said Darcy.

Elizabeth had the feeling he was talking about a lot more than the sea.


Chapter 21
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In agreeable weather, they could have walked to Walmer Castle, but today, it was out of the question. They were soon there, and the castle appeared as a dark blur through the downpour. Once they stepped out, Elizabeth’s first impression was of a squat, round building with dark, weathered stone, and small Tudor windows. To enter it, they had to cross a dry moat. There was some comfort in knowing that it had stood since it was built by Henry VII.

Defying a forceful squall, Elizabeth paused on the moat and filled her lungs with the strange tangy sea air, before Darcy pulled her out of the rain and inside.

“You will have time to experience the sea tomorrow, or the day after,” he shouted into her ear. “No need to make your clothes wet again.”

He was right, of course. The castle would undoubtedly be damp, and trying to dry wet clothes under these conditions would be very difficult. She hoped their luggage would arrive soon. She would need to change quickly. It had been irresponsible of her not to run inside. But how could she possibly resist her first taste of the sea?

As they all gathered inside, they were welcomed by an officer who introduced himself as Captain Laker.

“The Lord Warden of Walmer Castle -- Lord Liverpool -- is unfortunately not here to welcome you, due to other obligations.”

Elizabeth laughed along with everyone else. As the Prime Minister, Lord Liverpool had other priorities.

“For those of you who aren’t familiar with military history, Walmer Castle is one of three forts built here in Deal by Henry the VIII to protect the Kingdom from invasion. All of them have the same structure, which is roughly in the shape of a rose. That should make it easier for you to orient yourself. I would be happy to take you around tomorrow, if you are interested. You might also wish to enjoy the gardens,” he paused as the wind let out a particularly mournful howl, “—depending on the weather, of course! The niece of the former Warden, Lady Hester Stanhope, was responsible for creating them.”

“But for now, you will be shown to your rooms while dinner is prepared.”

The housekeeper, Mrs. Dixon, was an amiable lady. Elizabeth had expected the furnishings to be sparse, but she quickly discovered that Lord Wardens enjoyed their luxuries.

Mrs. Dixon showed Elizabeth to a well-appointed but small room with blue paneling, and apologized for not providing an adjoining bed chamber with Mr. Darcy.

“It being a military building, it is not set up for House parties,” she explained. “If we’d had more advance notice, I might have made other arrangements, but it being so sudden—. Still, Mr. Darcy’s room is right next door, after that alcove – when you want to find him.”

She gave Elizabeth a knowing look.

Elizabeth blushed. If only it were that simple! “Very kind of you, Mrs. Dixon.”

“It is an honor. It is not often that we are visited by a Janus Mage. Let me know if you need anything at all. I suppose you would like hot water. I will send it up at once.”

Elizabeth was grateful for the warm welcome, especially after her difficulties at Rosings. The first thing she did was go to the window to see if it faced the sea, but there was nothing to see.
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The conversation over dinner revolved around preparations in case of an attack. Captain Laker had been there when Napoleon had plotted to cross the Channel, and they were all eager to hear his perspective and gather as much information as they could.

“Napoleon’s success has come from doing the unexpected. It is true that his last attempt was a miserable failure, but you must not forget, he did not carry out an invasion. He was defeated by the Royal Navy. But he has continued to express his determination to ‘jump the ditch’ as he calls it. He has been collecting all kinds of mages over the years, and we cannot discount anything at this point.”

“Fortunately, it is universally known that mages cannot perform magic over large bodies of water,” said Mr. Bennet, “so he will still have to rely on conventional methods of attack to bring the mages over.”

“True. We have the elements on our side. It would be foolish to attempt it. The winds are not favorable, the currents are unpredictable. Add to that, the treacherous waters around Goodwin Sands,” said the captain. “Part of the role of the garrison here is to deal with salvage operations, and we are constantly being called out. Ships are constantly flailing.” He leaned back and sighed. “Still, Napoleon has had years to plan this, and he will have learned from his mistakes.”

An uneasy silence fell on the group as they contemplated the officer’s statement.

“Does anyone have an estimate of how many mages Napoleon would be sending over if he invades?” Lady Alice asked.

“We have no idea.” Lord Matlock drummed his fingers against the table. “Riquer has told us previously there are around two thousand Imperial Mages scattered around the Continent.” He turned to Elizabeth. “Perhaps you could ask Riquer to give you an estimate next time you talk?”

Elizabeth nodded. “It is not always possible to ask questions, and the mirror connection is weak, but I will do my best.”

“If Napoleon sends half that number,” said Lord Harcourt, “we will struggle to stop them. Look at the damage a handful of Imperial Mages caused when they attacked the Guild Hall and Founder’s Hall. Imagine what it will be like with even fifty well-organized mages with a plan.”

“He will not risk too many mages on the Channel.” Captain Laker’s confidence was convincing. “They are defenseless on the water. When he ordered a practice crossing before, he lost scores of soldiers to the waves, as well as boats.”

“And with our Wards pushing the mages back,” said Darcy, “they will not be able to land. We have two sets of Janus mages on our side. Our Wards are strong, so is our Elemental magic.”

Captain Laker agreed. “Exactly.”

“In any case,” said Matlock. “If Riquer confirms to Mrs. Darcy that the French are about to attack, we will request reinforcements from the Rochester Academy. I have already dispatched a letter to prepare them, as well as to Rosings to ask some of the Healers to join us here.”

Elizabeth hoped they would not abandon Jane. She would just have to trust Anne to ensure that her sister was taken care of.

“It would be good to have more numbers,” said Darcy. “And I am looking forward to meeting some of the mages from Rochester.” He turned to Captain Laker. “However, I would like to hear your thoughts on how we should set up our preparations.”

At that point, Elizabeth stood up. “I will leave you to your discussion. I need to be outside, in case Riquer tries to contact me.”

Darcy rose. “I will walk you to the door.”

“I am still not convinced that Napoleon will attack,” he said. “From everything Captain Laker said, it is impossible. The Channel defends itself against intruders without our help.” He leaned over for a quick kiss. She was happy to oblige.

“We may find ourselves going to Pemberley after all.” He murmured.

Elizabeth laughed. “I do not quite share your optimism. I suspect it is the excellent brandy that is talking. However, I certainly hope you’re right.”

“I am usually right,” he said.

She rolled her eyes and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

“Go and enjoy your brandy, husband. The boatmen outside went to a great deal of trouble to smuggle it for you.”

She did not have the luxury of staying inside. She had to brave the storm to wait for Riquer.

As two of the soldiers opened the latticed portcullis for her, the stinging rain brought with it a salty tang. She could not venture outside to the drawbridge. The wind would have knocked her down. She settled for standing just inside with the door open, though she fretted that if he reached out to her, she would not hear him.

Fortunately, he did not.
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At breakfast the next morning, an express letter arrived. The soldier approached Elizabeth and handed it to her on a silver salver. Taken aback, she took it and turned it over, examining the unfamiliar seal, and overcome by a sense of dread. She could only imagine one person writing to her.

When she opened it, the signature was just as she expected.

“It is from Miss de Bourgh,” she said, trying to control the trembling of her hands.

“Why would my daughter write to you?” said Lady Catherine, sounding outraged. “There must be some mistake. That letter must be addressed to me.”

Elizabeth was too agitated to answer. She stood up, excusing herself. A part of her mind registered that Lady Catherine was insisting on seeing the letter, but Elizabeth was too worried about Jane to care. She ran to her room, where she could read it in peace.

A moment later, there was a knock on the door. “It is me, Darcy.”

“Come in.”

She was glad he was with her, in case it was bad news. Now that it had come down to it, she was frightened to read the letter.

“Do you want me to read it first?” said Darcy, gently.

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and prepared to face whatever Anne had to say.

“Thank you for offering, but I will read it myself.”

Dear Mrs. Darcy,

I am writing to let you know that Miss Jane Bennet is recuperating, thanks to the Rochester Healers’ efforts. Her leg is still paining her, but she has improved enough to be able to sit up in bed for a short time and eat some broth.

Unless something unexpected happens, the Healers are saying they will expect her to recover her strength in a few days. It will take some time for her leg to heal, obviously, but they are optimistic that she will be able to walk eventually. Most of the Rochester Healers have departed, but they left one behind, just in case.

Meanwhile, I hope Napoleon will take one look at the fearsome Royal Mages and run as fast as possible.

Your friend,

Anne

Elizabeth dropped the letter into her lap. Her throat was tight with emotion. She was relieved that Jane was doing well and was touched by Anne’s kindness.

“Anything the matter?” said Darcy, alarmed by her silence.

“No. All is well. It was so good of your cousin to write to me. I did not expect it.”

She handed him the letter. He read it quickly. As he reached the end, he let out a huge breath.

“Why, this is excellent news, my love!” he said.

“We must still exercise caution. Anything can happen, of course.”

“Naturally, but this is much better than I would have expected.”

The news was starting to sink in. Jane was safe! The Healers were confident she would heal! Her sense of relief made her giddy. It was real! Jane would pull through!

She threw her arms around Darcy and kissed him, joy bubbling up inside her.

“I am so happy!” She did a little pirouette across the room.

“I am very glad, my love,” he said, his eyes following her, a wide grin on his face. “You might want to let your father know. He was looking anxious when you left the breakfast table.”

She struck her brow with her hand. “Oh! Goodness. Yes! I had quite forgotten Papa! Thank you for reminding me. I will go at once and give him the good news.”
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Needless to say, Mr. Bennet was overjoyed to read Anne’s letter. He even went as far as smiling at Lady Alice, who met his inexplicable friendliness with suspicion. Meanwhile, Lady Catherine demanded to see whose name was on the letter, still insisting Anne must have written to her. However, she was forced to be satisfied when she saw Elizabeth’s name written in a sprawling hand on the envelope.

“Anne would have had the best handwriting among my acquaintances,” she remarked. “She would have been a true proficient if she did not tire easily when gripping the pen. It is unfortunate that her illness prevents her from pursuing her interest in calligraphy.”

“As long as she is able to pen a letter and express herself effectively, surely that is all that matters, Aunt Catherine.” Darcy could not help himself from pointing it out, especially since Elizabeth was rolling her eyes in the corner.

Lady Catherine gave him a dour look, but he was in too good a mood to let that bother him.

“Now, if you will excuse us, we would like to take advantage of the sunshine while it lasts. We are going to discover the castle gardens. We have heard so much about Lady Hester’s improvements, I for one would like to see them. Please send someone for us once work on the Wards begins, Mr. Bennet.”

“Certainly.”

Darcy put out his arm to Elizabeth. “Shall we go and explore Lady Hester’s gardens, Mrs. Darcy?”

“I would be delighted.”

Darcy tucked her arm under his and they set out to enjoy the open air.

It was, indeed, exactly what Elizabeth said: delightful. The grounds were extensive. Lady Hester had made use of a chalk pit to create meandering paths and steps through evergreens. The trees and hedges glistened with rain. It afforded them a sense of privacy in a castle full of mages and soldiers.

Walking outdoors with hope gave him a renewed feeling of vitality. He felt a renewed sense of hope. They had been given a chance to be together, away from the stifling demands of the Hall. On such a peaceful day, with the sun shining out of a pure sky, it seemed impossible that Napoleon was planning anything.

“I still think it is all a false alarm. Until then, we can think of it as a holiday. Then, before we know it, we will be back in Founders’ Hall, and we can set out for Pemberley.”
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Elizabeth did not have quite as much faith in the idea as Darcy did. She had spoken to Riquer, and it was obvious he was not his usual self. His manner of speaking was urgent. She did not, however, mention anything to Darcy, who would very likely dismiss anything Riquer said on principle.

When it happened, they would deal with it. For now, what was the harm in pretending to themselves that all was well? Going to Pemberley might seem like an unreachable aspiration, but they could still daydream about it. She needed to imagine a different life. It distracted her from thinking about what was going to happen in the next few days.

As for being alone with Darcy...

She cast him a sidelong glance. She could not wait to discover the joys of marriage with him.

“When we go to Pemberley. What will we do with ourselves all day?” she asked with a smile. “We are accustomed to having our days full of activity. How will we occupy ourselves?”

Darcy wagged his eyebrows. “I can think of some ways.”

She blushed. “Surely not the whole day?”

“Not the whole day. We will need to eat sometimes.”

She did not know where to look. She felt both hot and cold as she tried to imagine what it would be like to spend most of the day in Darcy’s arms.

Darcy chuckled. “It is rare to see you so abashed. I will not tease you further. You will find out what I mean soon enough.”

At that moment, a gardener with a wheelbarrow came around the corner and Darcy quickly changed the conversation.

“You need not worry about how you will fill your days, Elizabeth. Pemberley is very extensive. Believe me, running an estate of that size will occupy much of our time. There are tenants to take care of, repairs to oversee and crops to harvest. And we will, of course, be hosting events and visiting our neighbors.”

“But how is it that all these years you have been away, someone else has managed the estate?”

“My steward consults me often,” said Darcy. “And don’t forget, the house has been closed, so of course, things have been very quiet there. It will be different when the house is inhabited. There will be many decisions to be made.”

Beyond organizing dinners and deciding on the menu, Elizabeth found it hard to see how her input would be needed.

“I will probably leave most of the household tasks to the housekeeper, since she has been doing them for years without me,” said Elizabeth. “But I would like to discover more about the estate and the tenants.”

“If that is truly where your interests lie, the first thing you will need to do is learn how to ride. Pemberley is too big for you to go around on foot, and, away from the main roads, it will be difficult to move around in a carriage.”

“Is it bigger than Rosings?”

“Definitely bigger. Sheep are a part of the estate, and they need room to graze. Some of the land is moorland. Some of it is untamed, full of crags and rocks and caves. You will love the peaks around Pemberley, and the bluebell woods in the spring. We will walk together to Lambton to buy you lace and ribbons. And we will dip our feet in the river Derwent when it is hot.”

At this moment in time, it sounded idyllic, and she felt an intense longing to be there. “I think I would like that very much.”

He wrapped his arm around her waist and drew her to him. She breathed in his scent, thrilling at their closeness.

“We will be there soon, my love. Very soon,” he whispered, and she allowed herself to believe it.


Chapter 22
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The next day, after they had worked on reinforcing the Wards around the castle and on the beach, they found themselves once again at liberty to spend time together. This time, since the weather was amenable, they set out to walk on the high path above the beach.

The evening was theirs to enjoy. Elizabeth slipped her hand under Darcy’s elbow and they set out on the path along the grassy boundary of the sharp cliff. The sea was so close she fancied she could feel the spray on her skin. The wind whipped at her ringlets, sending strands to the edge of her lips. She put up her hand to move them away, but Darcy was there before her.

“Let me help you,” he said, hooking a finger gently into the wayward strands. The light touch seared into her skin, and she leaned into him, her breath catching. An immense longing for him seized her and she looked at him. Shadows were whirling in her eyes, and she shivered.

Aware of the watchful eyes of soldiers and mages on the parapets above them, she had to content herself with hooking her arm in his.

“Do you think we could go down and walk on the beach? I would like to be close to the sea.”

They left the main path, making their way down. The pebbles looked round and smooth, but they felt jagged under their feet. Darcy offered her his arm and they both picked their way gingerly towards the water, the stones sliding and moving apart, making it difficult to walk. Clinging to each other, they laughed at their clumsiness.

The heavy air settled on her clothes and skin. The waves were a rhythm to dance to. The water drummed against the pebbles, over and over. Elizabeth delighted in the unfamiliar music. It invoked something primitive in her, an impulse to run to the sea and stamp on the shore along with the waves. There was a fierce magic to it. She wished she was an Elemental mage so she could connect with it.

"I wish I could take off my shoes," she said. “I want to feel the waves.”

"Your wish is my command," said Darcy. He knelt on the shingle and gently undid her half-boots. She laughed in protest.

"What are you doing? I am perfectly capable of doing it myself."

"Allow me to do something that will give you pleasure."

He put the nankeen boots behind them, out of the way of the tide, and then carefully, slowly, peeled off her right stocking. His hand cradled her ankle, making sure she kept her balance. The touch of his fingers sent ripples of head across her skin. Then he slowly peeled off the other stocking, his fingers brushing against her knee. She splayed her fingers against his shoulders as her legs grew unsteady.

She laughed again, this time in embarrassment, fully aware they were in plain view of the castle. Not that she was doing anything wrong. Darcy was her husband, and she told herself they had the right to a stolen moment together. It made her feel deliciously daring, even as she worried someone would see them.

"Darcy," she said, breathlessly. She could not bear it.

Somehow, he understood her. His gaze grazed over the exposed skin of her thigh before he put down her foot with obvious reluctance.

Flustered by his attention, she lost her balance. The pebbles gave way under her. She waved her hands like a windmill as she began to topple. Darcy caught her by the waist and held her tight. She closed her eyes and brought her face up towards him, a sunflower seeking the sun. His lips skimmed hers, a touch full of reverence. She wanted to deepen it, to discover more, but he pulled away.

“Not now. Not yet,” he said, his voice rugged. “I—cannot. It would not be wise.”

She nodded, trying to calm the tempest inside her. Carefully, holding onto his arm, she braved the stones and made her way to the water. The waves came towards her as if she had called them, and crawled over her. She jumped back with a gasp. The water was colder than she expected.

“That was not a good idea,” she said, blithely.

“No, but you needed to experience it.” Smiling warmly, he gave her his handkerchief. “You will have to make do with this.”

She sat down awkwardly. Darcy looked towards the horizon while she dried herself and put her stockings and boots back on. He did not try to help her this time. She was both amused and gratified that he had to struggle to avoid temptation.

When she was finished, they withdrew further up the beach, safe from the advancing tide. They stood looking out as the sun cast the last of its rays on the rippling water, shoulder to shoulder, hands entwined, listening to the breathing of the sea as it made its way through the pebbles and retreated.
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It had been an unsettling day, thought Darcy, as they all returned to their chambers after dinner. As the various Royal mages disappeared into their sleeping quarters, Darcy hung back, reluctant to leave Elizabeth.

“I need to freshen up before I go out again for my Mirror magic,” she remarked with a sigh.

She turned as she opened the door and blew him a kiss. A kiss! As if he could be satisfied with a kiss! Not for the first time, he considered tossing his inhibitions out of the window. His senses were still tingling from their encounter on the beach. He had to draw on every ounce of willpower to stop himself from following her.

No doubt his cousin Richard would laugh if he saw him standing there staring at the door and call him a fool for holding back. Perhaps he was.

One of these days he would give in, but it was not going to happen today.

He went into his own bed chamber and, sitting on his bed, he took off his Hussian boots and tossed them carelessly away. Then, recalling he had no valet to pick up after him, he rose in his stockinged feet and picked them up, arranging them neatly next to each other. He had already noticed that the Royal Mages’ unanticipated arrival meant the housekeeper did not have time to hire the extra servants the castle needed. He did not want to add to their already heavy burden by throwing his things all over the room.

A scream from the room next to his sent his heart thundering. There was no mistaking Elizabeth's voice. Had an Imperial mage attacked her? Sheer terror had him tearing open the door and sprinting to her room.

He tried to open the door, but it was locked. He rattled the door handle, panic setting in, and scrambled for a spell which would blow the door open. As he began to utter the first words, Elizabeth opened the door. She took in his stockinged feet and gave a gasp of dismay.

"Oh, my love! I am sorry I screamed. I did not mean to alarm you."

"What is it?" he said, his eyes raking her face worriedly. "What is wrong?"

Elizabeth looked chagrined. "You will laugh when I tell you."

If she was embarrassed, it could not be something bad. The tension drained from his body. Thank heavens. "What is it, then?"

He stepped into the room, looking around for signs of danger. She was alone.

"I was about to sit on my bed when I saw a spider running across it. I did not even know I had screamed. I am so sorry."

A spider?

Darcy shook his head and chuckled. "I would never have guessed you could be so missish about such a little thing. You have confronted some of the most powerful mages the Continent can boast, yet you are afraid of a tiny spider?"

"It is not tiny. It is a cardinal spider. Almost as big as my palm." Her face grew redder. "Could you please get rid of it for me, Darcy?"

"I am happy to oblige," he murmured. "Let me see what I can do. Where is it?"

“It was on the cover.”

There was no sign of a spider, cardinal or otherwise. Darcy did everything he could to find it. He turned over the sheets and the pillows. He looked under the bed, lifted the worn carpet and even searched under the oil painting of a gentleman with a white wig and sour face. The spider was nowhere to be found.

"How am I supposed to sleep when I know there’s a spider in my bed?"

He could not resist it. “Would you rather have something else – or someone – in your bed?”

She shot him an amused look. “Someone else, rather than a spider? I would very much prefer someone else in my bed. But would it be wise?” Her words echoed his.

Every muscle in his body urged him to follow up on the invitation. “It would not be wise.”

But he could not bring himself to move. All he could think of was what she would look like lying there, her dark hair spread across the pillow.

She must have felt how close he was to throwing caution to the wind, because she jumped up and went to pick up her bonnet. "I had better go and wait for Riquer to contact me." She stopped and looked at him intently. “Would you like to come with me? The weather is still pleasant.”

He would not say no to the opportunity of having her to himself, out there in the dark. "Excellent idea. Shall we go?"

He felt like a truant schoolboy, sneaking out with a young lady.

"Have you forgotten something?"

"What?"

She covered her mouth with her hand, holding back her merriment. "Your boots."

His gaze dropped to his bootless feet as she let out a peal of laughter. He felt his ears burn. "Look what you do to me! If I had known all this was about a spider—”

“Spiders can be dangerous, too.”

He chuckled. “Very dangerous indeed! I had better go and put my boots on."
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Next morning, Darcy was indulging in a pleasant dream involving Elizabeth when a heavy knocking on the door forced him to his feet.

He threw open the door to find Elizabeth there.

“Another spider?” he said, with a broad smile. “Give me time to put on my shoes this time.”

She did not smile back. Only now did he notice her expression. She was looking stunned. With a sob, she threw herself into his arms.

“What is it, my love?” he exclaimed, his heart racing in alarm.

“It is happening!” she said, “Darcy, we can no longer pretend this is not real. I have just heard from Riquer. They are planning to invade within the next day or two. We need to get to Hythe immediately. An attack is imminent. They are landing there!”

Her words struck him like a physical blow. All the air whooshed out of him. He felt hollow, shocked to the core.

He realized now how foolish he had been. He had let down his guard completely. Darcy had continued to hope that the whole thing was a false alarm, and that their dream of going to Pemberley remained alive.

Now the dream was gone. They were going to battle, and there was no knowing what the outcome would be.

“Did Riquer give any more details?”

She shook her head. “He was very nervous. He cannot take the risk of being overheard speaking English.”

Darcy reached out and gathered her into his arms, feeling the agitation in her breath, the rapid drumming of her heart beating in time with his. He wanted to sink his face in her hair, but her bonnet was in the way. She was shaking. He stroked her on the back, trying to give her some comfort, even while his own thoughts whirled like a storm inside him.

"All will be well," he said, as much to reassure himself as to reassure her. "It is not the first time. We have faced battles before and we have won."

He had a sudden image of how she had looked after the battle at Founder's Hall. She had been so still, he was convinced he had lost her. He pushed the image away. It was the last thing he needed.

She nodded into his shoulder. "I know.”

She pushed herself to an upright position and smoothed down her spencer. “We need to inform everyone. We have to leave at once.”


Chapter 23
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As soon as Elizabeth told them about Riquer’s message, the castle erupted with activity. There were so many questions to be answered, so many decisions to be made, messages to be sent.

“Are you certain Riquer gave you the right information?” Colonel Fitzwilliam was the fifth person to ask her the same question. “Did he say Hythe?

“He did. It is the only thing I’m sure of.”

Like last time, the message had been garbled, but he had repeated the word Hythe twice. At the back of Elizabeth’s mind there was always some doubt. Was the message garbled because she did not know how to receive it? Was it the distance? Or – as Lady Alice had suggested, was it deliberate? How could she be sure of anything?

No. She would not doubt Riquer. Why would he put himself in danger to contact her otherwise?

They discussed Hythe as a possible landing place, and the advantage of the Military Canal that had been built specifically to stop Napoleon’s mages from getting to London.

“Since they will be coming by sea, they will not be able to attack us by magical means, so we are safe from that until they step on the beach,” said Lord Matlock. “We will be there to stop them, of course. But we will still be vulnerable to cannon attacks from their ships. In case the Royal Mages fail to block the attack, there are soldiers stationed on both the sides of the Canal, and we will send messages to all the mages in the area to gather along the Canal.”

In case the Royal Mages failed to block the attack. The enormity of what that meant made Elizabeth's stomach clench. They could not allow it. They had to repel them.

She looked around her. All the faces were grim, and all of them reflected the same determination and the same recognition — that the time had come. Part of her still wanted to think it was all unreal, part of some strange, elaborate joke. How could the few people in this room stop an invasion?

"Well then," said Lord Matlock. "Any questions?"

Yes, thought Elizabeth, do you really think we could stop them? But she would never voice that uncertainty out loud.

As they stood outside waiting for the carriages to take them to Hythe, Elizabeth pulled Darcy to a quiet corner where they could stand and look out at the sea. It was a perfect day. The sea was calm, reflecting the early morning sun in little ripples of gold. It looked perfectly innocent. Tomorrow, this same sea would be carrying an enemy towards them.

It was true what Darcy had said. He had not meant it that way, but the sea was not to be trusted.
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Darcy stared out at the sea, trying to bring his chaotic thoughts into order. He should have been better prepared for this, but he had been so set on returning to Pemberley that he had refused to accept the possibility of battle. He felt stupid and angry and bitter, all at the same time. His throat was so tight, he did not know if he would be able to speak.

The two of them stood there silently for a while, staring at the line on the horizon that marked the coast of France. It was unlike Elizabeth to be quiet, and he felt he had to say something. He did not know what – something reassuring or comforting.

“We are not going to Pemberley, are we?” he whispered.

The words clogged his throat. It was a terrible thing to say. That was not what he intended. How could he do such a thing to her, to take away the frail hope? He needed to help her be strong, to confront whatever it was that was coming.

She gave a resigned smile. “No, we’re not. It was a good dream, but like all dreams, it has come to an end.” Her voice was wistful. “But I am glad we had the dream, for a while at least.”

He met her gaze, and saw his thoughts mirrored in hers – the intense disappointment, the anxiety, and the frustration at this sudden intervention. It was as if fate did not want them to be together.

“Let us cling to the hope that, once this is over, we will be free to go to Pemberley.”

He took her hand, entwining her fingers within his.

“I would rather cling to you,” she said, sending their interlaced fingers a significant look, “than cling to dreams that are built on sand.”

“Sand?” said Darcy. “I think you must mean shingle.” He tried to make a joke of it.

She turned to him, her eyes shining with tears and love. It broke his heart.
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As the carriage rumbled away from Walmer Castle, Elizabeth told herself that she ought to sleep, but all her thoughts were on Darcy.

How much time did they have together? What would tomorrow bring? Was this carriage ride their last chance to be together?

She moved closer to him. She needed to feel him against her, to hear the beating of his heart, to listen to his breathing. There was a fierce urgency to it. She could not possibly sleep. She needed to spend this time with him. She would not sleep. Who knew what the future held?

She leaned her head on his shoulder. At first, she was conscious of her father and Lord Matlock being in the carriage with them, but then she no longer cared. It was more important to enjoy every moment of Darcy's presence. The steady drum of his heartbeat slowly reassured her. They sat close, relishing each other's touch, quiet and soft. The outside world receded as she let everything else go. He was her anchor. He was her whole world, right here, right now. He was all she needed.
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The scenery grew more dramatic as the day went on. First they climbed upwards. Then they reached a plateau of undulating hills and flat grassy landscapes where sheep grazed and gazed at them, chewing lazily as the carriage passed by.

"See the flat edge of the grass there? It is very deceptive," said Mr. Bennet. "There is a sheer cliff there. If you kept walking past it, you would fall a long way down to the beach. Can you imagine that?"

"I cannot imagine it, and I do not wish to, either." Elizabeth stared at her father. "Must you talk about dying, today, of all days?"

Mr. Bennet’s mouth twisted. "I only said if you kept walking. Since you are in a carriage, there is no danger of anything happening, is there? It is just that it looks so flat and green, no one expects to see a sharp drop — until you do. The white cliffs are striking. You will be seeing them soon, when we approach Dover."

His statement improved her spirits. Her gloomy thoughts gave way to excitement at the prospect of seeing the famous cliffs of Dover.

When she finally saw them, she gaped. Nothing had prepared her for the sight.

"I knew you would like them," said Mr. Bennet. "They’re breathtaking, are they not?"

"And that is Dover Castle," said Lord Matlock, consulting the map he had spread out on his lap. "And next to it, you can just make out the Roman Lighthouse." He pointed. "It has stood there for close to two thousand years."

She stared at the lighthouse, trying to imagine the people who had built it. Did they imagine it would still be standing so many centuries later? How many storms had it weathered since Rome was an empire? It had been standing there, watching over the sea tirelessly while civilizations had come and gone.
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Approaching Hythe, they made their way up a small hill and past a Norman church overlooking the sea. Elizabeth peered across the Channel at the French coast, which was little more than twenty miles away. Below them, she could see the line of Martello towers dotting the coast like sentinels guarding the sea. She counted eight of them. Even though they only held a handful of soldiers, there was a reassuring solidity to them.

On the other side, the straight line of the Military Canal that was built to protect Romney Marsh was clearly visible. Above it, amongst the trees, she could see the redcoats, busy hauling up cannons to the top and positioning them pointing towards the sea.

“That round building is Dymchurch Redoubt, our destination,” said Lord Matlock. “It was built specifically in case Napoleon invades. They’ll be firing on the Imperial Mages from there. It’s a fortress and garrison. It can house around 350 soldiers and officers. If we stay here for a long time, we will lodge there, but for now, we will stay at the Bell. It is more convenient for us because it is closer to the beach where we need to set up our defenses.”

Elizabeth’s heart quickened. All this military talk was making everything more real. She had grown accustomed to fighting, but it had always been against other mages. That was something that left her with some measure of control, but cannons and garrisons were not something she had encountered before.

When they arrived, they found the fort a hive of activity. The cannons were being cleaned and repositioned, the area was being scoured for spies, and soldiers were being drilled. They were met by the commander in charge, Sir Robert Fremantle, an officer and a mage. He welcomed them without much fuss and gave them a quick round up of what was going on.

“Fortunately, we have prepared for this eventuality. The Admiralty has always considered Hythe a likely area for an incursion, which is why the Military Canal was built. With the overlooks we have set up, it will be virtually impossible for the Imperial troops to go through. I am in the process of stationing men along the Canal. They will have the advantage of being invisible while the boats will have to pass right under them. It is the perfect set-up. Meanwhile, we have minor mages and soldiers scouring the area to make sure there are no Imperial Mages waiting to ambush them. We will count on you as Royal Mages to do a more thorough magical sweep. I will send men with you to show you where you need to go.”

They rapidly changed into their official Royal Mage robes that would keep them warm and be used during battle, then it was time to start their work of setting up the Wards, and planning their defenses to ensure the Imperial mages could not push their way onto the beach or sail their boats down the Canal.

“Once we are ready,” said Matlock, “it will be a waiting game. We will have to depend on the Royal Navy to bring some of the ships down.”

Being ‘ready’ was hardly an easy matter to accomplish. There were not enough Warders — just Elizabeth, Darcy, Redmond, and Mr. Bennet. With Bingley, they would have been five, but he was not here. It was very likely they would have to stay up all night.

Elizabeth threw herself into her work, hoping to avoid that fate. The sea was a never-ending roar in her ears. The air was loud with the crunching of shingles as the rounded stones slipped underfoot. Very soon, as the jagged stones began to bruise her soles, the crunching began to vex her. Her half-boots – made of nankeen cloth — were no protection against the edges of the stones. Elizabeth felt inelegant. She was like a duck waddling from side to side as she found her footing.

To make matters worse, the waves were coming closer and closer as the tide changed, surprising her every now and then with a splash of cold water that soaked her stockings. The inclined slope of the beach, moreover, soon made her feet ache. All in all, she was tired and cold, and wanted nothing more than a warm fireplace and something hot to warm her insides.

It was, however, unlikely that her wishes would be satisfied. There was no time to rest, not until she was satisfied that she had woven a thick web that would protect them from attack.

Everyone threw themselves into their tasks. There was no room for error. Their only hope of defeating the Imperial Mages was to prevent them from reaching land.

They worked steadily together, weaving the threads of magic that would keep the enemy mages out. It was hard work. The beach was a wide-open area, vulnerable to attack, and it would take hours to weave something strong enough to withhold a full-force attack. There was nothing to protect them, nowhere to conceal themselves, no bricks and mortar to shield them. There was just their magic, and it had to be perfectly structured to withstand any magical attack that was thrown at them.
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After a brief retreat to the Bell Inn for a dinner of cold cuts and pies, they made their way back to the beach, accompanied by a small army of soldiers carrying equipment for their vigil. The lights of the Martello Towers were visible. The fishermen’s black wooden huts were outlined against the moonlit sky, huddling behind the fishermen’s boats as if looking for protection.

Captain Laker had arrived by boat with a few of the men from Walmer. He was issuing instructions while the boatmen were setting out, presumably to spy on the French, while others huddled in small groups, organizing themselves and preparing for the fray.

“Should we allow them to do that?” said Lady Alice, loudly. “What if they warn the French that we are waiting for them here?”

“We will just have to trust they do not,” said Lord Matlock.

“How can you be certain they are loyal to the Kingdom? They are all smugglers, after all.” Lady Alice’s contempt grated on Elizabeth’s nerves. She was already tense enough. She did not need Lady Alice to cast doubt on the boaters when they depended on them for information.

“Not all of the boatmen are smugglers,” said Lord Matlock, calmly. “But even if they were, we have been more than generous with our coin. I trust them that far at least.”

“Then we have to hope the French have not offered them more.”

“For heaven’s sake, Alice,” said Mr. Bennet, in a harsh whisper. “Must you keep talking? Do you want to turn the boaters against us? This is hardly the time to question their loyalty. They are risking their lives to discover if the French fleet is coming.”

Elizabeth was distracted for a moment by his use of Lady Alice’s first name, but she was otherwise occupied and did not dwell on it. She resolutely turned her attention to checking the Wards they had set up earlier, knowing how crucial it was to hold back the enemy.

First, she reached out to Darcy. His magic gleamed as it touched hers, and she basked in the gentle love that settled around her. Then she reached out to Redmond. As he joined them, she could sense his uncertainty and fear. She did not blame him, considering that he had almost died at the attack on Founder’s Hall almost a year ago. Nevertheless, she could sense he was much stronger than he had been then. He had changed a lot since she first met him.

Meanwhile, she had to stop herself from peering into the darkness, looking for signs of invasion. Those watching from the Martello towers that dotted the coast would signal them if they saw anything. It was hardly logical to think that she would spot the enemy from the beach before they did.

When some clouds covered the moon, they were enveloped in darkness. The night stretched onwards to the horizon. The sea was a breathing mass of the deepest ink, indistinguishable from the sky. The black fishermen’s huts on the beach had been swallowed up in the dark. The only lights were the castle behind them and the Martello towers where mages and military officers watched like hawks over the Channel. Not for long. Soon the moon emerged once again, casting a silver light on the beach, touching the whites of the waves with silver.

There came a point when holding the Bond became impossible. They had not completed their work, but if they continued without stopping, they would not be able to draw on their magic anymore. Elizabeth could feel Redmond’s magic fading, but he was not complaining. Darcy was doggedly fighting exhaustion. It was up to her to put a stop to it.

“I think it is time for a rest. We need to rest to replenish our strength.”

“We have not finished.”

“I know, but it will not serve us well if we use every last drop of our magic and cannot defend ourselves if attacked.”

Darcy sighed. Reluctantly, he withdrew from the Bond, followed by Redmond. They sent a soldier to fetch them some food. When he returned with some cold pies, Darcy and Elizabeth sat down on the rounded shingle, their bodies touching. It was not cold, but a cold dampness was seeping into her bones.

Lulled by the sea’s lullaby, Elizabeth must have fallen asleep. She was woken by a loud grating sound. Startled, she dropped her blanket and stood up in alarm. The sound was an unfamiliar rhythmic grinding noise that was a contrast to the sibilant swish of the sea. It did not sound like carriage wheels.

“What was that?”

Suppose they were caught in a trap, and the French mages meant to attack them from behind instead of from the sea? How could they escape? It could be an ambush from both sides. She reached with her magic in panic, seeking unfamiliar magic signatures.

“’Tis the Scarecrow of Romney Marsh,” said one of the boatmen. There was a rumble of laughter among the other boatmen.

Elizabeth was too busy trying to detect any unusual magic to pay them much attention.

“Could the French have crept up behind us?” she asked.

“It’s just the windmill on Stade Street, madam,” said another of the boatmen, kindly. “You should hear it when there’s a storm. It shrieks fit to take your ears off.” The other boatmen chuckled softly. “You needn’t worry about the Frenchies, ma’am. We’ve got lookouts everywhere, and if they’re sighted inland, we’ll receive a signal.”

Elizabeth wasn’t foolish enough to ask what kind of a signal it would be, but she felt relieved. The smugglers knew their business more than anyone else. She had found no sign of anything unusual in any case.

As it so happened, the windmill had served a purpose, she was now wide awake, and ready to start working again. Not long after, Darcy joined her, and then Redmond. The night seemed to stretch on forever as they went back to setting up Wards and checking them for weaknesses.

It must have been close to dawn when a subtle change in the darkness caught her eye, and Elizabeth sat up straight in her chair, her heart beating frantically.

“Do you see anything?” said Darcy to her, in a quiet, tight voice.

Elizabeth looked out to the blotted ink of sea and sky, merged together into a single unit of the deepest navy. She strained her eyes, trying to pick out some movement or shape to break the darkness. She kept her gaze on the horizon, afraid to look away even for an instant. “I cannot see it when I look, but I sensed something ahead — a change in the darkness. Look straight ahead, then a little to your right. I feel there is something there.”

"I trust your instincts." He peered out into the water.

Another time, she might have rejoiced that he had so much faith in her, but not now when it felt like the whole world was waiting. She hardly dared to breathe as she kept her focus on that elusive something out there.

A minute later, she shook her head. “It’s gone. I must have imagined it.”

“Maybe it was just a large wave.”

“Yes. It must have been.”

Relief made her feel giddy. She reached out to touch Darcy’s arm. Instead, he gripped her hand, entwining his fingers with hers. The contact reassured her, making her feel warm and secure. It reminded her that they had each other, no matter what happened, that they were working together. They had done it before and survived.

To her right, Redmond shifted. "I wish they would come so it would be over and done with."

"Do you really?" said Elizabeth softly.

She did not want daytime to come. She wanted this time with Darcy to last forever.

"Perhaps they will change their mind. Perhaps they will not come at all." She could still cling to that hope.

To the left of her, Darcy squeezed her hand reassuringly. “Perhaps.”

Redmond snorted. "If only that were the case."
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Darcy came to full alertness as a warning shout came from the castle ramparts. Moments later, everyone congregated at the edge of the beach, just behind the Wards.

The boatmen had returned. They were shadows in the water, the soft strike of their oars hidden by the swish of the waves. The Royal mages gathered, ready to strike if necessary.

Darcy stood tensely, spell at the ready. He had already set up Wards around the mages standing on the shore, but he did not know if it would be enough. Lady Alice was right about the boatmen, even if saying it aloud was foolhardy. There was no trust between the smugglers and the military. The smugglers’ loyalty was bought with silver, and if they had been offered more by the Imperial mages, it would be easy enough to smuggle some of the French mages in under cover of darkness, dressed in fishermen’s clothes. He strained forward to see if there was any hint of magic, knowing Elizabeth was doing the same, but even someone as good as her may not be able to detect magic signatures on the water.

It was a perfect disguise.

The boatmen reached the beach.

“There’s a fog behind us,” one of them said, visibly shaken.

“It ain’t natural,” said another. “I never saw the like in my life.”

“Like a giant shadow.” Darcy recognized the man who told Elizabeth about the windmill.

“They’re coming.” There was panic in the man’s voice. “Let us in.”

“Let them in,” said Captain Laker, vouching for them.

No one objected. Darcy had to believe Captain Laker could recognize them and distinguish whether there was something suspicious. He carefully lowered a small part of the Ward – a part narrower than a doorway – and let the men in one by one, with Colonel Fitzwilliam and Captain Laker checking each one of them before they were allowed through.

Then, like a huge wave, the fog rolled in.


Chapter 24
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Astrange silence fell around them. Elizabeth could no longer see anyone else. Not Darcy, not Redmond, not Mr. Bennet. It was as if she was looking at the others through thick cotton. She did not dare to move in case she stumbled into something, or someone. She had no experience of fogs on the sea. The closest thing to this was when, once in early one spring, she was caught in pea soup fog in London. But even that was not so extreme.

Still, she could not help feeling there was something missing, something she did not experience in London. Then it struck her. All sound around her was smothered, as if she was underwater.

Was it possible the French were using a giant mirror to travel across the sea? She was overcome with dread. What if, as Darcy firmly believed, Riquer had betrayed them? What if they were using Elizabeth’s mirror to cross over?

There was only one way to find out. Her hands trembling, she took out the mirror. To see it through the thick fog, she had to hold the mirror very close. To her intense relief, her own face looked back at her. There were no murky mists and no suggestion that the mirror was active.

At least her Mirror magic was not aiding in an invasion.

Now that she knew it was an external fog, she needed to find Darcy. She moved in the direction where she had last seen him and was relieved when she bumped into him.

“There you are,” she whispered in his ear, reluctant to talk too loudly in case there were Imperial mages around them. She did not want to give away their position. “Darcy,” she whispered. “This isn’t a real mist. It’s an Illusion.”

He gripped her hand firmly. “Don’t let go,” he said. “I don’t want to lose you.”

“I won’t.” She strained her ears to hear other sounds, but everything was muffled. “Can you feel Redmond?”

“I can’t feel anyone’s signatures.” His voice sounded strangely flat. “I agree, it has to be some kind of Illusion.”

As if in answer to his statement, the fog parted to reveal Miss Bingley and Lady Alice marching forward along with Lord Grayson and Lord Harcourt, their arms raised. They seemed to be moving in a large circle, murmuring a spell in unison. A few moments later, the fog disappeared around them, within the circle. Elizabeth winced at the bright light. Beyond the circle, however, the world was still painted white. It was like an empty space where ghosts might dwell.

“If we all walk around in different locations,” said Miss Bingley, “we can use the Dispersal spell from The Compendium to undo the Illusion and clear the beach.”

Elizabeth glanced at her father, but he declined to join them. Elizabeth gave the signal to Darcy and Redmond to Bond. The Bond would help them cover a larger area.

But before they could do anything, the fog lifted, leaving them with an open view of the sea. There was no longer any doubt. The fog had been a way to cover the French approach. Now that it had lifted, a light wind was blowing towards the shore.

The masts of the sailing boats were black lines against the orange morning sun, and they were coming straight towards them.
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The sight of the enemy boats propelled everyone into action. Elizabeth’s pulse sped up as she checked and rechecked the Wards that would keep the French mages out.

As she did so, the winds grew stronger, and the waves rose into swells that pounded against the shore in great thrashing movements.

The boatmen started cheering.

“They’ll drown or be dashed against the Goodwin Sands if this weather continues,” said a man in a blue coat.

But as the waves grew higher, an older boatman tugged at his beard thoughtfully. “Those ain’t normal waves. They’re too regular. It’s magic they’re using.”

“That cannot be,” said Mr. Bennet. “Everyone knows that magic doesn’t work over water.”

“It has to be magic,” said Miss King. “Look, the boats are moving perfectly smoothly. They would normally be tossed about by the waves.”

Matlock’s shoulders drooped and his face turned gray. “It appears the French mages have found a way to use magic even in the Channel.” He looked ten years older. “We are undone.”

Elizabeth saw her dismay reflected in the eyes of everyone around them. The Channel was supposed to be their protection against the French Mages. What were the Royal Mages supposed to do when their enemies were able to control the Elements over water?

“Let us stay calm and not lose our heads,” said Lady Alice. “We knew Napoleon would have a few surprises up his sleeve. We knew we would be up against something unexpected. Let us rally and see how to deal with this new challenge.” She looked around. “We are resourceful. And in the last year—” she nodded in Elizabeth’s direction, “—we have learned to adapt ourselves to unaccustomed situations. But first, we need to set up Wards against the waves immediately,” said Lady Alice. “I have grown up close to the sea, and I know how easily a rogue wave can sweep someone off their feet and into the water.”

“We have built Wards intended to keep the mages out. We can adapt the Wards to keep out the water,” said Darcy. He turned to Elizabeth and Redmond. “Shall we use the spell to repel an Elemental attack?”

It was far from ideal. The spell was a limited one and would only cover a small area. Elizabeth tried to think of another way to do it, but nothing came to mind. She was too anxious. Perhaps something would come to her later.

“It will have to be extensive to cover many sections of the beach. It will take time.”

“There is no other choice,” said Redmond.

“Good. Then get to it,” said Lady Alice. “Meanwhile, the Elemental Mages will discuss strategies to use their Elemental magic. We already dispersed the fog. We need to keep our eye out for illusions, and, Miss Bingley, when the time comes, we will build illusions of our own. Let’s confer. There is no time to be lost.” She turned to Captain Lake and Sir Robert Fremantle. “We may need to rely on your cannons to keep them away for now.”

Somehow Lady Alice had taken command of the situation. Elizabeth could not afford to wonder at it – she had her own problems to attend to.
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Just as the fog had suddenly gone away, the wind and the waves calmed all at once. The sea grew completely calm. The wind dropped.

Gradually, all the mages stopped working. It was clear that the Imperial flotilla was not sailing any closer. The wind had died down completely.

“What is happening?” said Redmond, puzzled. “If they are using Elemental Magic, why have they suddenly stopped? How are they going to come ashore?”

“They might be holding off until nightfall,” said Miss Bingley. “Perhaps they will come in using another fog illusion.”

“They are worried about being attacked if they come too close,” said Lord Grayson.

“The best part is that we are out of reach of their fire as well,” said Mr. Bennet.

“What if it was not the mages who whipped up that storm,” said Miss Kingsley. “What if it was merely a coincidence?”

Elizabeth allowed the seeds of hope to settle inside her. Perhaps they panicked too soon. They might still be able to salvage the situation.

“We do not know whether that is the case, but we must take advantage of the calm as long as we can. If they are not coming in until nightfall, then we have the whole day to prepare.”

Lord Grayson nodded at her. “Agreed.”

The Elementals returned to their tasks. They had come up with a way to extend the reach of their Elemental magic and try it, using each of the Elements to see what worked best.

Meanwhile, Elizabeth threw herself into her work with renewed effort, now that the situation did not look quite so hopeless. Still, she could not help growing more frustrated. They had started by working on blocking the waves, but now that the waves had slowed down, the specific Wards they had weaved had to be reworked again to block out other types of attacks. That was what they had carefully constructed before, and now they needed to redo it.

All the mages were so focused on their tasks, they did not even notice the first hailstone falling, followed by a second, then another and another. Blood trickled down the side of Lady Catherine’s head, and people covered their heads with their hands and started running for refuge as large hailstones the size of cricket balls rained down ferociously on them. They bounced off the pebbles on the beach and flew everywhere. Lord Harcourt gave a cry as a hailstone hit his cheek and a large gash appeared. One of the boatmen was struck on the head and fell to the ground.

“We need a large tent,” shouted Darcy. “Bond! Now!!”

Thinking quickly, Elizabeth imagined a giant blanket and started imbuing it with magic, Darcy and Redmond soon joined in, interweaving her threads with theirs. Mr. Bennet worked on extending one of the sides to make it larger. The fabric was loose, with gaps in it, more like a net than a tent. There was no chance to refine it. It was a makeshift solution, but it would have to do. As long as they could slow down the hailstones and reduce their impact, and people could find shelter.

It seemed for now, at least, they could prevent the hailstones from causing too much injury.

“People can’t see the net, Lizzy. I’m going to go out and bring them here.”

She nodded. Mr. Bennet abandoned the net and ran out under the hailstones, herding people under the invisible net. Once she was satisfied that it would hold, she stood back and looked around her. It was chaos. Several of the mages were holding bloodstained handkerchiefs. There were people sitting on the ground. Far more worrying, many of the soldiers on the cannons had abandoned their positions to take cover under trees or behind walls.

“Is that the best you can do, Boney?” said Lady Alice, with a glint in her eyes. “Hailstones?” One of them struck her on her brow and a small gash appeared, but she did not even seem to notice.

Looking around her, Elizabeth was shocked at the mayhem that had followed. People were running in all directions. They had abandoned their work to hide from the hail.

“Darcy,” she said urgently. “People need to return to their positions. Where is Sir Robert? The men need to hold their positions. Could you send someone to find him?”

A few minutes later, she heard orders being issued and the redcoats scrambled to escape the wrath of their commanding officers. The Elemental mages were back in their assigned positions, spread out along the sea, braving the hailstones.

Not long after, the hailstones slowed, then stopped.

“How strange!” said Redmond. “The hailstones stopped when everyone went back to their roles.” He gave a little laugh.

“What if—” Darcy said in a strange voice, as if trying to wrap his mind around the idea. “What if someone is watching us, and the purpose of the hailstones was to cause disorder? We have been assuming the attack is coming from the sea, but what if everything is happening from behind us? What if the Imperial mages are up there, in the hills?”

“How could they?” said Mr. Bennet, who was pressing a cut just above his eyes. “We searched the area thoroughly.”

No one answered. There were too many unexplained events, and no one knew what to make of them.

“What if the Council was right?” said Darcy. “And they have us hemmed in? What if it is an ambush?” He looked at Elizabeth. “What if Riquer brought us here so we would be stuck between the hills and the sea?”

“For heaven’s sake, Darcy. Must you bring Riquer into every conversation?” Elizabeth snapped. “We can’t explain what is happening, but it doesn’t mean we can throw the blame on Riquer. If they really intended an ambush, why would they hit us with hailstones when they could do far more damage in other ways?”

“We should not discount anything,” said Darcy, stiffly.

Elizabeth was tired of this quarrel, but Darcy was right. It was something worth considering. She was not going to defend Riquer when they did not have any answers.

For now, they had to act on the information they had. “In case we are being ambushed,” said Elizabeth, “then we need to conceal ourselves. Anyone looking down on the beach can see us clearly. We need Illusion magic. I will talk to Miss Bingley and see what she can come up with.”

“I will go with Redmond to see whether we can find anything unusual,” said Darcy.

“And I will come with you, Lizzy.” said Mr. Bennet, looking askance at Darcy.

Elizabeth sighed. “You are welcome to come, Papa, but I do not want to discuss any conjectures.”

Mr. Bennet’s mouth twisted. “Neither do I, but I suspect that may prove difficult.”
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Elizabeth went down to the edge of the water where the rest of the Royal Mages were gathered. Lady Catherine was demonstrating a spell that could immobilize a wave as it reached its crest. Elizabeth remembered the time Lord Matlock had used a similar spell on her, and she shuddered, but she had to admit Lady Catherine’s idea of adapting it for an object was a good one.

“I need Miss Bingley’s urgent assistance. We need to conceal ourselves from watchers.” She explained the conclusion the Warders had reached.

Everyone conceded it was a good precaution to take.

“We will need to warn everyone on the beach,” said Matlock. “Otherwise they may think it is some kind of attack from the French.”

“Of course.” Someone else could do that. Elizabeth wanted to discuss Miss Bingley’s strategy. No one seemed to be helping her. “If you don’t mind, I will steal Miss Bingley from you while you continue your work.”

Lady Alice looked like she was about to object, and Elizabeth prepared to insist. Fortunately, the older mage was too preoccupied, and she merely turned away.

“Would you walk with me and Mr. Bennet, Miss Bingley?” she said. “We can obtain some refreshments while we discuss possibilities.”

“I do not need refreshments,” said Miss Bingley. “I am ready to start. Ever since the Council asked me to participate in this mission, I have been considering different spells. I already have several plans. One of them would be to create a rocky coastline, with some shrubs—"

“Lizzy, look out!” cried Mr. Bennet.

He tried to reach for her, but a huge wave came out of nowhere and towered over her, then crashed down, dragging her down the sloping beach and towards the sea. She dug her fingers into the gaps between the pebbles, using a magic spell to anchor her in place. Water filled her nostrils, but she managed to raise her head over the water and gasp for air.

Then the movement of the wave stilled. Everything was frozen. Miss Bingley and Mr. Bennet came running towards her. Mr. Bennet held out his hand and tried to pull her up, but she could not move. She was still in the grip of the wave and the spell.

“Hold onto both of us,” cried Miss Bingley. “I will release the spell, but the wave may try to take you out to sea.”

Elizabeth dug her feet into the pebbles and prepared to push herself away from the wave. The wave sucked at her, thrashing and trying to take her to the sea, but she was in good hands. They helped her to her feet and the wave retreated, crackling as it moved between the stones.

“That was a close one,” said Miss Bingley, bending over and leaning her hands on her knees. “I used Lady Catherine’s spell. Thank goodness I had just witnessed it.”

“Thank you,” said Elizabeth. She was thoroughly shaken. It had been too close. It had felt like a malignant entity had taken hold of her and refused to let her go.

Was one of the Imperial Mages targeting her specifically? She turned to look at the people on the beach. Could one of them have done it?

Was the enemy closer than she had thought?


Chapter 25
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They had no way of knowing the position of the French mages. After a brief discussion, Miss Bingley decided to set up two sets of Illusions: one was on the beach, and consisted of a rocky landscape dotted with brush, and another a layer of mist that obscured part of the beach. They had to be careful not to block the cannons’ view of the sea, in case the French vessels decided to come closer. The soldiers had to be able to mount a defense in case of a land invasion. Elizabeth left Miss Bingley to allow her to concentrate, while Mr. Bennet made his way to Matlock to ensure everyone on the beach was forewarned.

Elizabeth was growing more and more convinced that the French mages were observing them, though try as she may, the tendrils of her magic could not locate anyone. Darcy and Redmond returned with a similar report. Their search for magic signatures had yielded nothing. There was no evidence to prove it.

Elizabeth tried to dismiss it as a trick of her imagination, but the conviction persisted. It was more of an instinctive feeling, a prickling at the nape of her neck, the feeling that if she turned suddenly, she would see someone watching her.

She put out her hand to shade her eyes and looked out to sea, where the masts of the French ships bobbed up and down, waiting in the distance. What if they were being observed from the boats, and some signal was being passed to someone close by – a signal message of some type?

If they can see us, she thought, we can see them too. She went in search of a spyglass to discover whether that was the case.

Captain Laker removed one from his pocket and handed it to her. “Please return it quickly. I will need it.”

He showed her how to extend it and then adjust her vision, then left her to it. It took her a few minutes to grow accustomed to using it. Meanwhile, Miss Bingley’s first Illusion appeared above them. A dense flat cloud floated above their heads. It was, like all Miss Bingley’s Illusions, perfectly executed.

Satisfied that they had one layer of protection from prying eyes, Elizabeth raised the telescope and focused it on one of the ships. There was no one at the helm.

She barely had time to look when something blocked her view. Frowning, she tried to focus the telescope but whatever it was, it was moving quickly. It looked like smoke, only it was too even.

A straight line appeared on the horizon, and the waves began to retreat from the beach. She wasted precious seconds before her mind grasped what she was seeing. She was looking at a giant wall of water moving rapidly towards them. Elizabeth stared at it in horror. Luckily someone shouted something, and it brought her to her senses. If the wall reached them, everyone on the beach would drown.

She turned at once to the Wards and found to her dismay that the wave that had tried to drown her had rammed its way through the Ward and torn it.

“Take shelter!” she shouted, enhancing her voice. “Go to higher ground.” People stopped and stared at her. She waved towards the sea. “Quickly,” she cried, urgency pitching her voice higher.

She frantically began to weave a Ward against water, reinforcing the Wards that were already there. There was not enough time. Even though it had not yet arrived, she could feel the terrible force of the sea bearing down on them, pushing against the Wards. It terrified her. The barrier had been set up against fireballs, or against mages trying to land, not against such forceful and uniform pressure.

Her warning must have reached them, because Darcy and Redmond came running towards her. They should have listened to her, but she could not spare the breath to argue. She felt the tendrils of Darcy’s magic move to join hers. She gave a sob as the burden of keeping the wave of bay was lightened. Moments later, Redmond joined them.

Sweat poured down her brow and into her eyes. Her arms shook with effort, as if she was holding the force of the water back herself. But despite her efforts, the gap would not close. A few more minutes and they could have made it, but already the vast wall of water was bearing down on them.

It was going to breach the Wards. Already the water was finding openings and pushing against them, making them wider.

Then suddenly the wall turned into ice. Elizabeth staggered backwards as the wall expanded.

“Go back,” said Lady Alice. “Lord Matlock and I will hold off the water. Keep the other Wards going.”

It would do them no good to keep up the other wards if they all drowned. Already Elizabeth could see tiny cracks in the ice.

“We can help.”

Lady Alice was too busy trying to hold the block of ice together. Through the bond, Elizabeth managed to hold the cracks together, but she knew it was only a matter of time before it broke.

“We can try to divert the water that comes through the cracks sideways into a stream,” said Elizabeth, turning to Darcy and Redmond. “Set up some kind of barrier so it has to go away from the beach.”

She could imagine it perfectly. A stream running parallel to the shore, the water gushing into it, then flowing out to the sea.

Darcy nodded briefly, not wasting energy by discussing it.

They threw themselves into weaving a barrier. Elizabeth hardly knew what she was doing. She let the magic form itself, to follow her image.
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Elizabeth heard the crack in the ice before she saw it. Water began to trickle through. Lord Matlock put his hands on the ice, as if to pull it together by the sheer force of his will. He emitted a huge flare of magic and the ice fused together. Elizabeth had never seen such strong magic, not even when she Bonded with both Darcy and Redmond.

Lord Matlock screamed and tore his hands away. They were bright red with burns. He staggered backwards and stared at them in confusion.

“Go, Matlock. You can’t do anything more. Your magic is used up.” said Lady Alice. “I’ll try to hold the ice long enough.”

Another gap opened, and a plume of water spurted out. Darcy threw Elizabeth to the ground, protecting her with his body. The water continued to spill out, but Lady Alice somehow managed to keep the wall itself intact. Meanwhile, the pouring water encountered the barrier they had made and gushed sideways into Elizabeth’s stream.

By now the force of the water was starting to diminish as the sea drew back. If they held on just a little longer, they would be out of danger completely.

Then, abruptly, the whole giant structure collapsed and came crashing down. Lady Alice was buried under the ice. Not for long. A waterfall swept some of the ice away, and with it, Lady Alice. Darcy tried to catch her hand, but with a loud sucking sound, the water picked her up from the beach and into the waves.

“My aunt!” cried Redmond, “I have to save her!”
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“Stay back! You can’t swim!”

Darcy had no time to think. Lady Alice was still close to shore. He waded towards her, but was swept off his feet by the tug of the water. He was a good swimmer, but the current was brutal, holding onto him and dragging him down every time he managed to surface.

Something solid smashed into him – fabric sweeping across his face, and he turned and grabbed it, thinking it was Lady Alice. It was just a piece of cloth. Darcy let it go. Frantic, he tried a spell to locate her, but the spell fell flat on the water.

Then he spotted a hand reaching upwards. He swam swiftly towards it.

“Hold onto me,” he said, gripping Lady Alice’s hand.

She clung to him with a powerful will to live. He struggled as the weight of her cloak and long skirts drove him under and entangled him. The water was pulling her away from him. He lost his grip, attempted to catch her clothing, anything, but she was thrown away from him.

He tried to find her again, but the waves welled up, saltwater burning his eyes and preventing him from seeing her. He dove under and held his breath for as long as he could, trying to find her.

The sea pulled him down. He thrashed, trying to surface. Water flooded his nose and lungs. Panic seized him. Was that how it was all to end? Elizabeth’s face floated before him and he was filled with regret. He would never have the joy of living with her as a wife, or of seeing their children at Pemberley.
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Elizabeth stared at the place where two bobbing heads had disappeared under the water. There was no time to call for help. By the time any of the boatmen reached them, the two of them would have drowned.

Redmond started moving towards the water. “I can’t just stand here and do nothing!”

She took hold of his arm. He tried to shake her off. “Don’t be an idiot, Redmond,” she said, “Do you want me to have to rescue you?”

Mercifully, he didn’t fight her, just stared out at the water hopelessly.

Was there some magic she could do that was land-based but could reach Darcy? She quickly wove a loose rope, then reached out to Redmond to set up a Bond. Quickly, she used as much magical force as she could to toss the rope to where she had last seen them, hoping they would see it in the water.

It took all her energy to keep it stable, to keep a continuous line from the water to the shore. The dampening effect of the sea leeched her magic, weakening it. She drew more magic from Redmond, but it was not enough.

“Take some of mine,” said Mr. Bennet, appearing at her side.

She did not hesitate. Luckily, they had worked together in a healing circle, so she connected quickly. Even with her father’s aid, it felt as if her magic was being torn from her. Just was she thought it was hopeless, the rope began to glow. Now there was a chance Darcy or Lady Alice would see it.

“Darcy, take the rope,” she shouted, though it was unlikely he would hear her.

Then suddenly there was a tug. Someone had caught it. She had no way of knowing who it was, or even if there was more than one person, especially through the pounding headache that was drilling through her head, but she started to pull it back to the shore. It was heavy and her strength was fading.

Fortunately, she did not have to bring it in a long way. If it had been longer, she could never have done it. As it was, her vision blurred just in time to see someone being dragged up to the beach. There was a shout and some of the soldiers ran to help.

Elizabeth could only hope it was Darcy, because she could not hold on any longer.
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Elizabeth awakened with a groan. The sun was burning her face. She could almost hear Mrs. Bennet’s voice chiding her about ruining her complexion. She opened her eyes cautiously. She was still on the beach. Someone had put a blanket under her and covered her with another. Why was she lying here? Had she been hit by a fireball? Everything hurt.

Then the memories came tumbling back, and with it the image of Darcy’s head going underwater. Darcy! She scrambled to sit up, ignoring the way the world tilted as she sat up.

“Easy,” said Colonel Fitzwilliam. “Take your time. I am glad to see you have returned to us. Thank heavens! I was worried.”

There was only one thought on her mind. “Darcy?”

“He is safe. Redmond as well.”

Redmond. She felt horrible that she had thought of Darcy, not of Redmond or Lady Alice.

“Lady Alice?”

The colonel shook his head. “No sign of her yet, but she has the habit of turning up like a bad penny.”

Elizabeth looked around her for the first time. Many people were sitting on the shingle. There were sounds of moaning and pain, with officers giving orders to groups of soldiers who were tending to the wounded. They were being placed in wicker stretchers and taken up to the castle.

“What happened to the French?”

“We don’t know,” he said, tightly. “They have paused their attacks for the moment.”

“Why would they do that? They were winning.”

“The mages are saying they must have expended too much effort doing magic over water. Whatever their reasons, I am grateful for it. At least, we have a moment to recuperate and re-organize. Hopefully, when they attack again, we won’t be taken by surprise.”

Elizabeth snorted. “If there is anything I am sure of, it is that they will find a way to surprise us.”

“We can only do our best,” said the colonel. “Unfortunately, right now, all the mages are too drained to rebuild our defenses, so I’m just grateful for the reprieve.”

A bleak expression crossed his face, but he quickly hid it and put his hand out to her.

“If you have the strength to get up and lean on me, I will take you to Darcy. He is in the fort, recuperating, but at least you will be there when he awakens.”

As they walked up to the beach to Dymchurch Redoubt, Elizabeth looked around for the other mages. “Where is everyone?”

“Either wounded or tending to the wounded,” said the colonel. “My father was injured when he overused his magic. His hands are badly burnt, and he has lost his ability to do magic.”

She was dismayed. “Permanently?”

“It is too soon to know, but he has taken it very much to heart.”
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A large tent had been set up in the central parade. Beds had been brought down, but mostly the injured were on blankets on the floor. Miss Bingley, who was the only Healer they had, was moving from one patient to another.

As she passed the first bed, Elizabeth looked at the occupant. He had a bandage wrapped around his whole face, including his eyes. It took her a moment to register that it was her father.

“Papa!” Shocked, she sat on the edge of the bed. “Papa, what happened!”

“I was foolish enough to slip and fall, and part of the ice wall fell onto my face,” he rasped, his voice sounding like a growl. “I think my nose is broken.”

It did not explain why his eyes were covering. He was trying to play down the injury.

“Oh, Papa!” Cautiously, she touched his arm. “Are you in pain?”

“Miss Bingley controlled the pain, and one of the local Healers did the bandaging,” he gasped. “She has been working hard.”

“Don’t try to talk, Papa.”

With a quick nod, he turned his head away. “See to the others,” he wheezed. “Matlock.”

She stood up, trying not to give in to dejection. Colonel Fitzwilliam was leaning against a wall, waiting for her. He pointed at a bed in the far corner.

“Darcy’s there, behind that column. Let me know if you need anything.”

He bowed and left her to make her way through the wounded.
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Darcy awoke with his lungs raw and his throat thick with salt, but his body was pulsating with a strange warmth. Healing magic. He turned his head to find Elizabeth and his cousin Richard standing over him.

“You’re awake!” Her hand moved across his brow in a caress, her smile broad. “How are you feeling?”

“Too much salt,” he said. “I feel like I’ve been salted and hung like a ham.” He wanted to be light-hearted, but no one laughed.

“It will take some time for the healing to take hold,” said Richard, “but you should make a full recovery.”

Then he remembered why his mouth was foul with salt water. “And Lady Alice?”

“We did not find her,” said Elizabeth. “Redmond is heartbroken.”

A lump rose up in Darcy’s throat. She had been a difficult person, but he still felt her loss.

Darcy looked around the tent. “Why is everyone here? Why are we not fighting the French? I must return to the beach.”

He swung his legs over the side of the bed.

Colonel Fitzwilliam chuckled. “How very typical of you, Darcy, jumping up from your sickbed. Now I am sure you are perfectly recovered, I will leave you to your wife, and she will explain what is going on.”

Darcy turned his gaze on Elizabeth, who quickly summarized what had happened.

"Your uncle is injured. So is my father.” She indicated the room. “As are many others.”

This was a nightmare. An absolute nightmare. Perhaps he should lie back in bed and wake up again to find out it was just a bad dream.

He took a deep breath. “We had better convene everyone and discuss the situation,” he said. “The French may attack any moment.”
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They left Lord Matlock and Mr. Bennet to rest and gathered on the beach with their fellow mages. Darcy was relieved to see that the officers had the situation well in hand. The men were still on full alert, watching for any sign of activity.

Everything was much the same as it was when he left it, except that the sea was perfectly calm now. Miss Bingley’s cloud Illusion was still in place, but the rocky coast had been dispersed, possibly because it had not proven useful. The ice that was scattered across the beach was beginning to melt. The enemy ships were still exactly where they were earlier.

Elizabeth took out a spyglass and looked across at them.

“There is no sign of movement,” she said.

Darcy did not understand why they did not persist in the attack when it was clear they were winning. They had certainly achieved their objectives. They had inflicted damage, while remaining unreachable. Why, then, had they not landed? The unexpected reprieve did not sit right. There was something else going on, and he needed to get to the bottom of it. They were surely planning something else — something the Royal Mages would, yet again, be unprepared for.

“We have to try and envision their next move,” said Darcy. “They cannot keep surprising us with the unexpected. We need to think like them.”

“Easy enough to say that,” said Colonel Fitzwilliam. “But it’s very hard to guess. I’ve been racking my brain while you were all asleep, and I could not come up with anything.”

“You are complicating matters too much, Darcy,” said Lady Catherine. “The reason they have not attacked is that they are waiting for the rest of their ships to arrive, and they have been either chased away by the Royal Navy, or caught in the tide. That is the simple explanation.”

He was not convinced some of the French vessels were being pursued by naval vessels. The wind had dropped, and without magic on water, the Royal Navy could not fill its sails, unlike the French vessels that were moving of their own volition.

“It is possible, I suppose,” said Lord Grayson. “But foolish. If they have the advantage of being able to move their flotilla using magic, why risk being out there when an actual storm might be brewing. They must know they have caused havoc here. Why not press their advantage?”

“That is the crux of the question,” said Colonel Fitzwilliam. “Our defenses are in tatters, our mages weak. They should be making the best of it. What could they be doing out there?”

The Royal mages all stared at the ships, as though they could discern their intentions. Elizabeth once again pointed the spyglass towards the ships, then lowered it, confusion and shock written on her face.

“I can no longer see them.” Her voice was thin. “They’re not there.”

The older boatman with the beard pointed a gnarled finger to the sea. “Either my old eyes are deceiving me, or the French boats are gone!” he shouted to the other boatmen.

Everyone turned to gaze out to sea.

“They have slunk away like cowards,” cried someone.

“Or they have all sunk! We defeated them!”

Darcy stared out to sea, scarcely believing what his eyes were telling him. How could they all have sunk so quickly?

“Very likely, like our mages, they were simply too exhausted to control the boats anymore,” remarked Miss King.

The colonel shook his head. “But how could it have happened to all of them at the exact same moment?”

“What if they received a command to turn back,” said Darcy, “and they are using some kind of spell to hide their departure?”

“A Concealment spell,” murmured Elizabeth.

Lord Harcourt nodded. “Or the Navy has arrived to chase them away.”

Darcy had already discarded that possibility. “There is no wind.”

“They could be rowing,” said Lady Catherine.

“I have the explanation, but I warn you, you are not going to like it,” said Miss Bingley, grimly. “The boats were nothing but an Illusion.”

A stunned silence followed.

Darcy felt as if his ribs were being squeezed. He struggled to breathe. His mind sifted through the implications. So, was everything that had happened for nothing? How could that be? Why would the French go through such an elaborate scheme? And why did they call it off when they were clearly winning the battle?

The answer hit him like the blow of a hammer.

“It was a decoy,” he said, in increasing horror. “They had no intention of landing here at all. The real ships have gone somewhere else.” He turned to Elizabeth. “And it was Riquer who told us to come here. He has betrayed us.”


Chapter 26
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That evening, despite Darcy’s assertion that it was Riquer who betrayed them, Elizabeth doggedly insisted on waiting to hear from him. She could not let her suspicions interfere with her mission. After all, she was still following the Prince Regent’s orders, and she would continue to do so until she heard otherwise. Besides, it was essential to know if Riquer had any more information that could be useful.

At the appointed time, Elizabeth carried a chair and sat outside the fort. She chose a place that faced inland, away from the sea. She did not know if she would ever want to look at the sea again. It had brought her nothing but terror.

She refused to think about Darcy’s statement. She did not want his words to color her interaction with Riquer. If it was true that he had betrayed them, it was unlikely he would contact her again. He had accomplished his purpose.

However, a few minutes later, she heard the swishing of the mirror, and Riquer appeared.

“You need to return to London at once,” he said, without even a greeting. His voice was urgent. “A fleet of balloons are moving towards the city. They are targeting the Prince Regent and the government as well as the King.”

If what he was saying was true, then all was lost. How on earth were they going to reach London in time? The balloon could fly much faster than a horse could gallop.

But if it was not true— Riquer had sent them to Hythe, when the balloons were going to London. What if Darcy was right? Had Riquer given her the wrong information?

“Why did you not tell us this before?” she said, trying not to reveal any hint that she suspected him.

“I could not. I was not informed. I suppose they did not trust me. I only found out because my brother communicated through his mirror. He is coming to fetch me. He is on one of the balloons.”

She focused on getting more specific information. “How many balloons are there?” she asked, knowing Lord Matlock would ask.

“I cannot give you a number, but I know there are many.” He looked at something behind him. “I must go,” he whispered.

The mist swirled, and Riquer disappeared, leaving the mirror to reflect her face once again.

This time, there was no uncertainty about Riquer’s message. It was very clear. She could hear and see Riquer perfectly well, though she could tell he was trying not to be overheard.

If she had any doubts at all, it was whether she should believe him.

She dashed inside and sent a passing soldier to gather all the Royal mages around Lord Matlock’s bedside. Riquer’s statement would evoke a storm of reactions, and she was dreading having to answer their questions.
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Darcy looked around him at the mages standing around Matlock’s bed, arguing. It was like the Council, all over again.

“We cannot trust anything Riquer says.” Darcy used enhancement to project his voice, and they stopped talking to look at him.

“We do not know that for certain,” said Lord Matlock, wearily.

How much evidence did they need?

“I will not stand here and argue for hours. When you have reached a conclusion, send for me. I am going for a walk. You will find me on the coastal path. I will not go far. I have cobwebs in my head and I need to clear it.”

He had reached the entrance to the fort, when he heard Elizabeth calling his name.

“May I join you?” she asked.

“As long you are not here to convince me that Riquer is trustworthy.”

Elizabeth did not say anything, and he regretted speaking harshly to her. “I’m sorry. I meant what I said earlier. I need to clear my mind.”

Elizabeth nodded and slipped her arm under his elbow. “I need to do it as well. So much has happened. Everything is muddled.”

He did not answer. They walked for a few minutes. He was tense, because he could not help feeling they were wasting precious time when they needed to decide how to act.

His attention was drawn to the figure of a little boy who was running towards the edge of the cliff, pointing at the sky. He was dangerously close, and he was not looking where he was going.

A woman screamed. “Joshua! Stop!”

His heart racing, Darcy charged after the boy and grabbed him by the collar just before he reached the edge. The boy wriggled to free himself, but Darcy held onto him firmly. He could see past the edge to the beach below.

A few more steps and the boy would have fallen down onto the pebbles.

Darcy picked him up and carried him to his mother.

His mother’s face was white with terror. "Thank you, sir. Oh, thank you! I don’t know what’s come over him. He’s usually a good little boy. I think he’s upset by everything that’s been going on. Did you see those huge hailstones, sir?” She looked at Darcy. “I didn’t let him out. He suddenly ran out of the house. Said he can see balloons in the sky."

Darcy had been at the point of turning to leave, but her words had him spinning back towards the mother.

"What did you say?"

She laughed apologetically. "I know it sounds strange. As I said, all these strange happenings…”

Darcy no longer heard what she was saying. He went to the boy, who had wandered off and was still looking up at the sky. Crouching down, Darcy looked into the boy’s eyes.”

"Joshua. Is that your name?”

“Yes, sir.”

It was obvious the boy was fascinated at whatever was up there.

“What can you see in the sky?" he asked. "Describe it to me."

“Well, sir, the sky’s full of balloons. The balloons have big baskets with soldiers in them. Not red coats. These ones have dark uniforms with funny hats. And there are people wearing cloaks, sir.”

"Oh, heavens!" whispered Elizabeth. "He's like Mary. He can see through Concealment spells." She crouched down so her face was level with his. "How many balloons are there?"

He scrunched his little face and looked towards his mother. "Lots and lots of them. Maybe two?"

"He doesn't know how to count, sir," said his mother. "He says ‘two’ for everything."

"You're sure you can see them?" said Darcy.

"Of course. They're flying right on top of us. Are you blind, sir?"

"Hush, Joshua. You mustn’t be rude." The mother turned to Darcy. "I'm very sorry sir."

"You shouldn’t be sorry," he said. “You cannot imagine how helpful your son has been. We might be back to visit him again. What’s your name and where do you live?”

“In Hythe, sir. My name’s Mary Barker. Ask for my husband, sir. He’s a baker. George Barker. But why do you want to know? Is he in any trouble?”

Elizabeth hastened to reassure her. "Quite the contrary. I think your son may have a special Talent. She turned to Joshua. "Would you like to go to a magic academy, Timmy?"

He shrugged and pursed his lips. "Don't know. What's a magic aca— aca—."

"Academy. It's a special boarding school for Talented boys like you. I have a sister who has the same Talent as you."

Joshua suddenly became shy and hid behind his mother. “I don’t know.”

“Well, there’s no hurry, Joshua. You can make up your mind later, when you’re a bit older.”

Elizabeth and Darcy took their leave.

"You know what this means, Darcy?" said Elizabeth.

“Joshua has the same Talent as Mary.”

She threw him an incredulous look. “Do not pretend to misunderstand me, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy. The boy has confirmed what Riquer said.”

“Very well,” said Darcy. “I will say it. You were right. We had better tell the others at once.”

He broke into a run. They needed to convey the news as quickly as possible. Then an idea flashed across his mind like a thunderbolt, and he stopped, his blood running cold. “You know what else it means?”

Elizabeth looked at him expectantly. “What does it mean?”

“It means we had it all wrong. The French mages can’t do magic on water. They were above us all the time. They did their magic from the balloons.”
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Once Darcy explained what had happened with the boy to the other mages and presented his conclusions, all the arguments stopped.

The more Elizabeth thought about the implications, the more unsettled she felt. They had been looking out to sea all the time. And all the time the French mages were floating above them. No wonder she had felt she was being watched.

“It all makes sense now,” said Miss King. “We had it all wrong. We thought we were dealing with an invasion from the sea. They convinced us that was the case.”

“We expected a surprise,” said Colonel Fitzwilliam, “but I would not have thought of this.”

“Now that we know,” said Lady Catherine, “there is not a moment to be lost. We know the balloons are going to London. We need to make sure to warn them.”

Warn them about what? An invisible enemy coming in from the sky? There had been rumors of a balloon invasion for some time, but no one had thought it would work. Elizabeth had to give it to Napoleon. It was a very clever plan.

"The first thing we must do is send a message to the Admiralty through the towers, so they will know what to expect," said Lord Grayson.

No one seemed to be grasping the difficulty. "That's the trouble," said Elizabeth, the enormity of the problem sinking in. "We cannot see them. They are under a Concealment spell. They could be right above us at this very moment, but until they attack us, we wouldn’t know where they are. Even if we warn the Admiralty, what good would it do? They would not be able to see the balloons, let alone bring them down.”

“Nevertheless, we need to send the message through the signal towers. They need to be warned. Everyone needs to be warned.”

Darcy nodded. “I agree. And then we need to send messages to the different Academies to join us in London.”

“We at least know exactly where the balloons are going. We must safeguard the King and the Prince Regent, or the Kingdom will fall.”

“We need to go in different directions again,” said Darcy, “and travel under tree cover. We have no idea where the balloons are, but if they can see us leaving, they may target us.”

“Let us put our heads together. We need a clear plan,” said Matlock.

They agreed that Darcy and Redmond would head for Carlton House, with Elizabeth joining them as soon as she could. She was the only one in the group that could not ride proficiently, so she would have to go to London by carriage. Their task would be to take the Prince Regent somewhere safer rather than try to protect him against invisible balloons. Lord Grayson and Lord Harcourt would ride to Kew to do the same for the King. Lady Catherine, Miss Bingley and Miss King would go to Whitehouse, where they could work with other mages to set up Wards and Protection. Miss Bingley’s role would be to set up Illusions and break through the Concealment spells that were hiding the balloons.

Colonel Fitzwilliam left to dispatch his men with messages to all the Academies between the coast and London, and to Founder’s Hall, and to return to the telegraph tower in Deal to pass on the message to the Admiralty.

“If everyone leaves for London, who will guard the coast?” said Redmond.

It was a good question. Nobody had an answer.
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While Elizabeth waited for her carriage to be prepared, she went to say goodbye to her father and Lord Matlock.

“Won’t you reconsider this idea of going to London, Elizabeth?” said Mr. Bennet, whimsically. He had been moved to a position next to Matlock so that they could keep each other company. “I cannot read, so I have nothing to do all day.”

Elizabeth’s heart went out to him. He was making light of it, of course, but he was worried for her. “Any other time, I would have been happy to, Papa, but I cannot stay when everyone else is putting themselves in danger while I am sitting here reading to you.”

“How do you think I feel?” said Matlock. “Being strapped to a bed, unable to walk, and unable to perform magic?”

She smiled. “The Rochester Healers are here. They will have you both on your feet in no time. Maybe, if matters in London take a long time to resolve, you might even be able to join us in the fray.”

“Say hello to Mary for me,” said Mr. Bennet.

Mary!! No one had thought of specifically asking for Mary, though it was the most obvious thing in the world. Her mind started racing as an idea struck her. Mary was the most essential person in the plan. She would be able to point out the balloons!

A soldier came to tell her that her carriage was ready, and she hurried out to speak to the others.

“Someone needs to go for Mary,” she said. “She will be able to help us see the balloons.”

“I will go,” said Miss King.

Elizabeth shook her head. “You will be urgently needed. I will arrange for it.” She suddenly knew what she had to do. She swallowed hard.

“Well, then,” she said to the riders. “We will see each other in London.”

Her eyes went to Darcy. She tried not to think of the danger. They had survived so far. They would continue to do so.

“I’ll see you at Carlton House,” she said, with a wry quirk of the lips. “Like old times.”

“Like old times,” replied Darcy.

As soon as they began to move, she took out her mirror. Her heart beating wildly, she stared into its depth, wondering if what she was doing was madness. Before she could hesitate, she spoke the words to begin the spell.

She would go to Founder’s Hall through the mirror to find Mary.
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As he and Redmond rode away, Darcy thought about Elizabeth riding alone in her carriage, and the dangers she might encounter. A carriage was more easily visible than a rider on horseback. She could use a Concealment spell, but that might draw attention.

He wished now he had said goodbye properly to her, given her a kiss at least, held her to him and inhaled the scent of her.

“What are you doing?” said Redmond.

Without noticing, he had slowed his horse to a trot. He struggled against the impulse to go back and see her again, but it persisted. There was something gnawing at him, something she had said.

Frowning, he considered her words. A moment later, he identified the source of his unease. What did she mean when she said she would arrange something to do with Mary? What was she going to arrange?

The answer, when it came, almost threw him off his horse.

“We have to go back at once,” said Darcy.

Redmond looked bewildered.

“But why? What could be more urgent than saving the Prince Regent?”

“Elizabeth is about to do something very foolhardy, and it will probably kill her. I have to stop her. You must ride on. I will catch up with you.”

“How will you find me?” said Redmond. “I will be useless to the Prince Regent if we cannot Bond. I will come with you.”

Darcy was too preoccupied with Elizabeth to argue. “Suit yourself,” said Darcy.

They galloped as fast as they could. Darcy’s heart gave a jump as he spotted Elizabeth, still standing in front of Dymchurch Redoubt.

Not for long. A moment later, she disappeared into the mirror.

“Noooo!” he cried.

He had arrived too late.


Chapter 27
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Colonel Fitzwilliam’s message had been passed to Carlton House long before Darcy and Redmond arrived. The palace was surrounded by rows of soldiers, and cannons were being lined up. Several mages were setting up Wards, and others were working on possible defenses.

“We are here from Dymchurch Redoubt, Hythe, to report to the Prince Regent immediately.”

They were admitted at once. They found the prince eating and drinking port with some of his cronies, oblivious to the danger.

“May we speak to you privately, Your Highness,” said Darcy, trying not to be enraged by this blatant disregard for the prince’s safety.

“Leave us,” said the prince, with a sigh. As the door closed, he propped his head on his hand and looked at Darcy and Redmond with complete disinterest.

“Your Royal Highness, the contingency plan was for you to retreat to Scotland in the event of an invasion. I hope you have been given details of the attack. Napoleon is using balloons—”

“Pa!” The prince made a dismissive gesture with his hands. “We have been informed of this already, and plans have been drawn. Did you not see all the soldiers and cannons outside?”

Did the Prince Regent really think he could defeat an invisible flotilla by shooting at it with rifles?

“I mean no disrespect, Your Highness, but I doubt the cannonballs can reach the balloons. They are more likely to cause damage to us. And even our best sharpshooters cannot shoot at invisible targets.”

The prince laughed. “I appreciate your concern, Darcy, but I believe the experts have taken that into account. In any case, if the Imperial mages are trying to accomplish so many things, they will not be able to hold Concealment spells as well as control the Montgolfier balloons. The balloons will be tossed around by the wind, and when they come down, they will be easily spotted, and the people will shred them. If their goal is to bring the balloons down, where are they to land amongst the chimneys and narrow squares?”

It made some sort of sense, but the reality was far different.

“Your Royal Highness, there are plenty of open spaces for them to land in Hyde Park,” said Darcy. “But that is not their intention. They are using Elemental Magic to steer and disguise themselves. And they will use Elemental magic to attack. My guess would be fireballs.”

“Your guess?” said the prince, as if Darcy had said nothing else. “Mr. Darcy, do you think I am going to abandon my palace and run to Scotland because of a guess?”

He gave Darcy a smug look. “Besides, I have privileged information that, from that height, they will not be able to fire with any accuracy,” said the prince. “They cannot use an eye glass and cast fireballs at the same time.”

Darcy sought a way to explain that the Imperial Mages were more organized and cannier than the prince gave them credit for. How could he convey to the prince that the Royal Mages had been outmatched and soundly beaten without making them seem incompetent?

The door opened, and the prince was approached by an officer with an air of command. “It might be best if your Highness left the business of dealing with the balloons to us. We do not want to issue contradictory commands in such an urgent situation.” He turned to Darcy and Redmond. “As Janus Mages, I assume you have come to set up Wards around the Prince Regent himself?”

Darcy gritted his teeth. “It would be far simpler if we could remove His Highness to another position.”

“We cannot afford to put together an escort for his protection,” said the officer, “and we do not believe it to be necessary.”

Darcy shook his head. Providing protection to the Prince Regent would mean focusing all their efforts on building Wards for him, instead of trying to undo the Concealment spells the Imperial mages were using.

There was no way out of it. Being a Royal Mage meant they must protect the prince above all else. That was what they came to do, after all.

“If you will not agree to go somewhere safer, I have no choice but to remain here, along with Lord Redmond.” Darcy said, in a resigned voice.

“Capital,” said the prince. He turned to the officer. “You may attend to your duties. Rest assured I am in good hands.”

There was no time for further argument, no time to be lost. “Redmond, if you will assist me in shoring up the Wards?”
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As it turned out, they had no chance to do anything at all. Without notice, the floor below them began to move. The furniture started to rattle and shake, and objects toppled off the shelves,

“An earthquake! Your Highness, we must leave the building at once,” cried Darcy. He was out of his depth. He did not know the best entrances and exits.

“Yes, yes,” said the prince. “We will go through this hidden door to the lower level and leave through a secret entrance to Regent’s Park.” He ran to a bookshelf and pressed a button. The shelves slid open, revealing a staircase going down. “That was the contingency plan. There are horses hidden there to take us away. You need to hold a Ward around us.”

Darcy did not know if the prince was using the Royal ‘We’, or if it included them. In any case, they had no other plan, and they needed to stay with the Prince Regent to protect him.

Once again, the Imperial mages had surprised them by using an unexpected method: Earth magic.
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As they fled down the stairs, Darcy Bonded with Redmond and tried to hold the shield around the three of them, but it was difficult enough to stay upright as the stairs swayed and trembled beneath their footsteps.

When they reached the bottom of the stairs, the prince fumbled with the button that would open the door. “The latch has been displaced,” he said. “I do not know if I can open the door.”

“If you would step aside, Your Highness, I will use a spell.” He turned to Redmond. “Hold the shield.”

Before Darcy could step forward, the floor trembled again. There was a metallic click and the door swung open. Darcy was grateful for it. He did not want to expend more effort using magic than he had to. He was already tired.

A scene of disorder greeted them. Soldiers and servants in livery were running around in all directions. No one even noticed the Prince Regent.

“Over here,” said the prince. “Stay with me. Is the shield still working?”

“It is, Your Highness.”

They had just reached the column when the ground beneath them lurched. The column swayed. The prince gave a cry of terror as it toppled in his direction. Instinctively, Darcy threw up a net around it, trying to hold it back, hoping to allow the Prince Regent the time to escape.

"Quickly,” he said, between gritted teeth. He did not know how much longer he could hold the net. His magic was weakening. “Go with him, Redmond.” Darcy held on, every muscle in his body straining.

The prince ran out of the column’s reach towards the wall with the secret entrance. Just as he reached it, the ground gave a shudder and slanted, and the prince fell to the ground. The wall began to crumble.

Darcy let go of the column, darting out of the way as it crashed behind him. He threw out a Ward to prevent the bricks and masonry from falling onto the prince. It was weak, but Darcy held his breath, hoping it would succeed.

It toppled over with a loud crash, sending a plume of dust into the air.

Darcy stared at the spot where the prince Regent had been. The lower part of his body was covered with rubble, but his head and shoulders were unharmed. Darcy ran over, his legs shaking with exhaustion.

"Your Highness!" shouted Darcy. "Your Highness!"

Darcy felt for a pulse. At first, he thought there was none, but then he felt the faint echo of movement beneath his fingers.

"He's alive," he said. "Just barely. We need to dig him out. See what you can find. There are plenty of objects around that we could use. Maybe some pieces of wood or metal?”

While Redmond was gone, Darcy built a Ward around the prince, something that would prevent anything else falling on him.

Redmond returned with a large piece of paneling. They lodged it under rubble and tried to shift it, but the paneling cracked and broke. Darcy felt the prince's life draining away the longer they kept trying.

"Go to the garrison for help. Hurry. I will strengthen the Ward.”

There was a rumble. The building shuddered and pieces of plaster rained down on them.

"The ceiling! Wards!! Hurry!!"

They Bonded frantically, and Darcy screamed out a spell just as the ceiling collapsed.

Miraculously, the Ward held, protecting them and the Prince Regent. They were surrounded by debris. Above them, there was a gap, showing the sky.

The terrible weight of so much rubble pressed down on them.

"The bubble is too big," said Darcy, trying to stay calm. "We need to move closer to the Prince Regent so we have a smaller area to maintain."

They made their way through broken pieces of Ming vases, paintings of former Prime ministers, and broken decanters, moving inch by inch, trying not to shift the rubble, until they found somewhere to stand, an arm’s reach from the prince, where the bubble was small enough to control.

If the Imperial Mages did not attack again, they might stand a chance of surviving this.
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Darcy lost track of time. He did not know if hours or minutes had passed as they moved closer to the Prince Regent. The bubble was their whole world, the only thing between them and certain death, the only thing keeping the Prince Regent alive.

At some point, Darcy began to lose hope. The prince had not stirred at all. What if all this was for nothing and he was already dead? He was tempted to go and check his pulse, but he could not risk tipping the fragile balance. There was no choice but to continue.

Darcy had no more reserves. How much longer could he hold on? Stars were dancing in front of his eyes, and the edges of his vision were turning dark. His whole body was shaking with the strain of maintaining his position. If only there was some way to rouse the prince, to discover if he was alive, but he could not spare his breath to call out to him. His magic was running dry. If a French mage attacked him now, he would not be able to lift a finger to defend himself.

His eyes met Redmond’s, and he saw the same exhaustion and despair mirrored in the boy's face, along with the recognition that, sooner or later, one of them would buckle under the strain and the whole edifice would topple and crush the three of them.

The Prince Regent was dead, and his Elizabeth was gone. She could not possibly have transported herself over such a great distance and survived.

His legs were shaking so badly, he could no longer stand. He sank to the floor, and Redmond followed suit. Darcy had tried so hard to protect the palace, but it lay in ruins around him. The Prince Regent was dead. All was lost. Everything was gone. It was all over. The Kingdom had been defeated.

He was not sure what to do next. It was his duty to report the Regent's death, but he could not bring himself to move. He was too weary to think rationally. He wanted to sink into a sleep of magic fatigue, but he used all his will to force himself awake.

Only the thought of Elizabeth kept him going. He could not give up, for her sake. He would fight until the end, even if that meant draining the last bit of blood out of him.


Chapter 28
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After Darcy and the others left, Elizabeth sat in the carriage and thought about the best way to travel through the mirror. The prospect of doing this seemed unsurmountable. Firstly, she needed a corresponding mirror on the other side. Secondly, it had to be outdoors. And thirdly, she did not trust herself to travel all the way to Founder’s Hall in one go. She did not want to risk getting lost in the mirror and never coming out.

It took her a while to put everything together, but after some thought, she found a way. It was convoluted, and she was very grateful that the weather would allow her to do it, but she believed it would work. She would hop from place to place, and she would use water at each of these locations to act as a mirror. She chose locations where she had looked into the water and seen her reflection, remembering what Riquer had told her about mirrors having a memory of those who looked into them. She would have preferred to test it under different circumstances, but she just had to hope he was right.

She chose a fountain at Rosings, a pond next to the inn at Bromley, another fountain in a village where they had changed horses, and, for Founder’s Hall, the river. All these were hardly ideal, and she would arrive soaking wet, but luckily the weather was reasonably warm. In any case, it was the least of her worries. Having finally mapped out her path through the mirror, she stepped out of the carriage and stood in front of Dymchurch Redoubt. It was time to go.

As she stepped into the mirror, Elizabeth thought she heard the sound of galloping hooves. She ignored it. She had to give her full attention to guiding herself through the mirror.

She was quickly enveloped by the fog. It frightened her at first, because it reminded her of what had happened on the beach. She could not afford to think of that, or she would be truly lost while she traveled. She kept a single image in her mind, of her first destination. Rosings.

The mist swirled around her, and a short time later, she gasped as she emerged from the water in the gardens at Rosings. She was tempted to go and see Jane, but she had to find Mary. She paused just long enough for a wave of dizziness to pass, then stepped in the mirror again.

Each time she emerged, the dizziness was worse and it was harder for her to keep her destination in mind. When it came to her last destination, her head was spinning.

Riquer had told her once that travel through the mirror worked best when there was an emotional reason for her to seek a place. Fortunately, that place was Founder’s Hall, and her memories of the river were sharp and strong. She thought of the boat moored on the River Thames, next to the Hall, where she and Darcy had first talked properly with each other. She recalled that night on the river — the warm summer day and the fireflies. Darcy rowing as he talked about Pemberley. The silken sound of his voice. She remembered the shimmer of the lantern in the water. The sparkle of the water. That was her mirror.
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She landed in a splash in the murky water. For a moment, she was pulled under by the current. She had exhausted herself completely, the magic had drained out of her. She felt as if she was floating.

“Halt!! Who goes there?”

Elizabeth recognized the voice of one of the older apprentices who had been assigned guard duty. “It’s me. Mrs. Darcy. I am sure you recognize me.”

“Mrs. Darcy?” He peered closely at her. “How do I know it is not an Illusion?”

She understood his suspicions, but now was not the time. Every moment mattered. “Because I am in the water. Magic and water do not mix.” That maxim still held true. The Imperial Mages had not managed to overcome it.

He leaned over. “True enough,” he said, leaning over and putting out his hand. As he helped her onto the bank, his eyes suddenly narrowed in suspicion.

“But what are you doing in the water? I heard you were on the coast.”

“To me!” he cried.

Half a dozen soldiers materialized from among the trees. “We will escort this young lady to the Hall,” he said, “We need to verify her identity.”

One of Colonel Fitzwilliam’s men recognized her. “It is Mrs. Darcy. We know her.”

“We cannot be sure. Why would she be in the water?”

He was only doing his duty, and Elizabeth did not blame him but she was seething with impatience. The other soldiers nodded uncertainly, then fell into formation around her. Her vision was turning gray, her battle with fatigue and cold threatening to overtake her.

When they arrived at the hall, her knees were barely able to hold her and she was forced to lean against the wall.

"Sit down on the ground, Mrs. Darcy, while we fetch someone."

He took her elbow and started to help her down, but the world swirled crazily around her, and she fell forward to the ground.
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She woke up to the sound of voices.

"How could those dolts not know who she is?"

“They recognized her, but one of the apprentices was convinced she was an Illusion.”

“Illusions don’t fall to the ground in a faint.”

She opened her eyes to find herself on a bed, surrounded by Healers. Lady Hazelmere was sitting next to her, her gray eyes full of concern.

Elizabeth struggled to get up, ignoring her spinning head.

Gentle hands tried to restrain her. "You are not well enough, Mrs. Darcy."

"It doesn’t matter how I feel. We need to save the Prince Regent. I came to fetch my sister Mary. She is the only one who can see the Imperial balloons from invading London.”

From the way they reacted, it was clear that the Admiralty had sent word already.

“At least eat something,” said Lady Hazelmere. “It will help you recover your magic. Then someone can take you to see your sister. Meanwhile, you have to explain what happened when you went to Kent, and what you need us to do.”
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Mary was in the library, pouring over a thick tome. She pushed back her glasses in a gesture reminiscent of Mr. Bennet, and Elizabeth felt a burning pain in the pit of her stomach as she thought of her father and his bandaged eyes.

"I thought you were in Kent." Mary sent her sister an enquiring look.

"I was at the coast, but I came to ask for your help." Mary looked puzzled, but this was not the time to explain she had used the mirror. "I used the mirror to get here."

Mary sat up straight. "How clever of you, and how thrilling! Tell me about it.”

“This is not the time. London is being attacked.” Elizabeth quickly explained the situation. Mary's eyes were shining as Elizabeth finished her explanation.

“I would be happy to help again." Her voice was eager. “We had better set out at once." She rose to her feet, then frowned. "That is, providing you are correct, and I can see the balloons."

It had not occurred to Elizabeth that she might not be able to do it.

"Where do we need to go?"

"Carlton House. Darcy and Redmond were going there when I last saw them. We must protect the Prince Regent first and foremost."

“Can you take us through the mirror?”

“I don’t think I can take two people. And my magic is already depleted.” She sat down on a chair with a thump, deflated. “We need Lydia, with her flying carriage. If only we had not sent her away.”

“Oh, but Lydia is here. She came here two days ago. Something about needing to talk to Papa.” Mary leaned forward and spoke in a whisper. “But I think she wanted to see Lord Redmond. She was disappointed to discover he wasn’t at Founder’s Hall.”

“Mary, I’m sorry, but I cannot stop and gossip. We have to leave.”

“I never gossip,” said Mary, with a sniff. “I was merely informing you of a fact. Should I look for Lydia?”

“Better not,” she said. “We don’t know how bad things are in London yet.”

“I will request a regular carriage, then.” She looked Elizabeth up and down. “And I think you had better change before you go. You look like you have been dragged through the mud. And you do not want to catch your death of a cold.”

It seemed to Elizabeth that catching her death of a cold would be a merciful way to go. It would mean they had survived Napoleon’s attack long enough for her to become ill.
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Elizabeth went quickly to her bedchamber to change her clothes. It was strange to think she had only been away a few days. It felt like weeks.

The familiar swishing sound of the mirror drew her attention. Startled, she looked into her regular mirror. It had turned milky. Her heart beating, she began to panic as her mind filled with thoughts of a French invasion of mages with the help of Riquer.

Working swiftly, she immediately set up Wards around the mirror to trap anyone who tried to get through.

“Mrs. Darcy, it is me. Please let me through.” It was Riquer, and as far as she could tell, he was alone.

“Are you with anyone?”

It was a foolish question. If he was with other French mages, he would hardly tell her.

“I am alone,” he said. “My brother is waiting outside. I have come to help. I have a balloon and an Elemental mage at my disposal to take you where you need to go.”

Hesitating, she tried to assess the situation, then decided to trust her Wards to hold off any other intruders. Cautiously, she extended the Wards just far enough from the mirror to allow one person to come though.

Riquer stepped out of the mirror, looking strained. His eyes brightened when he saw her.

“Thank Heavens you are safe, Mrs. Darcy! I feared something had happened to you on the beach. After the rest of the balloons traveled inland, I tried to turn back to see if I could rescue you. I tried to use the mirror to reach you, but I could not connect with you." There was no doubting the sincerity in his eyes,

"It must have been while I was traveling through it."

A suspicion crossed her mind. “How did you know I would be here?”

“I did not. I came to warn everyone here at Founders’ Hall, in case they had not heard.”

One more suspicion niggled at her. “How did you manage to come through the mirror?” she said. “I thought you could not go through exterior walls.”

“I walked through the front door. Nobody stopped me. They never changed the Wards to exclude me. It looks like, unlike your husband, many people trust me.” He gave her a lopsided grin. "Once I was inside, I went to my chamber and used my old mirror. I sent you through that mirror to your bedchamber, remember? The mirror remembered the way."

She felt suddenly ashamed that she had doubted him. “You have done us a huge service by warning us about the balloons when you did,” said Elizabeth, slowly, “although you will be surprised to know, Darcy discovered it at the same time.”

Riquer whistled. “Really? He saw the balloons?”

“No. Someone else did. A little boy.”

“That is astonishing. Like your sister, Miss Mary.”

She nodded.

“And there I was, thinking I would be welcomed like a hero.”

She laughed. “You will be. But first we must go to make sure the Prince Regent is safe. Then you can claim that you saved the kingdom.”

"Where is your husband now? Is he safe?”

Elizabeth made a choked sound. "Is anyone safe? Your balloons will soon be casting fireballs on the whole of London. The Kingdom is about to fall.”

"Not my balloons. More to the purpose, where is he?"

She hesitated. Could she trust Riquer with the information? Darcy had never trusted him. Why would he want to save Darcy?

What did she have to lose in any case? She had trusted Riquer all along. He had told them about the balloons. There was no point in holding back now. She needed to find Darcy, to find out what was happening.

“He is at Carlton House.”

"I will take you there," said Riquer. "If you use the mirror, you can transport yourself to my balloon when I reach it. It is floating above Founders Hall."

“I cannot go. I came here to take Mary to London.”

“Once you are on the balloon, I will come back and send her to you through your mirror.”

Elizabeth nodded. She had an uneasy feeling about Darcy. She wanted to get to him as quickly as possible.

“Very well, Mrs. Darcy. Are you ready to ride a balloon?”

“I am ready to use any means possible, if it will take me quickly to Carlton House.”


Chapter 29
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Darcy’s mind was growing fuzzy. Somehow, he had to keep the Ward up. He did not even know if the Prince Regent was alive, but he dared not do anything that might break his concentration. Help would come, sooner or later, but right now, Darcy was not sure he could continue until then.

It was his fault things had come to this. He should have been more insistent with His Highness and found a way to convince him to leave before the Earth mage’s attack. He had one mission he needed to accomplish, and that was to keep the Prince Regent safe.

Just as he should have kept Elizabeth safe. He ought to have guessed her intentions. He knew she was obstinate and headstrong and reckless, and yet he had ridden away without even asking what she intended to do.

And now he was failing the Prince Regent because his magic was fading. His Bond with Redmond was fading, and his physical strength was reaching its limits.

His dismal reflections were draining him. He could not continue in that direction. He needed a distraction. “Talk to me, Redmond,” he said, in sheer desperation.

Redmond licked his parched lips. “What do you want me to say?”

“Tell me something about yourself. Do you have a young lady who interests you?”

“I—that is a rather private question, sir, ” he said, looking affronted, his ears turning red.

“I did not mean to offend you. I was just trying to keep myself awake.” There was a buzzing in Darcy’s ears, and he was finding it hard to focus his vision.

Redmond hesitated. “In that case—.” He became suddenly shy. “You will not tell anyone, sir, will you?”

“I can keep a secret, Redmond.”

“Well, I do like Miss Lydia Bennet,” he said. “I mean, I think I do. She was sent away, so I have not seen her for some time, but I think about her. She is unlike any of the other young ladies I mean. She is spirited and lively and— well, I like her,” he finished, lamely.

If he did not know Lydia, he would have thought she sounded like Elizabeth.

“Perhaps we can arrange for her to be transferred,” said Darcy. “One of us deserves to be happy, at least.”

Grief overwhelmed him. Elizabeth had stepped into the mirror. Of all the foolish, dangerous things to do! How was he to live without her?

“Mr. Darcy. Sir!” Redmond put out his hand to shake Darcy. “You were about to fall. Please hold on sir. I don’t know if I can do it alone.”

“You are stronger than you think, Redmond.”

“Ask me more questions, Mr. Darcy. I am happy to answer.” There was desperation in his voice.

Despite Redmond’s attempts, Darcy’s mind was growing clouded.

“Darcy!! Where are you? Darcy!” The sound of Elizabeth's voice jerked Darcy awake. He sat up and looked around him, befuddled. It must be an illusion, sent by an Imperial mage to torment him.

“Darcy!” There it was again. “Redmond! Are you here?”

"Did you hear that?" he said to Redmond. “Someone calling?”

Redmond blinked and looked around. "I did. It is Mrs. Darcy."

He heard it again. This time it was so real, so close, he had to believe in it. He found the will to struggle to his feet.

Darcy grinned wildly. "Then either we are both having the same hallucination, or Elizabeth has found us."

And suddenly, there she was, standing just a few feet away from him.

"Elizabeth," he whispered, feeling the world tilting around him. She was alive! She was alive and well. His heart jolted painfully with joy and amazement.

He did not want to hope, in case it was a trick by a French Conjurer. But then she called his name, and he chose to believe the illusion because it provided an escape. If he was descending into madness, then so be it. At least he would not feel like his world had ended.

“Darcy,” she said, in a soft whisper. “Let me take over the Ward.” Her magic signature nudged against him, but he had a sudden fear that the illusion was trying to make him let go so the prince would be killed. He resisted, pushing against the intrusion.

“Darcy, it’s me. Look at me.”

He refused to look. Then he felt the soft press of her lips and he opened her eyes, seeing her fully. It was Elizabeth, his Elizabeth, her dark eyes looking into his.

It was real, perfectly real. He started to chuckle, a hoarse sound that he did not recognize. “Elizabeth, my love, Why do you have mud on your hair?” he asked.

She laughed back and kissed him again. “Never mind. Let me take over,” she repeated. “You can relieve me when you’ve rested.”

Her magic was a gentle warmth. It washed over him, reviving him, and the terrible burden of protecting the Prince Regent was taken from his shoulders.

“Redmond?” he heard her saying. “You can let go now.”

“How did you find me?” he said, still trying to wrap his mind around this miracle.

“You know I would be able to find you anywhere,” she said. “Your magic signature was weak, but I managed to sense it.”

Then another familiar face appeared before him. “Bingley! What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in Rosings?”

“I told you I would join you when Jane – Miss Bennet – was better, didn’t I? Only I had to go all the way to Kent and all the way back. They told me where you would be.” He took out his box with sugared almonds and offered one to Darcy. “You look terrible. Here, this should help.”

Bingley handed one to Redmond, then turned to Elizabeth. “I would be happy to help in any way. I have not performed magic for days. I am completely fresh.”

Elizabeth nodded. “Let us Link, then, and I will draw on your magic.”

Colonel Fitzwilliam came round the corner, picking his way through the rubble. “Thank heavens you are safe, Darcy! I saw Mrs. Darcy coming in and followed after her. But you all need to get out of here at once! The building is about to collapse.”

“We can’t,” said Darcy, his voice thick with a mix of dust and salt. “We can’t leave the prince.”

Richard’s expression changed. “Where is he? They have been searching for him everywhere. He never followed the contingency plan.” He stepped forward carefully to examine the situation. He felt the prince’s pulse and pursed his lips grimly.

Darcy held his breath, waiting for Richard’s verdict.

“His pulse is faint.”

Darcy closed his eyes, relief flooding through him.

“I will bring some men to dig him out.” He looked at the ceiling. “It is about to give way. Mrs. Darcy, can you shield us while we work?”

“I will need more Warders,” said Elizabeth, “but I can do it for now.”

“I will find them for you. Nobody move. We don’t want anything to shift.”

Darcy wanted to laugh. As if he could move! Even if he was able to, he had no intention of letting Elizabeth out of his sight ever again.
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It was painstakingly slow. Darcy wanted to shout at them to hurry. He expected another earthquake at any moment. The only reason it had not happened yet was that the Imperial Earth mage must be resting after expending so much magic.

Finally, with the help of several men, two Elemental mages and a handful of Warders, Colonel Fitzwilliam was able to bring out the Prince Regent. Their tasks completed, everyone else followed, treading with the utmost caution. Elizabeth and the Warders maintained the shield as long as anyone was still in the building, giving the colonel a chance to move the prince to a safe distance. Even when Redmond went out, Darcy stayed at Elizabeth’s side, stubbornly refusing to budge.

Colonel Fitzwilliam paused at the entrance to announce the news to anyone within hearing distance.

“The Prince Regent is safe! His Royal Highness is alive!”

Loud cheers erupted, along with wide smiles. Evidently, many people had believed him dead. He trembled at what would have happened if the prince did not have the Janus mages with him.

Elizabeth hooked her arm in his. "Mary's here," she said. "She's supposed to be spotting balloons so that Miss Bingley and other mages can undo the Concealment spell and reveal them, but I don’t see any yet.”

There were plumes of smoke everywhere. Many of the buildings around Darcy had been affected by the earthquake.

He looked towards Regent’s Park, frowning. “I can see a balloon,” he said, puzzled. “Why is no one attacking it?”

She smiled. “That balloon belongs to Riquer’s brother, Luis. They brought me and Mary here from Founder’s Hall. I can tell you, I had a very difficult time trying to convince people not to shoot at us.”

Darcy was certain that exhaustion was addling his brain, because nothing that she said made sense.

“Didn’t you travel through your mirror? I saw you disappearing into it.” He did not want to remember the staggering pain he had felt at the sight. “And isn’t Riquer in France?”

As if to prove Darcy wrong, the figure of Riquer came striding towards them.

“Mrs. Darcy! So, you found him! Darcy, I see you and the Prince Regent are unharmed.”

They were interrupted by a shout, and a man pointed at them. “There they are! These are the man and the woman that were riding in the French balloon. I saw them get out. There were two others as well. There’s a reward for anyone who captures the Frenchies alive. Let’s get them.”

Several people surged towards them. They were armed with random object from the battered buildings around them – pieces of wood, fire pokers, pieces of glass. Darcy saw the murderous intention in their eyes.

“Get behind me, Elizabeth.” He pushed in front of her, putting his body between her and the crowd.

"Clear some space," he tried, but his voice was too raw. No one heard him. He drew on the tattered remains of his magic to augment his words. "These are Royal Mages coming to the rescue."

The crowd parted, watching curiously. They accepted the authority in his voice, but they were still suspicious of the balloon riders. Darcy sensed if he wasn't careful, the crowd could still turn on them.

"One of them is a spy for the Prince Regent,” he continued, “and the other is my wife, a Janus mage."

A lady in a mage cloak tapped him on the shoulder. "Mr. Darcy? I am sorry but I have to arrest those people." Darcy remembered her face. She had been an apprentice several years ago. "We have orders to capture anyone arriving in a balloon."

There were mutterings in the crowd. “Not fair.”

“We claimed them first.”

“Give us the reward.”

Elizabeth stepped forward. "You can try and arrest us," said Elizabeth, "but are you prepared to explain to the Council why you were preventing us from fighting the French mages?”

She looked like a fierce Valkyrie, ready to face the world. He wanted to embrace her, to feel her in his arms, to be sure it was really her and not an illusion sent to torment him. But the crowd was growing restive, eager for action.

As the mage hesitated, trying to decide what to do, Darcy remembered her name. "Langridge, this lady is my wife. I give you my word as a gentleman. You are wasting your time. We had better turn our attention to the urgent matter of removing the Concealment charms."

Miss Langridge nodded. "Yes, sir. Tell me what I need to do."

"What is your Talent?"

"Illusion, sir."

"Perfect."

Darcy turned to Mary. "I assume you can see the balloons."

"Of course. I cannot believe that you are all so blind." She looked very pleased with herself.

"If you will point out the next one that comes in this direction, Miss Langridge here will help to reveal it so we can all see it."

Mary pointed to a point above Regent’s Park. "As it so happens, there is one coming towards us right now, and the mage is preparing to strike.”

Next to him, Elizabeth came to full alert. “Shield!” she cried, Bonding with him.

Just in time as a fireball hurtled towards them.

Miss Bingley appeared at their side, muttering a spell, and the balloon appeared in view. Everyone gasped.

From behind them, the soldiers fired, and an Elemental mage sent a pointed piece of wood like a spear to lodge itself in the balloon.

With a loud hiss of protest, the air rushed out of the balloon, and the balloon began to fall.
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At one point, Elizabeth turned around and found herself looking at a mage with a bandage around his eye and nose.

She gave a start. “What are you doing here, Papa?”

“I may be one-eyed,” he said, “but I can still ride in a carriage. The Rochester Healers told me I am in the best of health, apart from my eye and nose, of course, and Bingley put me in a carriage, so here I am. Put me to work.”

Elizabeth swallowed down the lump in her throat. “I am happy to see you, Papa. Your task is simple. Bring the balloons down.”

It was a never-ending process, but they soon fell into a rhythm. One by one, Mary pointed out a balloon, Miss Bingley revealed it, and it was taken down. By now, many mages had come to join them, and soon Miss Bingley was given a reprieve as other Illusion mages lent their assistance.

Elizabeth looked around at the gathering of mages. It warmed her heart to see them all gathered here, all working together. Even the crowd was part of it. With the hope of a reward, they were eagerly capturing the French mages alive and taking them to the Tower of London, where they could be safely enclosed and their magic dampened.

They took down around two hundred balloons. According to Mary, there were about two dozen more, but they fled in the direction of France before being revealed.

It was the one flaw in Napoleon’s clever plan. He had not counted on anyone being able to see the balloons, and that, in the end, was his downfall.


Chapter 30
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It is a truth universally acknowledged that, after a victory, there must be a wedding. On this particular occasion, there were two. The weddings were the talk of the town, and anyone who was anyone hoped to receive an invitation to them. This was partly because it was a chance to rub shoulders with the heroes – and heroines – of what was now being called The Battle of the Balloons. It was also partly because everyone was curious to see the changes the Prince Regent had made to his accommodation at Buckingham House, particularly the triumphal arch that the prince had commissioned to celebrate his victory over Napoleon.

It had all started when the Prince Regent heard that Colonel Fitzwilliam had taken out a special license to marry Anne de Bourgh, since Lady Catherine was opposed to the marriage. The Prince Regent had immediately rejected the idea of a hasty wedding and insisted that someone who had saved the prince’s life could not be allowed to marry in haste or in secret.

“We will host your wedding,” he said, using the Royal ‘we’. “We will not hear otherwise.” Then, becoming less formal, he continued. “It was you who dug me out before the building collapsed, and not a moment too soon. I owe you an enormous debt of gratitude. A wedding breakfast is nothing to me. You deserve far, far more. In fact, I already have an estate in my sights for you. It is old, but I will send John Nash to do his architectural magic on it. That way, you can choose whether to live on your new estate, or at Rosings Park.”

On hearing that Elizabeth’s sister was engaged to marry Mr. Bingley, he immediately extended the offer.

“We will make it a double wedding. It will be an excellent way of introducing the Bennet family to Society, though of course Mr. Bennet is already known to us.”

Jane and Bingley’s natural modesty had shied away from having such a public event, but the Prince Regent would not take no for an answer. Nothing was too much for Elizabeth’s sister, and the Prince insisted on it as a way to repay Darcy and Elizabeth for saving his life.

“It is the least I could do. You already have a large estate, Darcy, so I will not offer you another. I am, however, prepared to grant you a knighthood. That would mean you, too, Mrs. Darcy, would benefit from the title. And I will provide a dowry for each of your unmarried sisters.”

It was all very overwhelming. Elizabeth was delighted, of course, but she would have been happy with a simple recognition of her role, and having her name carved into the wall at Founder’s Hall. Instead, she was suddenly thrown headlong into participating in planning a wedding, which mostly involved trying to prevent Mrs. Bennet from causing everyone embarrassment.

One of the benefits of being involved in the double wedding was that she had the opportunity to become closer to Anne, whose company both Jane and Elizabeth enjoyed. To her utter surprise, Anne proved instrumental in preventing some of Mrs. Bennet’s excesses.

“I am accustomed to dealing with Mama’s excessive interference, Elizabeth. I am quite capable of dealing with Mrs. Bennet’s. The two are quite similar, wouldn’t you agree?”

Elizabeth did not quite see the resemblance, but she was content to give Anne free reign. Mrs. Bennet was too intimidated by Lady Catherine’s imperious manners to make trouble for Anne, but Jane blushed frequently when Mrs. Bennet spoke to her in a loud whisper that everyone could hear.

As for Lady Catherine, one look at Mrs. Bennet had confirmed her worst fears that Darcy had married someone who was his inferior. Consequently, she continued to tell anyone who would listen that Darcy would have done much better if he had married Anne.
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All the invited wedding guests had arrived at Buckingham House, except for the Prince Regent himself. People were mulling around and standing in groups, awaiting the prince’s arrival for the breakfast to commence.

Elizabeth drifted from group to group, chatting and smiling, before going to sit next to her father on a sofa.

“How are you doing, Papa?”

“My eyesight is improving daily, though it will never be the same. Still, as long as I am able to read with one eye, then I cannot complain. Besides, I like looking like a pirate.” He indicated the black patch he wore over his right eye.

“I am glad you are improving. And I am delighted Jane’s health has been fully restored. I supposed she would be left with a limp, but the Rochester Healers deserve their excellent reputation.” Elizabeth gave a contented sigh. ”And she looks so joyful.”

“I am glad your sister is having her chance at happiness, and she has been able to choose her own husband. As mages, we do not always have that choice. You did not. Neither did I.”

Elizabeth looked at him in surprise. “You did not choose to marry Mama?” It made no sense. Fanny Gardiner had no magic Talent – unless there was some information Elizabeth was not privy to.

“I did, and I didn’t,” he said, “just not the way you think.”

It was another of her father’s cryptic utterances. “What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said.”

“You cannot throw me a tidbit, Papa, then sound vague and hope I forget. For once, can you give me a straight answer to a question?”

Mr. Bennet sighed. “I suppose you will hound me like Mrs. Bennet until I answer you.”

She did not like being compared with her mother, but he was doing it to distract her, so she bit her tongue and prepared to listen.

“Something like that,” she said, cheerfully. “I will not take no for an answer.”

Mr. Bennet gave a long-suffering sigh. “I suppose you may as well know the reason. If I do not tell you, you will ask Matlock or Grayson. Prepare to be shocked, Lizzy.”

“I am all ears,” she said, with a smile.

“As you know already, I was a rebellious young man, and I already had many reasons for wanting to leave the Academy.” He paused.

“Papa, I know this. Is this going to be one of those stories that go nowhere?”

“Very well. I will be more direct. I simply wanted it to be clear that it was not the only reason I left the Academy.” He took a deep breath. “I left because, if I had stayed, they would have forced me to marry Lady Alice.”

“Marry Lady Alice?” she repeated, and then felt silly for doing it. She could not imagine Lady Alice and Papa in the same room, let alone married. Looking back, however, she now understood the hostility between them. And she also finally grasped why Lady Alice had disliked her so much. “Obviously, you turned her down. It must have been humiliating for her.”

“She was too arrogant to be humiliated.”

Elizabeth noted that he spoke of her in the past, but she was too busy absorbing the information he had given her.

“So you were obliged to leave because you refused to submit to an arranged marriage?”

“Something like that. Or let us say, I walked away and never looked back. I married your mother quickly, to make sure no one could force me into the marriage.”

“And you do not think it ironic that I was forced into marriage, yet you did not lift a finger to defend me when the same happened to me? You handed me over to them – to Lady Alice herself – on a silver platter.”

She was growing more and more incensed. The hypocrisy of it!

“Of course it was ironic, but I took no pleasure from it.” He looked away. “The Council deliberately sent Lady Alice to take you with her because they knew I could not refuse her, not when I had already done so before. She was only too happy to twist the thumbscrew. I do believe she derived a certain satisfaction from making me pay.” Mr. Bennet looked down at his hands. “You must understand, the situations were very different. We were not at war at the time. My marriage to her was merely an attempt to strengthen the Bloodlines. Besides, Lord Matlock had already written an express to tell me about his nephew. Matlock spoke very highly of Darcy. He said he was a kind man and would treat you well. He assured me Darcy would make a good husband.”

“And you believed him.”

Mr. Bennet gave a little shrug. “I had no reason not to. I knew Matlock well. I trusted him. I still do. More than ever.”

He indicated Matlock, who was sitting in a large armchair with a cushioned piano stool under his bandaged leg, his hands still wrapped in white. A lady Elizabeth had never seen before was hovering around him, covering him with blankets and being most solicitous. A three-wheeled Wicker Bath chair was positioned next to the armchair.

“Who is that Lady with him?”

Mr. Bennet’s mouth twisted. “That is Lady Matlock, his wife. It is an arranged marriage. Much like I would have had with Lady Alice.”

“Except Lady Matlock is not a Royal Mage.”

“She is not.”

She had never even heard Lord Matlock mentioning a wife. Elizabeth would not have liked to be in that situation. Still, Lord Matlock had told Mr. Bennet the truth about Darcy.

“I hope I was right, Lizzy. Is Darcy a good man? Does he make you happy?”

His good eye settled on her with such intensity that she knew her answer was important.

“Yes, Papa. I never would have thought so when we first met, but as I started to know him, I realized how fortunate I was. I love Darcy dearly, Papa.”

"Do you forgive me?"

"Of course I do," she said, squeezing his hand as tears sprang to her eyes. "It is the best thing that ever happened to me. It was an amazing gift."

“Good,” he said. “Now go and talk to someone else. I am going to keep Lord Matlock company. I need to make up for abandoning him when Bingley came to Hythe.” He paused. “And Lizzy, I would rather you kept what I said about Lady Alice to yourself, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course, Papa.”
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As her father left her side, Darcy came up to Elizabeth with a smile. “What were you talking about so earnestly with your father?”

She answered honestly, but without giving anything away. “We were talking about Lady Alice.”

A shadow passed over his face. “I wish I had been able to save her. For Redmond’s sake at least. Since they found the body—it has been difficult for him. I believe he is mourning her.”

Elizabeth thought of her father. Lady Alice could have been her mother. It was impossible to imagine the idea. She snuggled closer to Darcy. “At least it saves her the humiliation of a public scandal and trial.”

“I suppose so.” They walked silently for a few minutes. “Do you think it strange that I am sorry for Lady Alice’s death?”

“No. She helped us defeat the Imperial Mages at Hythe. She organized us when Lord Matlock had all but given up. Then she sacrificed herself to hold back the water. She more than redeemed herself. No one could call her a traitor now. In fact, I think she should be honored. I might speak to the Prince Regent about it.” She paused. “And I owe her a huge debt. She undoubtedly saved my life.”

Lady Alice had never married and had children of her own. In the end, despite her emphasis on Bloodlines, she had not left a legacy behind her. Elizabeth wondered now if Lady Alice had been attached to her father.

It irked her that she would never know.
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It was odd, but now that she had heard her father’s story, she felt more of a kinship with Redmond. He was Lady Alice’s nephew, and like Darcy, Redmond had been partly raised by her after his parents died.

“I would like to talk to Redmond,” she said to Darcy. “Now that you told me about Lady Alice, I feel I have been remiss in my duty by not speaking to him about it.” She paused and corrected herself. “No, what am I saying? It has nothing to do with duty. I have just been so caught up in these wedding plans, I am afraid I have neglected him. I feel we all overlook him, somehow. He deserves better.”

“It has not been so bad. He has received a lot of attention from the young ladies,” said Darcy, “especially since the Prince Regent singled him out the other day for his exemplary service to the crown, along with your sister Mary.”

“Lady Mary Bennet,” corrected Elizabeth. “Baroness of Nugent.”

“Very well, Lady Elizabeth,” said Darcy, with an elaborate bow.

“Not yet, Sir Fitzwilliam. We must wait for you to be knighted. It will be strange to hear everyone call you by your first name.”

“Not strange at all,” said Darcy. “It is a very solid name with a long history behind it.”

Elizabeth laughed. “Why do you use any excuse to mention your elevated Bloodlines?”

“Because it is necessary to remind you of your good fortune in marrying a gentleman of such elevated birth.”

She snorted. “I have been reminded by your aunt many times already.” Her gaze landed on Redmond. “Ah, there is Redmond. I must say, he does not look quite as tragic as you have painted him.”

Redmond and her sister Lydia were sitting in a corner of the large room, heads bent together, laughing over something. Cooking up mischief, no doubt. It was a strange and unexpected friendship.

Then Redmond’s hand came up. He tucked a stray curl that had fallen from her ribbon in its place. Lydia carried on whatever she was doing, but Redmond's gesture gave Elizabeth pause. Was he in love with Lydia? How could it be?

"Tell me I am imagining things. My sister and your Twin?" Elizabeth gestured to where the two were sitting.

Darcy watched the two for a moment. "Is that an actual question? I can point out how many things are wrong with it. One, Redmond is our Twin, not just mine. Two, why on earth are you surprised? Three, it is astonishing that I would notice such a thing long before you do. For someone who claims to be observant…"

"Enough!" she said, laughing and feeling foolish. "I just never thought Redmond would consider Lydia seriously. She is only the daughter of a country squire."

"Lydia has proved her Talent. And your father is no ordinary country squire. He has friends in high places. But most importantly, Lydia's sister Elizabeth is not only his Twin, but also one of the most powerful mages in the Kingdom, and Mage Advisor to the Prince Regent. It is one of the highest positions anyone can aspire to."

Elizabeth blinked. When had she become such a prominent person? When she had first arrived at Founders' Hall, she had been a nobody.

"Besides," said Darcy with a smirk. "You are married to me. Which is more than enough to bestow status upon your sister."

He laughed at the expression of outrage on her face.

"Darcy," she started.

He leaned forward and gave her a light kiss on the lips. "Come now! Do not fly into a high dudgeon. I was only joking."
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Darcy had been looking for the opportunity to speak to Riquer for a while now, but Riquer was, as usual, the center of attention. When he finally saw him alone, Darcy strode over towards him.

“I wanted to congratulate you, Riquer, for the newly acquired estate the prince has granted you. Have you had a chance to see it yet?”

“I have not, but I am planning to go there with my brother Luis soon.”

“I heard your brother Luis is to receive a medal as well.”

“Yes. The Prince Regent has been very generous with us.” Riquer was holding himself very stiffly, clearly uncomfortable with Darcy’s presence.

An uneasy silence followed, during which Darcy decided to dive into the real reason he had come to talk to Riquer.

“My wife tells me I owe you an apology,” he said. He felt immensely awkward, but it was the right thing to do. Riquer was a hero. Together with his brother, he had saved them all. Darcy had been mistaken in his character, and he had the duty to acknowledge it as a gentleman.

Riquer crossed his arms and met Darcy’s eye. “In my experience, Mrs. Darcy is generally right.”

Why did the man have to sound so superior? Did he have to make this even harder than it was?

Darcy took a deep breath. He wanted to get this over. "I do owe you an apology. You put yourself at risk to save my life, and I must thank you. I never fully trusted you, but you have more than proved me wrong. I was mistaken. I hope you will not hold it against me."

"I do not hold a grudge. I know you had your reasons." Riquer's gaze drifted to Elizabeth, who was talking animatedly to Miss King. "I do not blame you. If she were my wife, I would have felt the same.”

Darcy wanted to deny that jealousy was his prime reason, but as he looked at Elizabeth, he really could not dismiss the possibility.

Fortunately, the conversation did not continue. A young man around Redmond's age came up to them, and Riquer made the introductions.

"When you caught me outside Founder's Hall, this is who I was talking to. This is my younger brother Luis."

Darcy, feeling a sense of guilt that he had been so quick to jump to conclusions, made a strong effort to make the young man feel welcome. He did not want to repeat the past.
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The wedding breakfast was very late by now, and the guests were starting to grow restless. Elizabeth could see from Jane’s face that she was anxious in case the Prince Regent never showed up. It would be enough to ruin her wedding, because the guests could never sit down unless he arrived.

She smiled reassuringly at her sister. The Prince Regent was known to be capricious, but would he really fail to show up when he had been so adamant about holding it here? She could not really answer the question. There was no knowing what he might do. Elizabeth just wished he would send his apologies so they could proceed with the celebration, but for now, there was nothing they could do.

Mrs. Bennet grumbled to Elizabeth that it was just like Royals to feel entitled to make everyone else wait. Elizabeth shushed her by saying that there were always spies in Court, and that they would tell the prince what Mrs. Bennet had just said.

After that, Mama kept her thoughts to herself, but she did mumble that her poor lamb – Jane – was starting to wilt from so much waiting around.

Finally, the doors were flung open, and the Prince Regent strode in. He went straight to the head of the table and stood there as everyone hurried to their assigned places.

“We are here to celebrate the nuptials of two well-deserving couples who have played a role in making the Kingdom safe. First, I would like to raise a glass to Mr. and Mrs. Fitzwilliam, and Mr. and Mrs. Bingley. Cheers!”

He threw back his glass in one gulp, then struck his glass to gain everyone’s attention again. “It is the most auspicious occasion possible. We will always remember this day because something monumental has happened.

He stopped and looked down the long table as everyone waited in confusion for his next words.

“We have just received news that Napoleon has surrendered!”

There was a loud roar, and the room erupted into chaos. People stood up and stamped their feet, embracing each other and laughing loudly. Glasses clinked, and cries of ‘Huzzah!” filled the air.

“And now We must apologize most sincerely, but We are required elsewhere. Pray enjoy the breakfast without Us and accept our warmest wishes for your happiness.”

Darcy turned to Elizabeth. “We have done it,” he said. “We have defeated Napoleon’s mages.” His eyes were glistening. “I have lived with this war for so many years, and now it is over! He gambled everything by sending most of his best mages to England, and now they are locked up in the Tower.”

“But surely he would not give up so easily?”

“Easily? With his humiliation in Russia, and now this disastrous attempt to take the Kingdom, his domination of the Continent has come to an end. Some of the mages we captured were his best strategists.”

Darcy took hold of her by the waist and swung her up, high up, in a circle. “It means we have won. And it means something else as well. We can finally go to Pemberley!”


Chapter 31
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The carriage was drawing closer to Pemberley. The village of Lambton came into sight, huddled in the valley, a pretty hamlet with thatched-roofed houses and a bridge over a little stream that coursed through it. Behind them, in the distance, Darcy could see the dark outline of the Peaks that had been so much of his childhood.

“We’re almost there,” he said, drinking in the sight, taking her hand and bringing it to his lips. “We are almost home.”

“Almost? You have been saying that for several hours now. If I had known it would take so long to reach Pemberley, I would have gone through the mirror."

“This time, I mean it. Do you see that stone over there? That is the boundary of the estate. We are almost there, but Pemberley is quite large, and it will take some time to reach the house.”

She gripped his arm, and a panicked look crossed her face as she surveyed the wall. "I have suddenly realized I am to be the mistress of a large household, with an estate that it takes many minutes to traverse. I have no idea how to go about it. I think I want to turn back."

Darcy threw back his head and guffawed. "You have faced Napoleon's mages, stopped an invasion, and saved the king, yet you are worried you will not be able to manage a household? My dearest Elizabeth, do you really expect me to believe that?"

“Well, if you express it that way—” She smiled sheepishly. "I suppose I will find a way."

"Of course you will find a way. And remember, you will not be alone. I will be by your side. It will be a new experience for me as well. Pemberley is my estate, and I have visited it many times over the years, but I have never stayed very long. The longest was last year, when you were asked to leave the Academy. The fact is, I will need guidance. My father died when I was young, before I had a chance to learn about managing an estate. I will be fumbling about in the dark."

"It sounds like we have a challenge ahead of us. But we can learn together, and together, I am certain, we can manage."

As they passed through the iron gates that marked the entrance to Pemberley, his heart quickened.

He had waited so long.

He had never really believed that it would happen — that he and Elizabeth would ever be free of the burden that had been placed on their shoulders. But now, as the landscape grew more and more familiar, it started to sink in.

He was going home.

As they came to the familiar road that led to Pemberley, a lump settled in his throat. It grew and grew until it threatened to choke him. Memories surfaced of his mother, his father, his baby sister Georgiana, all taken by the same fever. Happy childhood memories mingled with a terrible sense of loss. So much had happened since then. In some ways, he was a stranger to this place. In others, he knew it was where he belonged. He had dreamed of coming back for so many years, he could scarcely believe it was happening. The terrible lump in his throat expanded and to his utter horror a sob escaped him.

Elizabeth sat up and looked at him. Her eyes were full of sympathy. "Darcy?"

He shook his head, unable to speak. Why was he reacting this way? He had been here many times over the years — brief visits that had kept his connection to his home and his land, but he had not lived here since he was a boy. It was just that he was only now beginning to believe it. He was returning here as a man, and he was coming to stay. The war was over.

He did not know if the choking sensation was mourning the years he had lost, or if they were tears of joy. He had never cried, not once, since the death of his family, not even when his Twin Lord Cuthbert had died. He had held his tears inside and now they were refusing to stay there. He turned his face away, embarrassed, as he felt a hot tear trickling down his cheek.

It was useless to try and hide it from Elizabeth. She reached out and put her finger to trace the moisture on his face.

"Oh, Darcy," she said, quietly, her voice full of understanding. Tears of her own welled in her eyes.

He put out his thumb to wipe away the moisture from her eyes and gave a breathless laugh, trying to hold himself together. He reached out and drew her to him in a fierce hug, allowing the tears to fall, knowing she would not judge him for it. His sense of shame disappeared. All the bitterness and sadness and sense of time lost and wasted poured out, until finally he reached a feeling of peace.

If it were not for those years of war and pain, he would never have met Elizabeth. He would never have known what it was to truly love. He tightened his arms around her. She was his anchor, his safe harbor. Together they would make Pemberley into a happy home again.

"I am sorry," he said. "This was not how I imagined it would be like to come back." He gave a little laugh.

"You need not apologize," she said, gently. "You cannot control everything. I am glad you felt free enough with me to express your sadness." She kissed the wetness on his cheeks. "I have always wanted you to be honest with me about everything, good and bad."
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As they emerged from the wooded road, the sun came out from behind a cloud, bathing Pemberley in the saffron light of late afternoon. The waters of the small lake glittered like liquid gold and the fountain his mother had installed sparkled like crystal.

Beside him, Elizabeth gasped. "This is Pemberley?” She stared out of the window. “I never imagined it would be so beautiful."

He smirked, satisfied by her reaction. The approach to Pemberley was breathtaking. His mother had an artistic talent for envisioning beauty, and his father had indulged it by bringing the best architects to put her ideas into practice.

As they drew closer, Darcy started to point out a few of his favorite spots to her, but she was looking everywhere, her eyes darting from one thing to another. He smiled. There would be time enough for him to show her the places he loved.

Then her gaze was glued on the house itself. He imagined what it must look like to her.

“And that is -- Pemberley,” he murmured.

A small army of servants were lined up, waiting for them. He had sent word ahead, and now they all emerged in their livery and starched aprons and stood in a formal line to welcome them. His heart swelled as he spotted the familiar faces. Pemberley had stood empty for too long. Finally, he was back. A wide grin broke out on his face. Together, he and Elizabeth would make this a home again, full of laughter and joy.

He took Elizabeth's hand as they descended from the carriage. Entwining his fingers with hers, he walked forward.

He introduced everyone to her.

As they reached the top of the stairs, he turned and, encircling her waist with his hands, he picked her up.

She squeaked. "What are you doing?"

He laughed. "You are my bride, and I am carrying you across the threshold."

His heart bursting with happiness, he felt carefree for the first time in years. He brought her up in a wide arch and swung her over through the wide doorway. She laughed with joy and as they entered, they whirled together in a strange dance. Magic enveloped them in a bright glimmer, a bubble of light that sent little sparks fluttering down his skin.

He did not know if he imagined it, but he felt a magical tug from the house, a sense of completion, as if Pemberley was giving him and Elizabeth its approval.
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Darcy considered whether there was time for them to retire to bed, but as if to chastise him, Mrs. Reynold appeared at the bottom of the stairs.

“We have prepared a special meal for you tonight, with all your favorite foods, as well as those you advised us that Mrs. Darcy likes. But for now, I am certain Mrs. Darcy will wish to refresh herself and to recover from her long journey. I have assigned her a maid until her own maid arrives. Susan will show you the way to your room, Mrs. Darcy, if you would care to follow her?”

Mrs. Reynolds turned to Darcy. “Meanwhile, Mr. Tanner is waiting for you in the library to discuss one or two immediate concerns about the estate.”

Darcy stared at Elizabeth as she was quite literally plucked from his side and dragged away from him. Elizabeth tossed him a saucy look and her eyes danced with laughter.

“See you soon,” she said.

He growled to himself and considered whether he should consign his steward Mr. Tanner to the nether regions of hell. Confound it. This was his household, and he would do what he wished here. He had not come all the way to Pemberley to escape the demands of duty only to be trapped by his steward and his housekeeper.

“Dinner will be ready at six o’clock. We know you will wish to dine at London time until you grow accustomed again to our country ways. And then I am sure Mrs. Darcy will wish to bathe after dinner,” said Mrs. Reynolds.

He had a feeling she was teasing him, but there was nothing in her expression that gave anything away. He had never known she was such a wily old fox. But he could not object, because after such a long absence, the least he could do was appreciate the efforts of the household staff to make him and Elizabeth feel comfortable.
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Dinner was an endless parade of dishes, intended – clearly – to impress the new Mrs. Darcy. Then there was port after dinner, which Salter, the butler, assured him was a favorite of his father’s.

“It is forty years old now,” said Salter. “Your father earmarked it for your wedding. I remember the day like it was yesterday. He took me down to the cellar and pointed it out. ‘This one, Salter,’ he said, ‘is for my boy, the day he marries. If I am not here, make sure to give it to him.’”

A memory came to Darcy, unbidden, of his father pointing out the bottle. He could still remember the feel of his father’s large hand against his small one. He looked down into his port glass, recalling the time his father had let him take a sip out of this very glass. Darcy had spit it out, and his father had laughed, a loud, merry sound.

“He would have been so proud of everything you accomplished, sir,” said Salter, his voice bringing him back to the present. “Is it true that you are to be knighted?”

Darcy was astonished, as always, how servants’ gossip reached so far. “It is, indeed.”

“I will instruct everyone about the new name.”

“There is enough time,” said Darcy. “We still have a few weeks before the ceremony.”

Enough time. When was the last time he said that?

For now, he intended to live in the present. He stood up, taking his glass with him. He would not waste such a precious gift, but he needed to be upstairs, with Elizabeth.

He thanked Salter and made his way to his bedchamber, his heart increasing a beat with every step. The door between the adjoining rooms was open. With a smile, he made his way there, only to find that Elizabeth’s bed chamber was swarming with servants carrying pails of hot water for a bath, towels, soaps, and scented oils.

Growling inwardly with impatience, he retreated to his room and waited for them to leave. He undressed and put on the dressing gown that had been laid out for him on his bed, then returned to Elizabeth’s room.

The room was empty.

“Elizabeth?”

“In here,” she said, laughing. “Hurry up, come in here, before one of the servants turns up to ask you to take care of something. I have sent the maids away.”

As if to illustrate her point, someone scratched at the door of his bedchamber. He strode over and turned the key in the lock, loudly and deliberately, then went to the door of Elizabeth’s bedchamber and locked it as well.

“Heavens, Darcy. Did you just lock all the doors? It must be a terrifying ordeal if you are so worried I might want to escape.”

“I am not locking you in—” he began indignantly, but then as he stepped into the dressing room, he was met with the image of her in the porcelain tub, her wet hair cascading over the side, dripping into pools of water on the floor.

“I dismissed the maids,” she said, “but now the towel is out of reach. Could you hand it to me?”

What on earth had given him the idea he would be dealing with a shy young maiden when nothing about Elizabeth had ever indicated that this is what she was?

She rose out of the bathtub, like a nymph out of the Greek myths rising from the water, completely in her element, her dark locks like glistening seaweed flowing behind her.

He was frozen, unable to breathe, unable to do anything but gaze and wonder as she held him in her thrall. She was the most beautiful being he had ever seen. None of the alabaster statues that adorned the fountains or the museums could match her.

She was Elizabeth.

The steam floated up, swirling around her in lazy curling tendrils. He could feel the magic surrounding her, the magic in the water, the magic in the air.

“Are you going to give me the towel?” she said mischievously.

Speechless, completely awestruck, he handed her the towel, and she wrapped it tightly around herself and stepped out.
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A nymph she might be, but when she entered the bedchamber, wrapped in a towel, the cracks in her armor became apparent. She was casting tentative looks at the large bed, hanging back awkwardly.

With a sudden insight, he realized she was stalling for time. He emerged from the daze that had befuddled him as he realized he was not the only one who was overwhelmed. She was unsure of herself. He needed to put her at ease.

“You will have to show me what to do,” she said, “I only have a vague idea of what happens next.” She looked chagrined and very pink, but he could not tell if it was a belated sense of embarrassment, or if it was the effect of the hot bath. He did not remember the last time he had seen her so flustered.

He chuckled. Now that the shoe was on the other foot, he could not resist the temptation to tease her.

“Well, there is not much to know, really. This when you submit to your conjugal duties,” he said, smothering a smile. “We will blow out the candles, and you can close your eyes. I will do my best to get it over as quickly as possible.”

She examined him apprehensively. “Really?”

He could not help it. He tried to keep a straight face. Instead, he dissolved into laughter.

“Of course not, Mrs. Elizabeth Darcy, soon to be Lady Elizabeth. I mean, you might wish to close your eyes, if you prefer. I certainly will, at some point. But I very much hope you are going to enjoy what happens next.”

He sat on the bed, keeping his banyan on for now, and invited her to join him by patting the bed beside him. She kept the towel wrapped around her, and slid under the sheets, her wet hair unfurling onto the pillow.

Leaning over, he lowered his lips onto hers, touching, teasing, watching her eyes darken with passion. This was what he had been waiting for. He deepened the kiss, love turning into burning need. He spread his kisses beyond the corner of her mouth, past the curve of her jaw, down to the hollow at the bottom of her throat. His breath grew ragged as his lips moved across skin like velvet, sensations rippling through him like fire.

With my body, I thee worship.

He no longer had to hold back. He threw off his dressing gown and sank down, spreading himself against her.

Somewhere in the back of his mind he could feel her fingers trailing down his back, stoking his hunger, driving him beyond himself.

Warm threads of her magic reached out to him, enveloping them, Bonding them together. He began to lose himself as silken threads spun around them, fine filaments sweeping across his skin. In response, some hidden magic surged inside him, reaching out through their Bond and flooding them both in a golden light that filled the room. He no longer knew where the boundary between them lay. Their bodies were entwined, tangled in threads of magic, melting into one, glowing with love.

When the magic receded, he lay back, breathing heavily, trying to understand what had just happened. Nothing had prepared him for this. No one had told him that Janus Twins could connect so deeply and completely. Still, a part of him, somewhere deep inside, had known that being with Elizabeth would take him beyond his control.

Beside him, Elizabeth was trying to catch her breath. She was smiling, her face bright and tender. He turned to gaze at her, marveling at this woman who had now become his wife.

“I love you,” he said, his voice deep with all the feelings coursing through him.

“I love you, too,” she said.

He moved one finger across her face, learning her features, the dips and contours that made her who she was.

“So is this what it’s like, conjugal love?” she said. “Now I understand why you were worried about a child. It is an act of creation.”

He let out a barking laugh. “Believe me, my love, this is not what conjugal love is like. At least, it is not what it is like normally.”

“How do you know?” she said, raising her eyebrow. “You have never been married before.”

“No, true, but—”

He had no way of explaining what he meant. Perhaps someday he would try to tell her. But for the moment, he was content to experience the wonder of it.

It was her turn to tease him now.

“Well, Sir Fitzwilliam Darcy. Now that I know what to expect, do you think you could perform some more of your magic again?”

***

THE END
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