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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The summer sky at Ramsgate, a cheerful bright blue dotted with puffy white clouds, was a perfect background against the willow-thin silhouette of the young woman leaning on the rail of the break wall. Her shoulders rose and fell in a deep sigh. A casual observer may have taken it for an appreciation of the brisk sea air. The opposite was true. She was not happy. She had been disappointed in love and her loved ones. As she stood on the stone path watching the waves crash against the rocky shore, a tiny idea began to bloom at the back of her mind.

      The drooping in her shoulders eased as the idea took shape. Shortly thereafter, she left behind the break wall and the crying seabirds.

      There was much to be put into motion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “No, it is nothing to Pemberley.” Charles Bingley sighed as he gazed out the carriage window at the distant structure of the home he had leased. “But it is not so bad a prospect. Do you agree?”

      The man he addressed was momentarily startled. Fitzwilliam Darcy’s attention had been arrested by the sullen look on the face of his young sister. Georgiana was undoubtedly not pleased with the promise of a three-month stay in the countryside, as he well knew from her lack of enthusiasm the previous evening when he had reminded her of the early hour for their departure. But after the events of the previous month and her stubborn refusal to accept responsibility for her poor decisions, Darcy was intent on keeping his sister in his company, however confining it may be.

      “I believe that comparisons to my home are unwarranted and unjust. Surely there was much to recommend Netherfield, or you would not have ventured to take the lease.” Darcy stole a glance at Georgiana, offering her a faint smile. “Although the society will not be equal to what we are accustomed to in town, it cannot be so limited as to provide no entertainment at all.” He was rewarded by the softening of her expression.

      “Entertainment there shall be!” cried Bingley. “I have been assured by the resident pillar of the community, Sir William Lucas, that there are regular assemblies in the public rooms as well as frequent private functions amongst the more genteel families of the area.” He leant closer, rubbing his hands together gleefully. “As a matter of fact, Sir William mentioned a ball to be held Wednesday next! Darcy, will you allow your sister to attend, despite her not being out yet?”

      Darcy opened his mouth but found himself unable to voice an objection when confronted with the hopeful eyes of his sister and Miss Bingley. “I see no real harm in it,” he softly replied. “There will likely be many other young ladies present, since it is, after all, a country assembly.”

      Miss Bingley gave a small sniff of what could only be taken as mild disapproval. “One would not be surprised at a lack of civilities in such surroundings as these.” The interior of the carriage was silent until she added, “It would not be improper, however, for you to be seen in the company of your brother in this instance, my dear Georgiana. You may rest assured, Mr Darcy, that I shall tend very carefully to your sister’s needs during her stay with us.”

      I have no doubt of that! Darcy managed to keep the grimace from his face. His mind was soon preoccupied once again, however. Within a few minutes the carriage was drawing up to the front of Netherfield Park, and he noted with a smile that Bingley was on the edge of his seat with excitement. Georgiana seemed to be more cheerful, at least. Perhaps it was the prospect of a ball or his own assent to her attendance. It could not have been the promise of Miss Bingley’s undivided attention.

      The carriage came to a halt, the passengers alighted, and the front doors of Netherfield swung open to welcome its new master and his guests.
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        * * *

      

      In the bustle of activity leading up to their departure, Georgiana had personally attended to packing her most valued treasures. It was not the jewellery that Miss Bingley openly admired for their status as family heirlooms but several small tokens that many would deem worthless, particularly if they knew their history. Yet, as Georgiana’s fingers ran fondly over their surfaces, a small smile formed as the memories associated with each were brought to mind.

      The sound of footsteps in the hall and a soft tap on her door urged Georgiana to replace the soft square of silk covering the contents of the box. She then tossed a pair of satin gloves on top and looked up as her maid opened the door to admit Miss Bingley.

      “My dear, you look positively darling!” Miss Bingley’s words oozed into the corners of the room.

      “Thank you,” Georgiana replied in a voice as demure as her downcast eyes. She spread her hands out to indicate the skirt of her gown. “You do not think it is too much, do you?”

      “Certainly not. You have the finest dressmaker in London, my dear. She would never perform such an injustice to your figure as to overembellish one of your garments. The gown of a young woman who has still to experience the honour of coming out in the world cannot be as richly adorned as those we have seen many times while in the park. Do you recall the three Weston sisters we met last month while walking?” Georgiana’s slight nod was enough encouragement for her to continue. “I am sure you noticed the gaudy trimmings on their sleeves. And the lace! Such a display is to be pitied. No one should advertise such a lack of good taste.”

      Georgiana maintained an outward appearance of polite interest and agreement. Her thoughts, however, had drifted to contemplating the evening’s prospects. She wondered if her brother would consent to her participation in the dancing. Well aware that he was likely to be her only partner in that event, she was not entirely sure that dancing appealed to her overmuch. So much more could be accomplished through conversation.

      “Shall we go?” Miss Bingley looked at her young friend expectantly.

      “Certainly,” Georgiana said. “We must not keep Mr Hurst and our brothers waiting. Your brother is undoubtedly eager to set out.”
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        * * *

      

      The gentleman was, indeed, nearing the point of pacing when the ladies descended the stairs. Mrs Hurst had met the two on the landing, and the effect of their appearance was not lost on the three waiting gentlemen. Georgiana far outshone the modest Mrs Hurst, while Miss Bingley’s more vibrant shade of gown was still unable to detract from the youngest lady’s natural glow. As one, all the gentlemen’s eyes were drawn to Miss Darcy.

      Her brother was the first to step forward and proffer an arm. “I cannot believe this is my little sister I see,” he whispered near her ear. “Yet, there are still more than two years before I can properly launch you into Society.” That thought worried him more than anything else.

      The ride into Meryton was uneventful. The ladies speculated on the company they would soon encounter, Darcy listened to Bingley enumerate the special qualities of the fairer members of the Meryton population, and Hurst mused about the selection that would be available at the refreshment table.

      The latter seemed the least likely to be disappointed upon their arrival at the assembly rooms. Several tables had been laid out with fruits, cakes, breads, and meats. Bingley was incapable of disappointment in any case, as the room teemed with young ladies of every description.

      Sir William Lucas stepped forward to greet the Netherfield party and offered to introduce each and every Meryton citizen into the good graces of their new neighbour. Darcy watched as his friend nodded in eager agreement to the scheme.

      It was Georgiana, however, who required his immediate attention. He observed how his sister’s eyes were alight as she regarded the crowd before them. The assembly was equally interested in her. Darcy moved closer, all thoughts of Bingley’s delightful local ladies fading.

      This could be a long evening!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning Bingley sought his friend’s opinions. “What did you think?”

      Darcy’s head swung around to stare uncomprehendingly at him.

      Bingley laughed. “I shall take that to mean that you were bored as usual with the lack of conversation. I, however, found myself engaged in delightful topics with several of the local people.”

      Darcy smiled. “All ladies, I should imagine.”

      “Well, yes. There were some uncommonly attractive young ladies present. You must agree with me on that.”

      Darcy thought back to the previous evening. There was little he recalled about the events that transpired. There was dancing, of course. He remembered seeing Bingley partner with several ladies and more than once with one in particular. Eventually, his friend had approached him and encouraged him to dance. However, Darcy’s mind had been preoccupied with the attentions a young gentleman was paying to his sister.

      Which young lady was he trying to match with me? A brunette, I recall. What was it I said to Bingley? Oh yes! Something about my mood not being conducive to soothing the wounded feelings of a lady without a dance partner.

      Such thoughts consoled him. His attention had been too caught up in maintaining a vigilant eye on Georgiana that he had not paid much heed to Bingley’s suggestions, other than to discount them immediately. Darcy was confident that, although he could not recall the particulars, he had refused his friend in a most dignified and gentlemanly fashion.

      “Yes, I do remember some attractive young ladies,” Darcy replied. “However, you must realise that with my sister in attendance, I was hardly likely to indulge in mingling. As for dancing, you know I am not partial to it.”

      “You really can be too protective of your sister at times.” Bingley shook his head with amusement.

      Darcy grimaced. You would not say that if you knew what I suffered this summer!

      “I do not believe you ever had to concern yourself with such a young woman to chaperon.”

      Bingley looked thoughtful. “You are right. Louisa has been there to act as chaperon, as well. I say, you are not going to restrict Georgiana from attending more of the balls, are you?”

      The prospect alarmed him. “More balls? I had not considered it, but I suppose there will be more gatherings while we are here.” Darcy’s mind raced through the possibilities. “There is no way around it, is there? I shall simply have to be selective in choosing her introductions.”

      The other man chuckled. “Caroline will be more than happy to take your sister under her wing at these outings.”

      “I am perfectly aware of that.” Darcy’s eyes narrowed.

      “You could maintain a watch over Georgiana from a distance, and at the same time, keep Caroline occupied and out of your way.”

      “No doubt that would serve your purpose as well. Which young lady has caught your interest this time?”

      “Oh, you must remember her! An angel!” When there was no response Bingley continued. “Miss Bennet. You do remember her, do you not?”

      “Fair? Smiles too much?”

      Bingley nodded eagerly. “She is perfect,” he sighed.

      “Indeed? I shall endeavour to make more of an effort to acquaint myself with this angel.”

      Bingley rubbed his hands together. “Excellent! Caroline has invited Miss Bennet and her sister for tea this afternoon. You will have your opportunity.” He was completely oblivious to the expression of resignation on Darcy’s face.
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        * * *

      

      Female laughter floated gently down the length of the hall. Darcy paused in midstride.

      What am I thinking? There is nothing to be concerned about in Georgiana spending time with some other young ladies. Caroline—she already knows. Miss Bennet is harmless. Her sister, though. What do I know of her?

      He cast his mind back to what he could recollect of the assembly and its guests. There were several Bennets in attendance, some of them quite young and boisterous. He wondered which sister had arrived with Miss Bennet.

      Once again, Darcy stepped forward, his feet carrying him closer to the parlour where the sounds of the ladies’ enjoyment issued forth. He hesitated before putting his hand to the door. It would not be seemly for him to enter the room when it was a ladies’ party. He knew the visitors would be staying for some time, and there would be opportunities to observe these two young women in a more appropriate setting. However, his curiosity and the instinct of a guardian threatened to override his many years of schooling in proper behaviour.

      Darcy withdrew his hand. Resolving to spend the next hour in the library in study, he turned to make his way to that room and came face to face with Bingley.

      His friend seemed not to notice anything amiss. His eyes darted towards the closed door as faint voices could be heard on the other side.

      “Some billiards, Darcy?”

      “Yes!” His response was immediate and Darcy’s reaction even more so. He strode forward with authority in the direction of the games room, Bingley trailing along in his wake.
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        * * *

      

      In the parlour, Miss Bingley had just refilled her guests’ teacups. Elizabeth Bennet knew her sister thought the visit had been quite pleasant thus far. Jane would think the kindness of Miss Bingley to be generous, and the quiet Mrs Hurst’s manner provided nothing to criticise. Jane would see the young Miss Darcy as a sweet creature and determine that despite her meagre contribution to the conversation, there was a brightness to her manner reminiscent of her youngest sister, Lydia. No, Elizabeth knew Jane’s generous heart would find nothing to criticise.

      She was not so complacent, however. Elizabeth thought Miss Bingley positively rude at times, while Mrs Hurst seemed only a little less put out. Miss Darcy was more of a puzzle. Not having made the young lady’s acquaintance the evening of the assembly, Elizabeth had expected to find her as disagreeable as her elder brother, the gentleman who had pointedly refused to dance with her when pressed by his friend. However, she found little to fault in Miss Darcy’s demeanour, despite her apparent intimacy with Miss Bingley. There was, perhaps, a bit more enthusiasm to her manner than would have met with Mr Darcy’s strict proprieties, but Elizabeth attributed it to the lively disposition of a closely supervised girl at a trying age. Her younger sisters were splendid examples of this lively enthusiasm when allowed more freedom. Elizabeth was resolved on making closer acquaintance with Miss Darcy, for she must be in dire need of more light-hearted company than her present companions afforded her.

      To this end, Elizabeth encouraged Jane to engage Mr Bingley’s sisters in conversation while she drew Miss Darcy’s attention in a quiet discussion of their own.

      “Have you been to Hertfordshire before?”

      Miss Darcy shook her head. “I have spent most of my time at our homes in Derbyshire and in London. Occasionally I have vacationed in the seaside resorts at Ramsgate and Brighton, although unless my brother is free to accompany me, my time spent there has been limited.”

      “Have you no other relations who could go with you?” Elizabeth enquired. She found it odd that even Mr Darcy would keep his sister in such a sheltered existence.

      “Yes, but my cousins are all much older than I am, and most of them are men.” She gave a slight shrug of her shoulders. “I had a lady companion for a while, but my brother recently dismissed her.”

      Elizabeth’s eyebrows rose at this news. She could not completely control her curiosity, however. “Have you not found another lady to take her place?”

      “Not yet. I am not sure my brother is engaged in finding one at the moment. He is content to have me with him for the time being.” She paused, glancing towards the other ladies. “Of course, Miss Bingley’s offer to chaperon me while we are here has taken some of the responsibility from his shoulders.”

      Elizabeth frowned. She did not think highly of Miss Bingley’s abilities as a chaperon, nor did she approve of Mr Darcy shirking his responsibility for his sister. The young lady needed a respectable woman as a companion. She was of an age where life with an unmarried elder brother for sole guidance could only spell disaster. The more Elizabeth thought about it, the more determined she was to do what she could to make Mr Darcy see the error of his ways.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Georgiana preceded the other ladies into the dining room where the gentlemen were already waiting beside their chairs. She paused, seeing that Mr Bingley had invited Miss Jane Bennet to sit on his left, before taking the seat to his right. Georgiana sank into her chair and glanced down the length of the table. Miss Elizabeth Bennet sat beside her sister, with Mr Hurst to her left. That gentleman was impatiently waiting for the servers to begin distributing the dishes.

      Georgiana looked to her right where her brother was also surveying the company. She noticed that his eyes lingered a touch longer on Miss Elizabeth with a hint of something in his eyes that she could not quite identify. Just as quickly his gaze shifted to his plate as one of the servers brought a platter to him. Puzzled, Georgiana was impatient for conversation, but propriety demanded that she speak to Mrs Hurst first, that lady being seated between the two Darcys.

      It was not difficult to offer comments on the table or the meal, despite having spent two hours in conversation already. At last, Georgiana braved directing a question across the table.

      “Miss Elizabeth, I understand that you have three more sisters. I did not have the pleasure of making the acquaintance of many people at the assembly. Were your sisters in attendance?” She saw Miss Elizabeth glance at Darcy before returning her gaze to her.

      “They were there, yes. My two youngest sisters are about your age.”

      “Oh, I should like to meet them.” She turned towards her brother. “That is, if you have no objection.”

      Darcy visibly started at being addressed. His mind seemed to be elsewhere, although he had appeared to be listening attentively to Miss Elizabeth. “Of course not, my dear.”

      Georgiana suspected he had not really heard the question.

      Miss Bingley’s voice floated from the far end of the table. “I am sure there will be an opportunity at the next assembly in Meryton.”

      Mr Bingley leapt on his sister’s comment with alacrity. “Of course! Just the thing! Caroline, what a delightful idea. A ball! I shall host a ball!” A foolish grin filled his face as he turned towards Miss Bennet. “Do you think that would be welcome?”

      Miss Bennet nodded agreement as her soft voice confirmed Mr Bingley’s hope. “Everyone would be sure to attend a ball hosted at Netherfield.”

      Georgiana watched as Miss Bingley’s horrified gaze met her sister’s, though Mr Hurst appeared oblivious to the conversation. Her brother still seemed to be musing on what he had agreed to.

      Miss Elizabeth spoke up, breaking the awkward silence. “It is most generous of you to offer to host a ball for the neighbourhood. There is nothing more pleasant, especially in the turn of the season, than the prospect of such a delightful gathering of friends. I can guarantee that our sisters will be as eager to attend as anyone else.”

      “I cannot possibly wait so long before meeting your sisters,” said Georgiana wistfully. “May we not organise something sooner?” She looked hopefully at Miss Elizabeth.

      “It is too late in the season for a picnic. However, if you have no objection to dining with us at Longbourn, the ladies of Netherfield will be most welcome. I am sure the gentlemen would not begrudge us your company for one evening.” Miss Elizabeth smiled sweetly in the direction of Miss Bingley, who returned the expression without enthusiasm.

      Georgiana noticed her brother’s posture stiffen, and a familiar neutral expression settled over his features. She knew he would not be eager to allow her out of his sight for an entire evening, but surely Miss Elizabeth would reassure him of her safety.

      “That sounds like a delightful plan,” Mr Bingley agreed, then returned his gaze to Miss Bennet. “I shall begin planning for the ball immediately. Everything must be put in readiness as soon as possible. Now that I have settled on it, a moment’s time cannot be wasted.”
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        * * *

      

      The situation was getting worse and worse by Darcy’s estimation. It was escalating out of his control. He opened his mouth to speak, to try to reel in some of the runaway zeal, but once again, Miss Elizabeth was there before him.

      “I feel assured that I may speak for your neighbours, Mr Bingley. You are most generous, and your ball will be the highlight of the year.”

      Darcy nearly groaned aloud. The last thing he needed was a house full of people while trying to keep Georgiana under regulation. He glared across the table. Miss Elizabeth Bennet was proving to be a major inconvenience. She met his glare with even composure. An unaccustomed feeling of lethargy stole over him as their gazes held. Darcy watched her expression grow puzzled. There was something almost tangible in the air between them, as though he could reach out and draw her closer with just a thought. He shook his head to clear it.

      What is happening? It is like something out of one of those dreadful novels Georgiana tries to sneak past me.

      He failed to notice that Miss Elizabeth appeared just as confused as he felt. Fortunately, the others continued the discussion regarding plans for the ball, and he and Miss Elizabeth could concentrate on their plates.

      At last, Miss Bingley rose and the ladies returned to the parlour, leaving the gentlemen in the dining room. Hurst quickly excused himself as well, most likely a comfortable divan his destination. Darcy waited until the door was firmly closed before speaking.

      “What were you thinking?”

      “I beg your pardon?” Bingley looked up as he refilled his wine glass. “What was I thinking when?”

      Darcy sighed. “Exactly as I suspected. You were staring at Miss Bennet the whole time and do not even know what you were saying.”

      Bingley laughed, the wine spilling over the edge of the glass and onto the tablecloth. “Just who was staring at whom?”

      Darcy sat up straighter, every nerve on the defensive. “What do you mean by that?”

      Bingley chuckled. “I was not the only one distracted by a Miss Bennet.” He laughed again at the discomfited look on Darcy’s face. “Admit it, man. She has attracted your attention, and why not? Lovely lady. Must run in the family.”

      “She is rather—wait!” Darcy shot a scrutinising look towards his host. “Do not be getting any notions about Miss Elizabeth Bennet and myself. For one thing, she is not an eligible match for me. For another, she is the most infuriatingly irritating woman I have ever had the misfortune to meet!”

      With a disbelieving snort, Bingley retorted, “More so than my sister?”

      Darcy’s hands rose in surrender. “I dare not comment on that. However, it is mine I am more concerned about.”

      “Why? Is Georgiana ill?”

      “No, she is not. I am actually quite surprised she is not sulking because we left London.”

      “Sulking! Is this your sister you are describing?” Bingley stared at him incredulously.

      “You do not know the half of it. Be thankful that you have not had to raise a young sister, my friend. It is not easy at all.”

      Bingley appeared to muse over that statement for a few moments before offering Darcy more wine. “And I thought Caroline was difficult to manage. You have not said anything, and I am not one to pry, but if you need anything…”

      “Thank you. Do not be surprised if I take advantage of your offer in some form or other.”

      There was silence for a few minutes as both men became absorbed in their thoughts. Then Bingley spoke once more. “Do you truly find Miss Elizabeth terribly annoying?”

      Darcy fingered his glass, rolling the ruby liquid around the inside. “She is…different.” He stared into the depths of the wine. “What is it about Miss Elizabeth Bennet that makes her think she can usurp my authority with Georgiana? She is putting in her opinions where none are called for! I can see it in her eyes. She thinks I am a tyrant, treating my young sister with no more thought than one would have for cattle.”

      Bingley could not remain silent. “From where has that idea sprung? I saw nothing of the sort. Miss Elizabeth has offered friendship to Georgiana. What young woman would not wish to befriend such a pleasant girl?”

      “Forgive me. I should have known better than to vent my frustrations in this manner. If you will excuse me, I should get some air. Perhaps I shall see things a bit differently once I have cleared my head.” Darcy rose and crossed to the door.

      “I hope you will,” Bingley muttered to his friend’s retreating figure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      The following days were quiet due to the steady rain which kept most residents confined to their homes. Georgiana reluctantly accepted this, knowing her brother had been less than pleased with the results of their social afternoon with the Bennet sisters. Although Miss Bingley attempted to interest her in various parlour games, Georgiana was content to immerse herself in a book, just as she had seen her brother use to advantage when Miss Bingley approached him. Mr Bingley was impatient for the weather to break. He was often perched near a window, gazing forlornly at the soggy countryside. Many times, Georgiana found herself having to suppress a giggle when he produced an occasional heavy sigh.

      The time spent indoors had not been entirely fruitless. Plans for the upcoming ball were progressing nicely. A date had been chosen and the menu drawn up. Invitations would be sent out as soon as the weather permitted a trip into Meryton.
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        * * *

      

      Fortunately for everyone, the rain relented enough to allow an excursion into the village after a few days. Miss Bingley was eager to get out, even if it was only to a country market town. With the ladies safely settled in the carriage, Bingley suggested he and Darcy ride on to Longbourn to issue a personal invitation, then return to Meryton in time to rejoin their sisters. Darcy agreed, and the gentlemen set off.

      They were nearing the far side of the village when Bingley spied Miss Bennet outside the shops. Darcy watched as Bingley guided his horse closer until gaining the lady’s attention. He then pulled his horse to a halt and dismounted, offering a polite bow.

      “We were on our way to Longbourn to apprise you of our plans for the ball. How fortunate to meet you here!”

      Miss Bennet appeared pleased and welcomed him warmly. “Mr Bingley, may I introduce our cousin, Mr Collins?” She nodded in the direction of a tall, heavy-looking man with a parson’s attire who stood next to her, then she indicated the gentleman in regimentals beside Miss Elizabeth. “And this is Mr Wickham.”

      Darcy abruptly straightened and brought his gaze to bear on the second man. Mr Wickham returned the look with one of equal steadiness for a moment, tilted his head barely enough to be considered an acknowledgement, then turned his attention in Bingley’s direction.

      Within a moment, Wickham’s agreeable smile had returned, but Darcy’s expression revealed nothing of his thoughts. Bingley soon made his goodbyes and, tipping his hat to the ladies, rode away with his friend.

      Darcy could barely contain his impatience to return to the carriage and his sister. That Wickham, of all people, could be in Meryton! It was unbelievable!

      There was silence between the gentlemen as their horses carried them through the streets of the town. Unfortunately for Darcy, the carriage containing the ladies had already arrived and was stopped before the milliner’s shop. Miss Bingley could be heard exclaiming over some fabric displayed in the window. Darcy hurriedly manoeuvred his sister through the door to more closely inspect the goods.

      “Brother, what are you doing?” Georgiana whispered, looking at him in surprise.

      “I thought you wished to shop for…” He paused, considering his words. Truth was best, but in this instance, caution would be prudent. Darcy settled for simplicity. “We came upon an objectionable individual on our way through the village. I did not wish you ladies to be imposed upon. I believe it safer if we wait inside this shop until the danger has passed.” He stole a glance towards the window facing the street.

      Georgiana frowned. “I see,” she finally remarked, then turned to examine some bolts of silk.

      Darcy continued to eye the view of the street. It was some minutes later that he observed the Bennet sisters pass the window, their cousin nodding and twitching alongside Miss Elizabeth. Darcy shuddered involuntarily before realising Wickham did not number amongst their party. He was simultaneously relieved and concerned, yet wondered if he should step outside to see if Wickham lurked nearby. Under no circumstances did he wish to have his sister encounter that man.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth was pleased for the opportunity to meet Mr Wickham again a few days later at Lucas Lodge. Sir William had invited the officers of the local militia for an evening of society, which Mrs Bennet happily attended with her five daughters. Unfortunately, the party from Netherfield was conspicuously absent, which caused the lady some vexation, but she rallied, nevertheless. Mrs Bennet looked with apparent satisfaction upon Elizabeth in the company of the handsome Mr Wickham.

      “Have you known Mr Darcy long?” he asked.

      Elizabeth peered over the rim of her teacup at the young man. Mr Wickham was inarguably charming, and she could not help being curious about the odd greeting between him and Mr Darcy.

      “Not long,” she replied, replacing the cup in its saucer. “I have not had many opportunities to speak to him, but his sister is a most pleasant young lady.”

      He seemed taken aback for a moment, then asked, “Miss Darcy is here with her brother?”

      “Yes, do you know her?” Elizabeth watched him attentively as he answered.

      “Well, as a matter of fact, I have known both brother and sister for many years.” Mr Wickham leant forward and lowered his voice to a near whisper. “I grew up at Pemberley under the patronage of old Mr Darcy, the father of Miss Darcy and her brother.”

      Elizabeth’s eyebrows rose, encouraging him to go on. “I believe you noticed the odd manner of our greeting the other day. I admit it does dishearten me to know that my relationship with Mr Darcy—we were much like brothers—has been reduced to such a cold denial of acquaintance. There was a time when the three of us would spend hours together. I devoted many summer days to amusing the young Miss Darcy.”

      Elizabeth grew more puzzled as his speech lengthened. “What could have happened to create such a rift between you?” She suddenly realised the impropriety of her question and immediately apologised.

      “There is no need,” Mr Wickham responded. “I have nothing to hide, nothing of which to be ashamed. There was a misunderstanding between Mr Darcy and me, regarding his young sister. Knowing that the great responsibilities that come with the charge of guardianship can sometimes be a heavy burden, I offered to assist in his duties. The close relationship that we had always had, as well as the steadfast loyalty in me that his father had displayed—and I in him—led me to believe my suggestion would be welcome. Indeed, it was not discarded… not at first. Miss Darcy and I spent a great deal of time together. I escorted her and her companion to various exhibitions of her choosing, and she found much delight in our excursions. All was well until one day when her brother arrived unexpectedly and put an end to it. He had a change of heart about our arrangement. I was no longer the man who was almost a brother to him, with whom he had spent his childhood, with whom he had trusted his life time and again. I was now someone from whom to guard his sister.”

      “Guard his sister?” Elizabeth was aghast.

      “Yes, for he had completed the review of his father’s estate. He was aware of just how much his sister’s fortune was worth. I trust him so far as to believe he did not think me capable of conspiring to gain her fortune, but Darcy is a man who does not gamble. He trusts no one to take responsibility as seriously as he does.” Mr Wickham paused as Lady Lucas passed by.

      “I had not thought him as protective as that!” Shaking her head, Elizabeth sighed. “I have seen how he dislikes Miss Darcy to be out of his sight and attributed it to brotherly concern, but such obsessive smothering is...well, smothering!”

      “I cannot be as critical as you seem to—”

      “Miss Darcy is a lively young girl,” Elizabeth continued, dispensing with Mr Wickham’s objection. “She cannot, she should not be made to suffer such strictures as her brother seems wont to inflict upon her.”

      Mr Wickham once again tried to interject. “His concern is warranted, you must agree. She does possess a sizeable fortune, and the world is full of those who would—”

      “He ought to give her more credit for common sense than to run off with the first fortune hunter who flatters her with empty compliments! If not, he has been remiss as a guardian and has not prepared her for the world. What would that say of his responsibilities?” She crossed her arms in front of her.

      Mr Wickham wisely knew when to stay silent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The evening of the ball at Netherfield had finally arrived.

      Darcy closed his eyes, hoping he had not heard his friend correctly. “Did you say you invited all of Colonel Forster’s officers?”

      Bingley nodded enthusiastically. “Of course! I cannot imagine keeping Miss Lydia and Miss Kitty properly entertained without a redcoat in sight, can you?”

      “No.” Darcy sighed. He straightened his jacket by tugging at the hem at his waist. “Are you ready to face the masses, then?”

      Grinning inanely, Bingley led the way down the large staircase to the main level of the house. He looked around in satisfaction. Furniture had been cleared from the large rooms and flowers of all sorts brought in to festoon the mantels and small tables throughout. Inhaling deeply the scent of the bouquets, Bingley strode towards the open doors of the front room to see if his sister was ready to greet their imminent guests.

      “Ah, Caroline!” he cried upon spying her peering out of the window across the darkened landscape. “Can you see anyone approaching yet?” He crossed the room to stand beside her, squinting to see beyond his reflection in the glass.

      “Do try to calm down,” she said in a bored tone. Turning away, she chose to sit on a chair near Mrs Hurst who sighed in sympathy. “I am sure it will not be long before the first guest is crossing the threshold.”

      Bingley clapped his hands together and hurried to take his place next to the doorway. “I do believe a carriage has just arrived.” He motioned to his sister to get up from her seat and join him.

      As she passed Darcy, the lady whispered, “You will be pleased to know I have made the proper seating arrangements for dinner.”

      Darcy puzzled over the remark, wondering what arrangements Miss Bingley had made. Did it have something to do with him? What about Georgiana? She must, at all costs, be kept as far away from the officers as possible.

      At that moment Miss Darcy made her entrance, taking her place next to her brother near the window. She peered out into the darkness.

      “Who are we looking for?”

      Darcy looked away guiltily. “No one. Georgiana, you look lovely,” he said, taking her hand in his and stepping away to appreciate her gown. The light from the many candelabras glinted in the tiny iridescent stones that were scattered throughout its overlay.

      I shall need to keep a close eye on you this evening, Sister.

      Within minutes the guests were arriving in a steady stream. Bingley and his sisters were kept busy with acknowledging their company while Darcy kept a watchful eye on the door, ostensibly for tell-tale red coats, but somewhere in a corner of his mind, he was hoping to see a familiar pair of sparkling eyes.

      Georgiana was immersed in conversation with several young ladies with whom she had made an acquaintance at the assembly. Darcy felt out of place at her side, particularly as the conversation was typical of their youth and sex, and he knew he was an object of speculation as well. The distinctive crow of one of Meryton’s matriarchs announced the arrival of the Bennets. Both of the Darcys looked towards the entry.

      “Oh, Mr Bingley! What lovely flowers you have brought in! I was telling Jane that it was certain you would not neglect such a thing as the flowers. Miss Bingley, you are also to be commended on such a wonderful presentation.”

      Mrs Bennet’s commentary seemed endless, but her husband gently urged her forward so that the others following them into the room could gain entrance.
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        * * *

      

      Georgiana followed her brother’s gaze and was not surprised to see Elizabeth Bennet at the end of it. She managed to capture the other lady’s attention and smiled, encouraging her to join them. As Elizabeth approached, Georgiana heard her brother’s sharp intake of breath and a faint shuffling of his feet as he adjusted into his usual defensive posture. She smiled inwardly as well as outwardly.

      “Miss Elizabeth, how wonderful to see you again.”

      The lady greeted her young friend warmly, sparing a brief but polite address to Darcy before she returned her attention to his sister.

      “You look quite lovely this evening, Miss Darcy. Are you planning to capture many hearts tonight?”

      The sudden disappearance of Darcy’s smile did not escape Georgiana’s notice, although she replied calmly, “Oh, you are too kind. I could very well ask the same of you if I did not think all of those hearts captured by you already.”

      Miss Elizabeth laughed. “Where did you come by this charming method of complimenting your friends? Never mind,” she said, still shaking her head in amusement. “You are too young and sweet to be suspected of anything more.”

      “Lizzy,” called a soft voice. Miss Elizabeth excused herself to join her sister where she stood with Mr Bingley. Darcy watched as she moved away, his sister eyeing him closely.

      “You should not waste any time before asking her to dance.”

      Darcy shot her a piercing look.

      Undaunted, Georgiana persisted. “Look! They are already buzzing about her like bees. If you wish to spend some time getting to know Miss Elizabeth better, you had best get in there and reserve a dance.” She smugly observed the evident chagrin on his face.

      A sea of red coats appeared at the entrance to the ballroom and Georgiana’s gaze was drawn towards the doorway. Biting her lip, she took her brother’s arm and steered him in the opposite direction. She felt her timing was particularly apt, for once deep inside the next room, Georgiana heard the jubilant cries of the youngest Bennet sister as she spied the newest arrivals. A glance towards her brother confirmed that the squeals had only vaguely registered on his senses. His eyes were trained on the figure of Miss Elizabeth as she made her way across the room on the arm of her father.
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        * * *

      

      Darcy felt his sister’s hand slip from his arm and watched her walk away in the direction of Miss Elizabeth. He managed to restrain his feet from following and contented himself with the knowledge that at least one Darcy could enjoy her company. However, he began to give some serious thought to Georgiana’s suggestion of dancing with Miss Elizabeth. Trying not to grimace, he wondered how it was that his young sister could so easily read his thoughts.

      “I understand he intends to marry one of them.”

      The conversation of two young ladies as they passed him distracted Darcy from his private musings.

      “Which one? Oh, I sympathise!” replied the plump brunette.

      A slender, freckled redhead offered further information. “I believe he had first set his sights on Jane, but her mother soon corrected him on that account.”

      “That means he must have decided on—”

      “Darcy?” Bingley’s voice at his elbow caused Darcy to start and lose track of the two ladies as they disappeared into the crowd. “Unless you enjoy being trampled, I suggest you move off to the side. The dancing is about to commence.”

      “Ah, thank you,” Darcy said in a slightly distracted voice. He was still trying to determine where the two gossiping ladies had gone, and his eyes hurriedly scanned the room as he moved towards a wall. Couples were lining up on the dance floor ready to begin the first of the evening’s sets. Darcy noticed that Bingley had selected Miss Bennet as his first partner, not surprisingly. Georgiana was engaged in a conversation with the younger Miss Lucas. Miss Bingley was being escorted to the line by a local man of modest bearing. The parson cousin of the Bennets was bringing an unfortunate young lady to stand opposite—

      Darcy’s gasp was audible. He was forced to choke back some vile punch as his neighbour peered in his direction with a questioning expression.

      Unable to stand calmly and watch the spectacle unfold before him, Darcy began to prowl the perimeter of the dance floor, vainly attempting to focus his attention anywhere but on the woman being trodden upon by the ungainly man of the cloth. Several of the other dancers were beginning to cast daggers at the man. Suddenly, Darcy met Miss Elizabeth’s gaze. She immediately averted her eyes in embarrassment, and he fully understood and sympathised with her.

      A full three-quarters of an hour later, Darcy had seen more than enough. He was resolved to rescue poor Miss Elizabeth from any more injury to her feet. While Mr Collins was otherwise engaged at the refreshment table, Darcy took advantage of the moment and approached her as she stood conversing with Miss Lucas.

      “Miss Elizabeth.” He did not wait for any acknowledgement to his bow and greeting but plunged on. “Would you do me the honour of the next dance?”

      Darcy hardly knew what she replied, just that it seemed like forever before the word ‘yes’ was heard. He bowed and moved away to collect his thoughts...and his wits.
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      A change in the music signalled the beginning of the next set. Darcy moved in a trance-like state to claim his partner’s hand. The first few minutes of the dance he spent admiring her and marvelling at how he could continue to process coherent thoughts. Then he realised that Miss Elizabeth had been speaking to him, and he had not heard a word. He smiled and assured her that whatever she wished him to say should be said.

      “Very well,” she replied. “That will do for now. I may next ask you to comment on the size of the room or the number of dancers.”

      His smile grew wider. “Do you talk by rule, then, while you dance?”

      Miss Elizabeth appeared about to reply but instead met his gaze with a curious expression. After a moment her expression softened, and they parted as the dance required.

      Amused by her lack of reply, when they came together again, Darcy ventured, “The room seems an adequate size to accommodate this large number of couples for the dance. Mr Bingley was concerned there would be a lack of air circulation, should the evening be too inhospitable for leaving the balcony doors open.”

      “He had no cause for fear, really. Netherfield Hall is known for its spacious ballroom and superior ventilation. Few houses in the district could boast of such...airy features.”

      Darcy intently observed his partner’s features as she spoke, and the way her eyes sparkled with the reflections from the chandeliers.

      They continued to speak of the house, of books, and of the air in the countryside. Elizabeth confessed she was amazed to discover that Darcy preferred to reside in the country. His great estate encompassed numerous farms and villages, and he thought his enthusiasm for the responsibility of maintaining Pemberley was evident in his choice of words, if not in his expression. By the time they had reached the end of the room and stood for the break, Sir William Lucas descended upon them with his cheerful countenance and helpful observations.

      “Delightful, sir. Delightful, I say! Such superior dancing is rare to behold.”

      Sir William continued his oratory, expounding on the delightful evening and the delightful smiles to be seen when young people are allowed the pleasure of such a superior gathering. He ended with a more than obvious allusion to the appropriate pairing of their host and the elder sister of Miss Elizabeth, nodding in their direction. Both Miss Elizabeth and Darcy turned to glance down the line of dancers.

      Her response revealed some anxiety with Sir William’s inference. Darcy understood her discomfort yet knew not how to relieve it without agreeing with the sentiment. He was mortified on her behalf at the informally announced assumption that an engagement would soon follow.

      Again, he glanced down the line, but this time his eyes moved beyond the couple in question. Along the opposite wall, a red-coated figure was in deep conversation with none other than his young sister. His consternation was great, therefore, when the dance resumed, and Miss Elizabeth attempted to pick up the conversation.

      “Sir William has made me forget what we were discussing.”

      “Books, I think.” Darcy struggled to keep his eyes from staring across the room.

      Miss Elizabeth watched him, biting her lower lip. “Yes, you were telling me of your extensive library at Pemberley. Do you collect for the enjoyment of your sister as well as yourself?”

      Darcy’s eyes involuntarily darted towards his sister’s location. “She reads less enthusiastically than I. However, I do try to select some volumes that may appeal to her.” A rueful smile appeared as his eyes were drawn back to his partner’s. “I am a poor judge in that area, it seems.”

      “It is not to be wondered at, for what would a gentleman know of the preferred amusements of such a young lady?”

      Oh, I know all too well! Darcy thought, his heart leaping in a surge of alarm as he realised how long this dance had already lasted and wondered how far out of his sight his sister might wander before it was finished. “I have no reliable guide, I must admit.”

      “That is unfortunate. I have sometimes observed that a lack of suitable companionship may encourage inappropriate conduct.”

      Her comment drew a sharp glance from Darcy. Certain she had heard about the occurrence at Ramsgate, he was less confident of the source of her information, and how much was the truth.

      “She has suffered no lack of tutors. Her education has been meticulously overseen.”

      “I have no doubt of that.” Her words seemed effortless, but he saw something else expressed in her eyes, something he could not quite identify. “Books are a limited resource, however. There is something to be said for life’s experiences as a teacher.”

      The heat rose in Darcy’s face as she continued, his mind again turning to Ramsgate.

      “I realise she has yet to be formally introduced into society, but surely there are many social events in London that Miss Darcy could attend with a proper escort if you are not available. I understand Miss Bingley often accompanies her. They appear to be very close, almost like sisters! I presume it is the frequency of association that makes Miss Darcy so attached to Miss Bingley.”

      During this speech, Darcy had carefully schooled his features to conceal his inner turmoil, but at last he allowed himself to reply. “Both Miss Bingley and Mrs Hurst kindly offered to attend to my sister during our stay here.”

      “That is very generous of them, I am sure. Miss Darcy must appreciate such devoted attention from her friends.”

      Darcy puzzled over the lady’s words while the dance parted them momentarily. He took advantage of the opportunity to locate his sister once again and was somewhat relieved to find that she had not moved far from her previous location, although a decidedly larger number of redcoats was now in evidence. Turning back towards his partner, Darcy took her offered hand in the motion of the dance, and they came together, brushing past one another, then turning back to complete the step. A few more bars of music and the dance concluded.

      “I thank you, Miss Elizabeth,” Darcy said, bowing.

      She dropped a curtsey and replied in a level voice, “It was my pleasure, Mr Darcy.”

      He took her hand, leading her from the dance floor, a tiny thrill racing up his spine at her touch.

      Do not be a fool. You owe your name and your position more respect than a passing fancy for a pretty young woman from the countryside with nothing to recommend her but her lively disposition and intelligent conversation.

      Despite these thoughts, the pleasure of Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s presence beside him could not be dispelled.
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        * * *

      

      The superior ventilation of Netherfield Hall could not prevent Elizabeth from feeling the heat of her irritation with Mr Darcy. Their conversation had further revealed the stifling nature of his guardianship of his sister. She waved a hand to cool her face, catching the attention of the gentleman.

      “Would you care for some refreshment?” Mr Darcy gestured towards the tables and a footman approaching in their direction carrying a laden tray.

      “Some punch would be most agreeable,” Elizabeth confessed as she allowed him to lead her from the dance floor.

      Despite her current feelings, there was something quite pleasant in the sensation of her fingers resting in his palm, like a familiar comfort. It nearly lulled her into forgetting her annoyance. However, she soon realised that his goal was twofold in steering them towards the refreshment table, for Miss Darcy was stationed at one end with several young officers and Elizabeth’s two youngest sisters. She recognised Mr Denny and Mr Saunderson, but three other officers were unfamiliar to her.

      Elizabeth could feel Darcy’s fingers tighten on hers as they neared the group.

      Lydia’s distinctive voice rose above the general noise in the room. “Oh, you must not be so horrid, Denny! Tell him he cannot, Saunderson.”

      A pout was forming on her lips, and Kitty seemed eager to add a little provocation.

      “You cannot give orders here as you are wont to do at home, Lydia.”

      Elizabeth withdrew her hand from Darcy’s and stepped forward, embarrassed by the behaviour of her sisters. “Kitty! Lydia!” she hissed. “Pray remember where you are.”

      Waving a hand in the air, Lydia brushed aside her sister’s rebuke. “Do not be so dull, Lizzy!” The two young women put their heads together and giggled.

      Elizabeth sighed, unprepared to turn and face what was sure to be Mr Darcy’s frowning disapproval. She met a sympathetic supporter in Miss Darcy, but she also noticed that young lady’s gaze shift to behind Elizabeth’s shoulder and knew it to be where her brother stood. Georgiana’s eyes became downcast, and she stepped a little apart from the rest of her friends. It was now Elizabeth’s turn to frown as she felt the sting of implied criticism of her sisters and was ready to address Mr Darcy on this matter when the gentleman’s voice spoke near her ear.

      “I believe you desired a glass of punch.”

      With the moment passed, Elizabeth politely accepted the glass he offered, sipping at the sweet drink while letting her thoughts cool as well. She tried not to listen to the hushed conversation between brother and sister as Mr Darcy handed another glass to Miss Darcy.

      “He is here.” Her voice seemed to tremble as she spoke.

      “I know. This is not the time.”

      “But—”

      “I am sure you have no desire for a repetition of the past any more than I do, Georgiana.” His tone was firm and, Elizabeth thought, almost dismissive.

      Brother and sister’s eyes met in silence, then Miss Darcy turned to Elizabeth and said with a smile, “I must compliment you on your dancing. It is rare enough to see my brother engage in the art, let alone with a partner so well suited.”

      Elizabeth felt her face grow flushed. She dared not peek in Mr Darcy’s direction to see how he viewed his sister’s teasing.

      “You are too generous, Miss Darcy, or you are attempting to distract your brother.”

      Miss Darcy leant forward to speak in a quieter voice. “It is working too.” Her bright smile drew a laugh from Elizabeth while Mr Darcy’s frown deepened.

      She continued. “My brother is much more agreeable when he is not saddled with the responsibility of his annoying younger sister.”

      Elizabeth could not laugh at this remark. She was not entirely sure what Miss Darcy’s aim was in uttering it. Was she attempting to play matchmaker for her brother or using her as a convenient distraction to draw his attention away from herself? Not that the young woman could be faulted for wanting to escape from his control, for a short time at least. Elizabeth had seen enough already to know that he watched his sister relentlessly and worried over her every move.

      It must be dreadfully suffocating for the girl to have him hovering like that. How can he be so inconsiderate of her feelings?

      “You know I consider you nothing of the sort, Georgiana.” Mr Darcy levelled a reprimanding gaze towards her. “I believe the dinner will be served shortly. Shall we go into the dining room now?”

      Offering one arm to his sister, Mr Darcy turned to offer the other to Elizabeth. She slipped her arm through his, resting her hand below his elbow.

      “I see Miss Bingley has put out place cards for the guests.” Elizabeth read the names on the cards closest to them. “Here is Colonel Forster’s and some of the officers.”

      Miss Darcy was examining the cards on a neighbouring table. “Ah! Here is yours, Brother.” She pointed to the names surrounding his. “I see you have Mr Bingley with you and Miss Bingley! Fancy that.”

      Elizabeth stifled a giggle while Mr Darcy shook his head sternly. They were prevented from making any more comment by the arrival of other guests also looking at the seating arrangements.

      “I shall sit at my place while you help Miss Elizabeth find hers.” Miss Darcy smiled sweetly and promptly settled into a chair beside Miss Bingley’s name card.

      Mr Darcy opened his mouth to speak but seemed to think better of it. Smiling at Elizabeth, he took a firmer grip on her arm and led her through the maze of tables as they both read the names at the place settings. She could not have been seated farther from the Darcys.

      Once Elizabeth was comfortable and her table companions began arriving, she watched as Mr Darcy politely bowed and returned to his own assigned location.
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      Although it had clearly amused Miss Elizabeth, Darcy was irritated that Miss Bingley should presume to interfere in such a manner. After all, he felt no danger to himself if the lady were to sit by his side through the dinner. Why should Miss Bingley treat him as though he were as susceptible as her brother to the charms of a pretty figure—or face!

      Beside him, Georgiana looked about the room, her wide eyes the appearance of innocent curiosity. Darcy was not taken in.

      “You are painting a fine picture of me to Miss Elizabeth. What will she think?” He glanced over at the lady in question to find she was also looking in their direction. She quickly turned away, but not before Darcy read disapproval in the turn of her lip.

      Why do I care what she thinks? He immediately schooled his thoughts in another direction, not wanting to explore that aspect at the moment.

      His sister did not appear as reticent. “She thinks I am teasing you, of course.”

      “Do not be flippant. It does not become you.”

      “You mean it does not become a lady of my station,” she irritably retorted.

      Darcy sighed. “I do not want to argue with you.” Lowering his voice as the chairs began to fill around them, he sought to restore his sister’s lighter spirits. “Would you be amenable to standing up with your miserable brother when the dancing recommences?” He was instantly rewarded in seeing her expression light up and an excited sparkle in her eyes.

      “Oh, yes! I was hoping to dance but did not really believe you would allow it.” Georgiana had the grace to look apologetic. “I did not mean to embarrass you in front of Miss Elizabeth.”

      Darcy’s stern expression was not entirely forbidding. “You did not embarrass me, but I wish you would refrain from encouraging Miss Elizabeth from entertaining any false hopes. That is unfair to her and would place us both in an awkward situation.”

      His sister acknowledged his request with a slight nod. The private discussion was at an end, and they turned their attention to welcoming the other diners arriving at their table. Soon the food was served, proving beyond a doubt that Netherfield’s hostess was adept in the role.

      There was one flaw in Miss Bingley’s arrangements, however. Darcy had a direct and unimpeded view of Miss Elizabeth Bennet throughout the meal. Miss Bingley was oblivious to her oversight, however, and Darcy saw no reason to bring it to her attention. He was not so complacent about Miss Elizabeth’s dinner companions.

      Mr Collins sat on one side of her, his jaw in perennial motion, either chewing or speaking. On the lady’s other side was an unfamiliar but handsome young gentleman who nonetheless failed to gain Darcy’s favour by virtue of his ability to frequently draw laughter from Miss Elizabeth.

      To his right sat Bingley, whose eyes were focussed on another end of that far-off table where Miss Bennet sat. His view was not as unobstructed as Darcy’s, thus Bingley would periodically lean from one side to the other to keep the lady in sight as much as possible.

      Miss Bingley sat to Darcy’s left, his sister one seat farther over. The two ladies often whispered together when the elder one was not attempting to entice Darcy into conversation. He steadfastly worked on the meal in an effort to avoid answering her seemingly unceasing questions.

      At length, Darcy became aware that the gentleman seated opposite was addressing him. He recalled making the man’s acquaintance at a previous evening social, and it took but a moment to retrieve his name. There followed a discussion about the relative merits of various forms of fishing and the availability of good streams in the area. Having no local knowledge, Darcy was not disinclined to pursue this topic, especially when it was rewarded by silence at his left elbow. Bingley offered an occasional comment when his energy was not otherwise engaged in smiling at Miss Bennet from across the room. Darcy found amusement in observing his friend, and still more in the expression which resulted from Miss Bingley’s notice of her brother’s distraction.

      Having exhausted the subject of sport, Darcy at last fell prey to Miss Bingley’s personal attention.

      “Georgiana informs me that you may travel to Kent for Christmas.”

      Darcy replied without looking up. “Our aunt has invited us as she does every year.”

      “I do believe Charles intends to remain here.” Miss Bingley frowned slightly at her brother’s preoccupied expression. “I should think it would be extremely dull without our friends from town.”

      “The festive season is meant to be spent with family and those we care for,” Darcy warily responded. He hazarded a glance to his right and sighed inwardly at the besotted glaze in his friend’s eyes.

      Leaning closer, his hostess said in a clear voice intended to be heard, “What a delightful time we had last year in town, Mr Darcy! Do you recall the evenings strolling in the park amidst the groups of carollers?”

      “Indeed I do,” Darcy said nonchalantly. “I seem to remember the snow being somewhat deep as well, and not all members of our party turned out in appropriate shoes. Such a shame that the evening’s outing had to be curtailed.”

      You cannot presume to claim me in the eyes of this crowd, Miss Bingley, he thought as he watched the colour darken in her cheeks. I am sorry to embarrass you, even if indirectly, but I have no intention of allowing you the satisfaction of such a pretence.

      Darcy’s eyes strayed towards that far table once more. Again, he felt the irritation at Miss Bingley’s presumption in placing the Bennets so far from their own table. His eyes took in the other dinner companions of the two sisters. It seemed the entire Bennet family was dispersed throughout the room, the youngest sisters conveniently located near the table of officers, while the parents enjoyed the company of those their own age. Mr Collins had vacated his seat for some reason, and Miss Elizabeth was left to the solitary conversation of the unknown gentleman. Darcy had begun to devise a reason to excuse himself when he heard a loudly exaggerated throat clearing behind him.
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        * * *

      

      As the dinner wore on, Elizabeth enjoyed the company of her old friend, James Morris, who rescued her from the self-absorbed conversation of her cousin. His presence had always been a welcome respite from the trials of Bennet family life. Not only was Mr Morris familiar with the idiosyncrasies of her mother and sisters, but he was also aware of how embarrassing Elizabeth could find their behaviour.

      “You are blushing,” he whispered with a smile. “What are you looking at?”

      Instead of answering him, Elizabeth’s colour deepened, and her gaze dropped away from Mr Darcy and the rest of the Netherfield party to her plate.

      “You have made a friend of the young lady at that table. Miss Darcy, is it not?”

      Elizabeth glanced at Mr Morris. “Yes, but she is very young. You are not thinking of—”

      He laughed. “Oh no! I was merely thinking that she could use a friend. Her brother seems somewhat severe. Is he unpleasant?”

      “Not at all,” Elizabeth replied. “Although, his nature tends towards being quite protective.”

      “Do I detect a note of disapproval in your tone?”

      “You know me too well.” She laughed. “My own sisters are overindulged and here I am, criticising Mr Darcy for practising what I would otherwise praise. There is no pleasing me!”

      Mr Morris’s raised eyebrows made it clear he doubted the validity of her last statement. Elizabeth knew he was observant and likely had noticed the frequency with which she was stealing glances towards Mr Darcy’s table. Of course, he had seen how often her attention strayed in the direction of her younger sisters as well, as she was ever conscious of the indiscreet manner of their behaviour. Lydia’s laughter was always audible over any crowd, with a piercing screech to punctuate it every so often. At these moments, Elizabeth would look towards her father, hoping for some intervention on his part. Yet, even worse was when Mr Collins suddenly announced he had come by some information that Mr Darcy was the nephew of his revered patroness, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, and he was determined to make himself known to the gentleman at once.

      Elizabeth tried her best to discourage him, even entreating Mr Morris to help, but no argument would deter her cousin. She watched, mortified, as he made his way to stand behind Mr Darcy, and announced himself in a far from genteel manner.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Despite the irritating interruption of Mr Collins, Darcy thought he had handled the previous hour rather well.

      Many of the guests were already leaving the tables and returning to the open rooms. Darcy excused himself and offered to escort Georgiana back to the main ballroom. She readily accepted although he was soon thereafter abandoned in favour of the company of Miss Elizabeth. Darcy felt unequal to the task of engaging that young woman in conversation so soon after relieving himself of her cousin.

      He found pleasure in observation. It was far safer, too, although he had convinced himself that he was in no real danger of losing control where a woman, even this woman, was concerned. Georgiana was another matter. It was a difficult line to walk between brother and guardian.

      Lord Matlock had warned him at the outset. ‘She is just like her mother, my boy. Do not be afraid she will break. When you must be firm, remember it sometimes requires an iron fist. Nothing worth achieving comes easily.’

      He watched his sister as she spoke with Miss Elizabeth. What was it about that young woman that seemed to draw both Darcys? For his own interest, he could account easily. Georgiana was rarely interested in the conversation of ladies her age, although Darcy was relieved to see her devoid of the company of Miss Lydia and Miss Kitty Bennet. He had often worried that her solitary upbringing under the direction of two young men would lead to social awkwardness.

      After the narrowly avoided disaster at Ramsgate, Darcy had found himself reconsidering his plans for her education in a hurried conference with her other guardian, Colonel Fitzwilliam. There was the suggestion of a private ladies’ academy, but a tearful plea from Georgiana gave her brother a change of heart. The thought of being alone at Pemberley had not appealed to him, either. His cousin had criticised his lack of resolve and laughingly teased that he would not be so lonely if he would stop being particular and find a wife.

      I could solve both problems with one…

      Darcy’s thought came to an abrupt halt. His expression did not change, but his eyes widened slightly. What did I nearly say? Was I seriously contemplating marriage? His gaze came to rest on Elizabeth Bennet, noting the flush rising to her cheeks and the hint of a smile on her rosebud lips. They had shared several interesting conversations that Darcy would have liked to pursue further. Her intellect was not meagre, and she possessed a ready sense of humour that he found quite refreshing in a woman.

      Is it really necessary that she have a dowry equal to what is expected in my sphere? There are so many other things of importance in a marriage. I begin to see how we two could be well matched. After all, could there be anything more important than mutual admiration and respect for—

      A high-pitched squeal of delight pierced the air, and every head in the room turned towards the corner where Mrs Bennet and her eldest daughter stood. The older woman was tightly clasping her daughter’s hand to her bosom, her lips moving at an incomprehensible speed, and the gibberish issuing forth completely unintelligible. Most of the other guests were staring at her in a bemused fashion. Darcy noticed Bingley quietly slip in behind Miss Bennet, the sheepish grin on his face telling all his friend needed to know.

      Darcy sighed. Why did I not foresee this? Why did he not speak to me? He always asks for my opinion before making any kind of decision.

      Reluctantly, he had to admit that his mind had been preoccupied of late with Georgiana’s welfare. He had not even taken the time to become more familiar with the character of the elder Miss Bennet, so distracted was he by the second sister. Not that he distrusted Bingley’s judgment, but it was not unknown for the man to transfer his affections quickly from one lady to another. I hope this is not something arranged by a third party!

      Darcy more closely examined the manner of the fluttering Mrs Bennet as she continued her victorious recitation with her neighbours. His apprehensions grew with every second as the mother’s expression conveyed hearty satisfaction, and the daughter’s grew more serious. He began to experience a grim anxiousness for his friend’s welfare if this was an indication of his lady’s true feelings.

      A glance in the direction of Miss Elizabeth confirmed even this young lady was aware of the vulgarity of her mother’s raptures and was attempting to stem the cascade of flattery. He caught the eye of this harried second sister and read the embarrassment expressed in their depths.

      Just as hurriedly, she turned away from his scrutiny, whispering an entreaty for her mother to lower her voice. Darcy frowned as Mrs Bennet just as quickly dismissed Miss Elizabeth’s request as a ridiculous notion, for the whole county would soon hear of Jane Bennet’s good fortune, so why should she deny herself the pleasure of receiving the congratulations from her closest friends first-hand?

      Darcy turned away, determined to think no more about that woman and came face to face with the reality of George Wickham’s presence in the ballroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      “Five thousand a year! Oh, Jane, I knew you would do it. I knew you would catch him! Just think! Mrs Bingley! How divine that sounds. And you know that will go a long way to ensuring that our other girls will find rich husbands. Mr Bennet, this could not have happened at a more fortunate time. And Lizzy will be spoken for soon as well, and—”

      Mrs Bennet’s oratory continued, although her husband’s lazy attentiveness seemed arrested sharply upon the mention of his favourite from amongst their progeny.

      “It is only a matter of time. I am sure it will be quite a suitable match.” Mrs Bennet ceased speaking as Mr Bingley stepped forward and requested a word with Mr Bennet.

      Elizabeth watched them move to a quiet corner and hurriedly went to Jane’s side. “Is it true? Did Mr Bingley propose?” she asked in a hushed voice.

      The smile that appeared was enough to assure Elizabeth that her mother had not jumped to any premature conclusions. “Well, if he can survive Mama’s manner of announcing your engagement, then he is the perfect man for you.” Elizabeth hugged her sister. “You know what this means, do you not? Mama will be in raptures for weeks, and we shall need to make a trip to London for the best selection of wedding clothes. I am sure Aunt Gardiner will be more than happy to assist.”

      “Lizzy, I cannot believe it is true! It has come about so quickly! Could I be dreaming all of this? Maybe it is not really happening,” Jane said in an unsteady voice.

      Elizabeth laughed. “I assure you this is not a dream. You will be so happy, and pray remember what I said about my teaching your ten children to sing and play their instruments very ill.”

      Her remark had the desired effect. Jane laughed and relaxed enough to meet the curious looks of some of the other guests. “I only wish I need not face these people alone.”

      “You are not alone. I am with you.” Elizabeth firmly clasped her sister’s hand and turned her own smiling countenance upon the people gathering around them. She saw Miss Darcy step forward.

      “May I offer my best wishes to you, Miss Bennet? Mr Bingley is a dear friend of my brother, and I have been acquainted with him for many years. I am sure you will be very happy.”

      At that moment a smiling Mr Bingley returned to Jane’s side, and the expressions of joy and well-wishing began from others who came forward to speak to them. Elizabeth drew Miss Darcy aside as Jane became more at ease.

      “Thank you for your kindness to my sister.”

      “There is no need to thank me,” Miss Darcy replied softly. “I believe your sister and Mr Bingley are very well suited.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “You have a mature point of view for such a young lady!” She wondered if a little more exposure to Miss Darcy’s company would help her younger sisters. “I think Jane’s engagement will produce many opportunities for us to meet and get to know each other better. Do you know how long you will be staying at Netherfield?”

      “That is dependent upon my brother’s wishes and not mine. With this announcement, he may need to make some changes to his plans. I do like it here. I hope we may stay for some time yet.”

      “As do I.” Elizabeth glanced to where Mr Darcy had previously been standing. “I do not see your brother. I was hoping to broach the subject with him.”

      Miss Darcy touched her arm. “There is no need to trouble yourself. I shall speak to him. You will no doubt be very busy with preparations for your sister’s marriage to Mr Bingley.”

      Elizabeth happily looked to where Jane and Mr Bingley were surrounded by well-wishers. “Yes, I do believe we shall be busy at Longbourn.”

      “Well, Lizzy,” said Mr Bennet as he joined his favourite daughter and Miss Darcy, “it appears we shall be letting your sister go, after all. I saw no way out of it after your mother proclaimed the engagement to the entire room.”

      “I know you are as happy for Jane as the rest of us.”

      Her father said not a word, but his answering smile confirmed it.
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        * * *

      

      Georgiana excused herself and went in search of her brother. She was sure she had seen him leave the room in the direction of the balcony doors in the company of someone they both knew quite well. She moved through the room, nodding a greeting at the occasional acquaintance until she had nearly reached the doors.

      “Georgiana, my dear!” Miss Bingley bore down on her like high tide. “There you are! I was concerned for you when that dreadful woman made such a scene. I cannot imagine a more difficult situation for my poor brother to have entangled himself, but do not worry. I am sure we shall straighten it all out. You have no need to fret.”

      Fret? I? Oh, she is still intent on her ridiculous notion that I should marry Mr Bingley! Have I not managed to discourage her yet?

      “I think Miss Bennet a delightful match for your brother. Look at the lovely picture they make standing together!”

      Georgiana nodded towards the smiling couple opposite them. The sour expression on Miss Bingley’s face made it difficult for her to suppress a laugh. “Excuse me. I was on my way to find a glass of punch.” Before Miss Bingley could say a word, Georgiana slipped away into a nearby group of guests.
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        * * *

      

      “Darcy.”

      Wickham’s voice was toneless but in his eyes was hesitation. Clearly, he had realised it was his old friend standing in front of him only a moment before Darcy turned around. Now he could not retreat unnoticed and stood ready to face whatever was to come.

      Darcy said nothing at first. He nodded his head, indicating that the other man should follow him. He led the way out of the ballroom and through the open balcony doors. After a few moments of continued silence, he, at last, turned to face Wickham.

      “This will not do.”

      “What would you suggest?”

      “I think you are well aware.”

      Wickham shuffled his feet. “I could take a commission in another regiment. Cavalry, perhaps?”

      With a shake of his head Darcy replied, “Not far enough.”

      “I am not about to alter all of my plans for you. It is up to you to decide, but do not take too long.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Darcy sharply asked, his gaze narrowly fixed on Wickham.

      “I think you know full well. You are the one who brought your sister here. How long do you think you can keep her from me?” Wickham began to leisurely stroll back towards the ballroom.

      “Wait.” The chilling tone in Darcy’s voice stopped the other man immediately. “I am not done with you.”

      “I am not one of your servants, Darcy.” Wickham turned to face him, nonetheless. Resignedly, he asked, “What do you have in mind?”
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      From her vantage point near the open window, Georgiana frowned at the fading of voices as the men moved farther away. That her brother was interested in preventing her from knowing to what lengths he would go to keep her from Mr Wickham’s company, she was not in any doubt. She was frustrated at not hearing the final and most important part of their conversation. There was no way to move any closer without going out onto the balcony and risking being detected.

      “There you are!” Miss Bingley’s voice cooed over Georgiana’s shoulder. She stepped closer to the window and began fanning herself. “It is a bit close in here, I find. I envy you the light fabric of your gown, Georgiana. Mine is quite heavy and makes one so warm. Oh!” she exclaimed, nodding her head towards one of the doors farther down the room, “there is your brother. He must have been getting some air out on the balcony.”

      Georgiana eagerly watched for Mr Wickham’s reappearance, but he did not follow. Her eyes scanned the room, and she discovered her brother had joined Mr Bingley and Jane Bennet, no doubt offering his joyful wishes to that happy couple. I am sure it has nothing to do with Miss Elizabeth standing next to them.

      A flash of red caught her attention, and both Georgiana and Miss Bingley turned their heads towards the door closest to them. Georgiana immediately stepped forward to summon the attention of the officer.

      “Good evening,” she said softly.

      She watched as Mr Wickham turned sharply and opened his mouth to speak before his eyes shifted to Miss Bingley, standing directly behind Georgiana.

      “Miss Darcy,” he said politely with a small bow. “Miss Bingley.”

      “I have not the pleasure of your acquaintance, sir.” Miss Bingley appraised him with a sharp glance. “I see you are with Colonel Forster’s regiment.”

      “This is Mr Wickham,” Georgiana provided. “He is an old friend of the family.”

      “Indeed!” Miss Bingley’s smile became warmer. “What a happy coincidence that your regiment is stationed here while Miss Darcy and her brother are with us at Netherfield.”

      “Yes, it is,” Mr Wickham replied with a glance around the room.

      “Such a shame I did not know of your acquaintance earlier,” Miss Bingley continued. “I could have rearranged the seating at dinner so that you were at our table. That would have been delightful, I am sure. Does Mr Darcy know you are here?”

      “We spoke earlier.” Mr Wickham met Georgiana’s gaze before his eyes darted about the room.

      Georgiana saw that Miss Bingley seemed to be searching for another man’s presence. “I believe my brother is speaking to your brother,” she remarked helpfully.

      Miss Bingley immediately turned her head to see the two gentlemen engaged in conversation with the eldest Bennet sisters. Her complexion darkened perceptibly, and she subsequently excused herself on the pretext of speaking to Mrs Hurst. Georgiana and Mr Wickham watched as she walked away.
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        * * *

      

      “Bingley, you have surprised even me.”

      Darcy smiled at his friend. Out of the corner of his eye, he maintained a watch on Miss Bennet. Mentally berating himself for allowing his attention to slip where Bingley was concerned, Darcy intended to confirm the state of the lady’s feelings. To this end, he attempted to draw her into the conversation.

      “Miss Bennet, please accept my wishes for your great joy.” He bowed respectfully.

      “Thank you, sir. You are very kind.” She smiled serenely.

      Miss Elizabeth seemed to feel the need to say more to make up for her sister’s reticent nature. “That is Jane’s modest way of saying she is nearly bursting with happiness.”

      Darcy raised an eyebrow at this remark but a tell-tale blush on Miss Bennet’s cheeks confirmed her sister’s claim. He was satisfied that this relationship was not all one-sided, at least. The depth of the lady’s feelings was not yet clear, but that she harboured an affection for Bingley was evident. This gave Darcy some measure of comfort.

      If I can observe her in a setting away from large gatherings or, more particularly, her mother, I should be better able to gauge her affections.

      Bingley wore the same silly grin that Darcy was accustomed to seeing when he was in the company of Miss Bennet. As for Miss Elizabeth, his thoughts slowed as he took note of the way her eyes sparkled while laughing at something Bingley was saying.

      She is certainly intriguing. Expressive and lively. Very unlike her sister and, fortunately, her mother. I wonder...

      “I am sure you will not mind,” Bingley said as he took his lady’s hand and joined the couples in line for the dance about to commence.

      Left standing alone with Miss Elizabeth, Darcy was suddenly at a loss for words. He saw her glance towards the newly engaged couple as they took their places with the other dancers.

      “They are well matched, I think. Do you not agree?”

      “They do appear satisfied with their choices.” The remark sounded cold even to his ears.

      She stared at him in amazement. “Satisfied! Their satisfaction is practically spilling over!”

      Darcy coloured. “Of course. I meant that...they are...well suited.” He felt all the awkwardness of the situation and wondered why he said such ridiculous things in the woman’s presence.

      She is looking at me with that eyebrow of hers slightly raised. Does she mean to provoke me?

      “Do you think Mr Bingley’s engagement to my sister will result in you and Miss Darcy staying longer at Netherfield?”

      The question startled him. Darcy did not know what to make of the reason for her enquiry. The possibility occurred to him that he had been less discreet in his interest than he should have been. The words of Mrs Bennet echoed in his mind. ‘You know that will go a long way to ensuring that our other girls will find rich husbands. And Lizzy will be spoken for soon as well’

      He was sure he had not been that obvious! Another thought struck him. Georgiana! She has continually been seeking out Miss Elizabeth’s company. She would not say anything so directly, would she?

      “But of course, I am forgetting that you have other responsibilities that may necessitate your presence elsewhere. Would you consider allowing your sister to stay on in your absence?” Miss Elizabeth looked at him earnestly, obviously unaware of the preoccupation of his thoughts.

      “I have not yet arranged a suitable companion for her,” Darcy replied, hoping this would stem the flood of questions.

      She dismissed that excuse. “Surely Miss Bingley and Mrs Hurst are appropriate chaperons for her?”

      He had no rebuttal for this argument and gracefully accepted his defeat. “You are quite correct. I fear I must admit that my first instinct is to keep Georgiana close to me at all times. The result, no doubt, of having lost both of our parents while she was at such a young age. She is all the family I have, apart from some cousins. That is not quite the same.”

      “Although I love my cousins dearly, I must agree. It is not the same as having one’s sisters near.” Miss Elizabeth appeared somewhat melancholy. “It cannot have been easy for either of you to adjust to the loss of your parents.”

      “Georgiana was very young, and her mother’s death was a difficult blow.”

      “That is a hardship for a young girl.”

      Darcy decided to broach a happier topic. “I cannot speak for Mr Bingley, but if he does not object, I am sure Georgiana and I shall stay on until just before Christmas when our presence is required at our aunt’s estate.”

      Darcy would prefer to say he had other commitments than attending to Lady Catherine during the Yuletide season, but that was a hopeless thought. As free as he was to choose his own activities, the truth was that they had few female relations, and even Lady Catherine was of benefit when it came to advice pertaining to Georgiana.

      “I am pleased to hear it.”

      Darcy excused himself to find Georgiana.
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      The days following the Netherfield ball were filled with visits from various neighbours who had not been fortunate enough to be in attendance to witness Mrs Bennet’s glorious proclamation.

      Mr Bingley was, unsurprisingly, at Longbourn more often than not. Both Mr Darcy and his sister often accompanied him. Elizabeth welcomed this opportunity to speak to Miss Darcy as she found the young woman a pleasant companion.

      Her young sister Lydia was dreadfully ill-behaved at the attention being lavished on Jane by their mother. Mrs Bennet had little thought to spare for her youngest while revelling in the glory of wedding plans. Elizabeth would have felt some sympathy for Lydia had it not been necessary to take her to task for her rude behaviour. Lydia, of course, felt no remorse whatsoever for the spectacle she made of herself but flounced from the room in a state of self-centred jealousy. Elizabeth was left to smile apologetically towards their guests and was surprised to detect a touch of sympathy in one gentleman’s countenance.

      During these visits, it was often proposed by Mrs Bennet that the engaged couple partake of fresh air and exercise while the weather remained hospitable. This could be gained chiefly by investigating the numerous paths that wove through the countryside surrounding Meryton and Longbourn. Of course, this required the presence of a chaperon.

      Elizabeth was the logical choice, and Darcy naturally accompanied her so that Jane and Bingley could have some privacy while still accommodating the rules of propriety. On these occasions, Miss Darcy was happy to remain at Longbourn, entertained by Kitty, who was suffering the ill effects of having a sister with her nose seriously out of joint. Elizabeth was pleased for her friend’s sake that she was allowed to stay behind. At least, that was what she kept telling herself.

      Mrs Bennet’s excitement for the wedding was infectious and more than once did Elizabeth observe her cousin eyeing her with a peculiarly strange upturn to his lips that made her shiver. On a day when the weather had turned unpleasantly cold and snow seemed imminent, there was no expected visit from the Netherfield party, as Jane had developed a slight cold. Mr Bingley had no wish to risk her health further by keeping her from needed rest for her recovery and thus spent his time at home, attending to some neglected business of the estate.

      Elizabeth was sitting in the parlour with a needlework project in hand, trying to decide what she would like to add to it when Mr Collins entered from the hall. He appeared to glance around and, satisfied she was alone, approached her with the oddest look on his face.

      “Cousin Elizabeth,” he began, licking his lips. “My dearest Cousin Elizabeth, I have long admired you and know that, through no fault of your own or your esteemed family, Longbourn will pass into my hands upon your father’s death.”

      Elizabeth stared at him, amusement beginning to bubble up in her. Long admired me? He has been here less than a fortnight!

      Mr Collins droned on. “I, therefore, feel it incumbent on me to offer the salvation of your family in whatever manner I can. You will not find such a union unpleasant, I assure you.”

      Union? Elizabeth’s amusement faded.

      “There is much to recommend me, of course. Lady Catherine de Bourgh, I am sure, will be enraptured with my choice of wife and you will find her a veritable treasure trove of information and advice.”

      Wife? She began to shift uncomfortably in her seat and wished her cousin to cease speaking so that she could correct his misapprehension.

      Mr Collins, however, was fully empowered by the moment. “I can see you are very much affected by my offer, and it is perfectly understandable. Be assured that I am honoured by your acceptance of my humble person, and your family will certainly be delighted by this news.” He immediately reached for her hand and made to bring it to his lips when Elizabeth realised what he was doing.

      She rose quickly from her seat and pulled her hand from his grasp. “I am afraid you are quite mistaken, sir. I have given you no answer yet.”

      The man was not so easily dissuaded from his task, however. Mr Collins continued to press his suit so far as to follow Elizabeth’s retreat from the parlour and out of the house. She thought the wintry air and the light snow that was beginning to fall would quell his passionate pleas, but she was sadly disappointed. He seemed not to notice the change in temperature at all and clung to his belief that Elizabeth’s maidenly modesty prevented her from voicing her consent before the approval of her parents had been sought and gained.

      Scampering through the fresh snow that lightly covered the path, Mr Collins paid no attention to where they were going. It was some time before he realised the lady was quite violently shivering with the cold.

      “Should we not go back to the house?” he asked despite her determined stride in a direction opposite to any shelter. There was no reply. He continued to follow, repeating his enquiry every few steps until Elizabeth came to a sudden halt in front of him.

      Her shivering was pronounced, but the glare she fixed upon him made any acknowledgement of this discomfort irrelevant.

      “Mr Collins, if you insist on continuing in this ridiculous manner, then I must insist you leave me in peace.”

      “Dearest Cousin Elizabeth,” he oozed as he genuflected. “There is nothing as attractive as the modest selflessness of a lovely young lady. I am genuinely flattered that our names will be joined in matrimony, and I know that you will make a fine, caring addition to the community at Hunsford.”

      “Mr Collins, I—”

      He shook his head, a beatific smile spread across his features. “No, no. There is no need to express your gratitude. I am certain the joy you bring your family will be just as rewarding for you as the anticipation you will feel in the contemplation of life by my side as the mistress of Hunsford Parsonage.”

      Elizabeth dared not open her mouth for fear of what might emerge. A soft cough was heard quite clearly in the still, wintry air. She turned to face a dark shadow taking shape as it approached through the swirling snowflakes. The unmistakable form of Mr Darcy atop his horse brought a feeling of relief and a smile to her face. There was no answering smile on his, however. Mr Darcy’s expression was serious. He dismounted and looked Mr Collins over carefully before turning his attention to her.

      “Miss Elizabeth, you appear to be suffering from the cold. Please take my coat to make yourself warm. I would not wish to see you become ill.” Removing his greatcoat, he laid it over her shoulders. Although he had not voiced it, the question was written clearly in the dark eyes that met her own: ‘What are you doing out here dressed like that?’

      Mr Collins seemed to puff himself up for a moment, as though he were about to challenge the other man for being too familiar; then he must have thought better of it.

      “How very civil of you, Mr Darcy. Cousin Elizabeth and I should be returning to Longbourn immediately.” He advanced towards the lady, clearly intending to take Mr Darcy’s place beside her, but the other gentleman did not move. Not one word was spoken between them, yet Mr Collins moved aside to allow the couple to easily pass.

      Mr Darcy ordered Mr Collins to lead his horse and handed him the reins. He proceeded to walk with Elizabeth towards Longbourn, the dowdy clergyman slowly following.

      Her slippered feet were half frozen, but Elizabeth luxuriated in the warmth of Mr Darcy’s coat. She snuggled her face into the depths of the wool where a double pleasure was afforded her—the elimination of Mr Collins from her immediate sight and the comfort of a rich scent which was unmistakably the gentleman’s cologne. The annoyance she felt with her cousin’s tireless and stubborn refusal to listen was fast fading with the solace she drew from Mr Darcy’s proximity and his greatcoat.

      Elizabeth scolded herself for allowing her thoughts to stray in his direction. She was perfectly aware of Mr Darcy’s position and painfully aware of her own. Usually, a comparison such as this would not trouble her in the least. Elizabeth Bennet did not believe in such strict social prejudices. Her station was as good as any other woman who was raised the daughter of a gentleman. The more she thought about it though, the more she began to dwell on the antics of her mother and younger sisters and to wonder how much of a deterrent they were to any serious intentions of a young gentleman. Jane was quite fortunate that Mr Bingley truly took no offence from anyone. Elizabeth’s tastes, however, ran to a more discerning sort of man. She stole a brief look at the gentleman walking silently beside her.

      He looks so contemplative! If only I could tell him how much I appreciate his intervention a few moments ago. Oh, but even Mr Collins does not deserve such humiliation as public exposure of a failed marriage offer would entail, and I dare not risk raising my hopes by falsely reading something into his naturally polite replies. I must speak to his sister and put a stop to her teasing of him about me. He cannot find it at all amusing, and as for myself…

      Elizabeth looked down at the ground once more, sinking deeper into the warmth of the wool and the heady scent of Mr Darcy’s cologne.
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        * * *

      

      They were not as far from Longbourn as Darcy had feared. Concerned for Elizabeth’s health, he was relieved to see the house appear when they rounded a bend in the path. He escorted her to the door and, upon Elizabeth’s invitation, stepped through into the front hall. Mr Collins was too quick for him, abandoning the horse and darting behind the lady to assist in the removal of the coat. A servant emerged from a side door and took the garment from the hands of the parson. Elizabeth then indicated another door through which she led the gentlemen.

      No one seemed more surprised by Darcy’s appearance than Mrs Bennet, who was just entering full cry in admonishing her daughter on her disappearance when her tongue appeared stuck to the roof of her mouth, and the sound trailed away. Miss Bennet looked up from her position by the warm fire and smiled at him. Miss Mary, familiarly studious, barely raised her eyes from her book to acknowledge the newcomers.

      “Lizzy, where have you been?” her mother finally managed to ask. “Pray do have a seat, gentlemen.” She indicated the chairs opposite Miss Bennet.

      Mr Collins was unable to stay silent. “Miss Elizabeth has taken a bit of a chill, I fear. I would recommend some hot tea.” He directed this last comment to Elizabeth herself, moving forward as if to assist her to sit.

      Darcy was close enough to Elizabeth that he was sure she heard him mutter under his breath that brandy would be a better choice, but she coolly replied, “Thank you, Cousin. I assure you that I am quite well, and need only to sit by the fire and warm myself.”

      Little was said until Mrs Bennet relieved the silence by enquiring after Mr Bingley. Darcy confirmed his friend’s continued good health, and they were all subjected to a treatise by Mr Collins on the prescription for averting colds.

      It was during this speech that Darcy was afforded the opportunity to consider what he had witnessed between the man and Elizabeth on the path. The entire scene had at first puzzled him, but all at once, the overheard conversation between the two unknown young ladies in the Netherfield ballroom came back to him with instant clarity:

      ‘I understand he intends to marry one of them.’

      ‘Which one? I sympathise!’

      ‘I believe he had first set his sights on Jane, but her mother soon corrected him on that account.’

      ‘Oh, then that means he must have decided on—’

      “Elizabeth!” Darcy whispered.

      Mr Collins’s voice could drown out any sound with his customary preaching style, yet Jane Bennet’s head rose ever so slightly, and her gaze met his for a brief moment. What she saw in his eyes, Darcy hoped was indecipherable. In hers he saw first surprise, then approval.

      Darcy’s gaze swiftly shifted to the crackling fire in the grate. His thoughts whirled in endless circles.

      She cannot have accepted this man’s offer! What a ludicrous match! With her elder sister engaged to Bingley, she would be brought to the attention of many more suitable men. Her intelligence and lively disposition would be wasted on such a deadly boring, vacillating creature as Collins. She cannot have accepted him. Impossible!

      His eyes, nevertheless, took in the unhappy expression on Elizabeth’s face, the smug one on Collins, and the satisfied countenance of Mrs Bennet. A sharp jab of bitter disappointment struck him, but Darcy attempted to dismiss it.

      Stop this foolishness. You have barely met the woman and know next to nothing about her. One or two interesting conversations should not prompt a courtship.

      Yet, his mind refused to let go of the sombre thoughts that wound tightly around him. His eyes came to rest on Mrs Bennet, studying the woman carefully.

      How could any parent subject her offspring to a life of such dismal potential as the wife of this oafish clergyman must surely expect to endure? What does her father say to this match? He has often enough contradicted his wife’s opinions and in public too.

      Darcy found some solace in the thought that surely Mr Bennet would put a stop to such a ridiculous notion. It was only a matter of time...and perhaps a word or two in his ear would not hurt, either.
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      Elizabeth rose with the sun the next morning, eager to be out of the house and away from her simpering cousin. A short conversation with her mother had set the woman off in raptures, blessing their good fortune at the timely engagements of two daughters. Not a word Elizabeth uttered did she hear: Mrs Bennet had ears only for Mr Collins. Thus, Elizabeth left the house in an effort to gain some peace of mind and solitude before having to face another interview with that man.

      She found herself walking along the same path she had travelled the prior day. She paused at the point in the trail where Mr Darcy had suddenly appeared to rescue her from the cold, chuckling to herself at the remembrance. There was little else with which to find amusement in the situation, however. Elizabeth liked Mr Darcy as much as she disliked Mr Collins. This inevitably led to chastising herself for allowing feelings for him to develop in the first place, let alone encouraging them along as a means of distracting herself from the distasteful attentions of her cousin.

      Continuing on, she nevertheless let her feet carry her towards Netherfield. Not far from the boundary of the lower fields she saw two mounted figures slowly making their way along the road. Elizabeth stopped to watch them, knowing her own figure was silhouetted against the bright skyline.

      One of the riders, clearly a lady, gestured to her companion and the two horses veered off the road towards Elizabeth. It was now too late to make a retreat, being aware that she was the target of their interest. As the horses drew closer, she saw that it was Miss Darcy and her brother. The smile that came to her lips was tempered with the hope that her wild imaginings would be under control in the presence of this man.

      Miss Darcy had a welcoming smile as they joined Elizabeth. Darcy swiftly dismounted and bowed politely in greeting before helping his sister to dismount. He then took the reins of the horses and stood quietly aside while Miss Darcy came forward to clasp hands with her friend.

      “What a surprise to see you here this morning! Are you as fond of early excursions as we are?” Miss Darcy’s eyes gleamed with mischief.

      Elizabeth trained her gaze on the young lady, although she was aware of the gentleman fidgeting with the reins behind them. “I am usually an early riser and find it refreshing to take a walk before breakfast. Am I to understand you enjoy riding at this hour? There are many trails throughout the countryside that offer lovely views. If you are interested, I can direct you.”

      Miss Darcy took Elizabeth’s arm and began walking. The shuffle of the horses’ feet indicated that Mr Darcy followed at a discreet distance.

      “That is very kind of you to offer. I know that I would be delighted to see more of the countryside around here.” Miss Darcy looked over her shoulder to direct a question to her trailing brother. “Miss Elizabeth has offered to show us more of her lovely country! We have another horse for her to use, have we not?” She turned back to Elizabeth before he could reply. “Unless you have one of your own that you would prefer.”

      Caught off guard by her friend’s misinterpretation of the suggestion, Elizabeth struggled for some response. “I am afraid that our horses are not—”

      “Well, that is settled, then! You will ride one of ours.” Miss Darcy smiled brightly. “Shall we start tomorrow morning?”

      Elizabeth was surprised for a moment, then laughed. Nodding, she agreed to the scheme. Miss Darcy assured her that they would call for her at Longbourn after breakfast, bringing the extra mount with them.

      By this time, the two ladies had covered some distance along the path. Mr Darcy called his sister’s attention to the lateness of the hour, reminding her that the others would be awaiting their return. Reluctantly, the friends parted, and Miss Darcy, assisted by her brother in remounting her horse, sat patiently observing the other two say their own shy goodbyes. Once Mr Darcy was astride his horse, they turned and headed back down the path towards Netherfield.
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        * * *

      

      “What a fortunate occurrence, meeting Miss Elizabeth this morning!” Georgiana kept her eyes straight ahead, but her smile was undisguised.

      “Completely coincidental, I am sure, but you, my dear sister, are far too obvious in your matchmaking efforts.” Darcy cut short her protestation of innocence. “Come now! You know perfectly well that you manipulated Miss Elizabeth’s offer into one that made it impossible for her to refuse to accompany us. What next, I ask? Did you intend to lose us along the trail, ensuring some uninterrupted privacy together?”

      “You wound me,” Georgiana sighed. “You would put me on a level with Miss Bingley in conspiring to place you in a compromising position.”

      “Oh no,” Darcy said with a short laugh. “I would never accuse you of deliberately placing me in such a situation that would risk both of our reputations. You are no Miss Bingley, my dear. She poses no danger whatsoever. You, on the other hand...” The smile on his sister’s face reminded him of a very satisfied cat. “Well, I must acquaint you with one bit of information that may put a damper on your enthusiasm.”

      The smile disappeared. “What information?”

      “Miss Elizabeth is about to become engaged.”

      “No!” Georgiana stared at him in disbelief. “To whom?”

      “I shall not reveal the man’s name, as I came by the information quite by accident. Suffice it to say that your schemes must now come to an end.” Darcy knew his sister would not let this go so easily, but she must be satisfied for the moment with what little he would tell her. There would be time enough to discover the truth on her own.

      They rode silently for some time before Georgiana spoke again. “May I go into Meryton with Miss Bingley this afternoon?”

      “I see no reason why you should not. Is there something special you wish to purchase?”

      His sister batted her eyelids coquettishly. “Now, you do not expect me to reveal all of a lady’s secrets, do you?”

      Darcy groaned in dismay. “I knew it was not a good idea to allow Miss Bingley such liberal chaperon duties!” He shook a finger at his sister. “No presents this time, I beg you. You have persuaded Miss Bingley to purchase enough unsightly trinkets to attract my interest to last a lifetime!” At Georgiana’s pouting expression he softened his tone. “Promise me you will not get carried away with your mischief this time, little one.”

      The smile that brightened her face brought back images of the carefree little girl from years earlier. “Of course, I promise.”

      The shimmering sparkle in her eyes still worried Darcy, though.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth turned at the sound of her name being called and was met with the handsome countenance of Mr Wickham as he made his way across the street in Meryton. He swept his hat from his head and bowed deeply upon reaching her.

      “I am so sorry to have missed an opportunity to dance with you at Netherfield, Miss Elizabeth. I was unfortunately called away. I trust you did not want for attention.”

      The sincerity reflected in his eyes gave Elizabeth pause. “I did notice your absence, sir. I must admit, however, that there would have been little chance of setting aside a dance had you arrived late.”

      “Aha! Just as I suspected. I have heard Sir William Lucas refer to you as the shining jewel of the neighbourhood. He is obviously not alone in that estimation!”

      Elizabeth flushed. “Really, you do my modesty no good at all with such comments as these!” She pretended to study a pearl necklace through the glass of the shop window.

      “Oh, but I must be keeping you from your shopping.”

      “Not at all!” Elizabeth hastened to say. “I merely came to town as a diversion from the daily ritual of wedding planning at Longbourn.”

      Mr Wickham seemed startled for a moment, then nodded his head in understanding. “Yes, Mr Bingley and your sister. I had heard of their engagement. Please convey my best wishes to your sister.”

      “Thank you, sir. I believe them to be very well suited. Mr Bingley is a kind gentleman.” Elizabeth began to walk slowly along the street, Mr Wickham at her side. “There is a great deal of excitement at home, as you may imagine.”

      “You have four sisters, I believe?”

      “Yes. Jane is the first to embark upon the married state, and our mother is quite thrilled with the task before her.” This brought a laugh from her companion as well. “We shall be holding a more formal reception next week in honour of the couple. I do hope you will attend.”

      Mr Wickham answered with a reassuring smile. “I shall not disappoint you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      From across the street, two pairs of eyes watched the exchange between the couple. Miss Bingley gave an indignant toss of her head.

      “Such country manners! It is positively scandalous the way those Bennets flirt so openly. First, with your brother and now with your friend!”

      Georgiana’s eyes were wide as she watched Miss Elizabeth and Mr Wickham laughing together. “Do you truly think she is flirting?”

      Miss Bingley considered a moment before answering, eyes narrowing. “She certainly has been paying more attention to your brother than is warranted. You cannot hope for an attachment between them, not with her relations! Can you imagine Mr Darcy respecting them as family?”

      Georgiana bit her lip in thought. Her eyes were still trained on the couple making their way up the other side of the street. “Do you not feel you may be seeing more than exists?”

      Miss Bingley looked at her young friend sympathetically. “My dear girl, you will learn when you have seen more of the world that there are many young ladies with only one goal in mind, and that is to find a husband, preferably with money.”

      “Really.” Georgiana tried not to smile.

      “I am sorry to disillusion you,” Miss Bingley continued. “I know that you thought of Eliza Bennet as a friend. I hope you are not too disappointed.”

      Georgiana gave a disinterested reply. Her mind was otherwise occupied, and she did not like where her thoughts were leading. Was the engagement of which her brother spoke with Mr Wickham? If so, then why did he say nothing about it at the ball? There was no mention of any attachments! But it was clear to her with each passing moment that an attachment must surely exist, and if her brother’s information was correct, this was a double tragedy!

      Surely my brother will not allow this to happen. I know he is attracted to her. He cannot disguise it from me, but if Miss Elizabeth is not aware of his interest...

      Perhaps a word or two in her ear would not hurt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      “It is not to be borne!” The strident voice repeated this announcement in a louder tone. “It is not to be borne, I say! What an upstart, arrogant girl to be refusing such an offer! She clearly places no value on family honour or duty to behave thus.”

      Lady Catherine de Bourgh brought her spoon to her mouth but lowered it again before it met her lips. “Anne, you would do well to listen, although I know that you will never be so foolish as to deliberately fly in the face of your family’s wishes. Thank goodness your future has long been secured! There will be no cause for concern regarding your marriage.”

      The young woman to whom these remarks were addressed displayed no symptom of interest in the conversation—if indeed it could be deemed as such, one-sided as it was. Anne de Bourgh sat quietly consuming her soup, seemingly absent of mind. Only the occasional slow closing of her eyelids betrayed any reaction to her mother’s oratory. Her companion, Mrs Jenkinson, seated opposite, was quite attentive to the matriarch, nodding her agreement in a regular rhythm after each third spoonful of her soup.

      “It is fortunate he discovered her ungrateful nature now, rather than after their marriage. There must always be one black sheep in a family. Fortunately for them all, the eldest sister has made a most advantageous alliance, and Mr Collins assures me the middle sister is much better suited as a parson’s wife than the wilful one. However, I shall judge for myself in two days. We shall leave tomorrow and stop in London on our journey to Hertfordshire. I shall make certain of this Mary Bennet’s character and perhaps also have a word or two with her headstrong sister about the disadvantages of such an unruly disposition in attracting a husband.”

      Anne slowly blinked, Mrs Jenkinson nodded, and the soup bowls were cleared away for the next course.
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        * * *

      

      When the Darcys arrived at Longbourn the next morning, they found Elizabeth ready for their planned ride. The horse they offered for her use was a quiet enough gelding who picked his way carefully along the lane. Darcy rode to the left of Elizabeth while his sister nudged her horse alongside the right so they could converse more easily.

      “What luck that the weather has been so cooperative for us!” exclaimed Georgiana.

      “Yes, but I must say the snow earlier in the week was unusual. We rarely have any truly inclement weather at this time of year. It is my favourite as a result. The air is so crisp and refreshing!”

      They had not gone far when Elizabeth called out to Darcy. “We are approaching a trail on the left that we should take. It will lead us along the ridge of the valley behind Netherfield. It is a splendid view in autumn!”

      Darcy saw the opening in the hedgerow and guided his horse through, waiting just beyond for the two ladies to join him. Elizabeth emerged first, nudging her horse to stand beside his until Georgiana appeared.

      “If we follow the trail, it will take us past some lovely views.” Elizabeth smiled at Darcy as he nodded, turning his horse and taking the lead.

      The path was narrow for a while before it widened enough to permit Georgiana to come alongside Elizabeth again. There was a small stream off to one side, trickling merrily past the still green wild grasses along its banks. A little farther and the trail opened into a small clearing, one side of which was open to the valley she had mentioned. Here the stream made a pretty waterfall down the rocky incline to the valley floor. Georgiana exclaimed at the sight, delighted with the picture it presented. She eagerly dismounted and crossed the remaining space to obtain a better view of the distant structure of Netherfield behind the overhanging branches. Darcy gave a quiet chuckle at his sister’s spontaneous actions.

      “What do you find so amusing, sir?” Elizabeth enquired.

      “Not so much amusement as relief,” he replied, his eyes still on Georgiana as she continued to explore the view. “I do not often see my sister so youthful and innocent as she appears now. She has had to grow up quickly and without the usual support of parents to oversee the process. We both have. It is good to see her away from the pressures of society and to behave like a young girl again.”

      She was silent for a moment, also observing Georgiana’s carefree investigation of the stream and its environs. “I have not seen anything to criticise in the way she conducts herself in company. Perhaps more excursions such as this allow Miss Darcy an opportunity to expend some youthful exuberance. I know I always find it refreshing to get away from stuffy drawing rooms and watchful eyes.” She blushed, looking away from him as if suddenly recollecting to whom she was speaking.

      Darcy imagined an uninhibited Elizabeth on a solitary walk through the surrounding countryside. What colour that would bring to her cheeks! What light to her eyes!

      “I understand perfectly. Unfortunately, neither Georgiana nor I partake of such luxuries as often as we would like. This is a rare treat today.” He met her raised eyes with his own. “Thank you for obliging my sister. I know she contrived to make you agree to accompany us. It was very good of you to come along when you must have many things to do at home with your sister’s approaching wedding.”

      “I confess my mother’s enthusiasm for Jane’s wedding plans has driven me from Longbourn a little too often lately.”

      Darcy laughed, clearly surprising his companion. “I am sorry. I should not laugh, but the similarity between your sentiments and my own where my aunt’s company is concerned is remarkable. I often feel the urge to take a long ride by myself when visiting her home.”

      “Is she very much like my mother?”

      “No, not at all,” Darcy said with a shake of his head. “Let us say she has a commanding presence.” It was Elizabeth’s turn to laugh, and Darcy’s pulse quickened with the sound.

      Calm yourself. Remember that her father has not been approached about this Collins matter. How that is supposed to be accomplished and what I am to say, I have no idea—but I had best find an opportunity soon. She cannot be allowed to sacrifice herself in such a manner.

      “Excuse me,” Georgiana said in a soft voice, “I do not mean to interrupt, but did you say this path leads along the ridge?”

      “It does, and you are not interrupting,” Elizabeth replied with a side glance towards Darcy. “If you have seen enough here, we may continue on our way.”

      Darcy nodded agreement, with one look warning his sister to behave herself. He wanted no more teasing of himself and Elizabeth at Georgiana’s hands. Having already cautioned her about the imminent engagement of that lady to another man, Darcy hoped his sister would lay her matchmaking schemes to rest.
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        * * *

      

      “Fitzwilliam, come! Is that not Lady Catherine’s carriage?”

      Darcy crossed to his sister’s side and peered out the window overlooking Netherfield’s long drive. “It most certainly is her carriage. I wonder what has brought her here?” He turned from the window and strode towards the door.

      “Where are you going?” Georgiana called.

      Darcy paused to look back at her. “To welcome our aunt and see what has occasioned this visit. Are you coming?”

      His sister seemed about to resist, but at Darcy’s unwavering gaze, she muttered, “I suppose I must,” and crossed the room to join him.

      Lady Catherine was being shown into the front parlour when the Darcys descended the stairs to the main hall. They found Miss Bingley receiving the dowager with surprise but credible poise. In addition to Lady Catherine, there were two other ladies just taking seats. Darcy acknowledged his cousin Anne and her companion, Mrs Jenkinson. Georgiana moved to sit on the settee next to her cousin.

      “Lady Catherine.” Darcy made a respectful bow towards his aunt and took up a position opposite her chair. “Pray, what has brought you all this distance? Do you require my assistance?”

      “Do not be concerned, Nephew,” the stately woman replied. “I have not come to intrude upon you and your friends, but something of an alarming nature has come to my attention. I knew you to be in the neighbourhood and wished to consult you on this.”

      Miss Bingley, curious as she must be to find out what could have possibly been of such concern to draw Lady Catherine from her lair, was nevertheless discreet enough to excuse herself and leave the family alone in the parlour. As the door closed on her retreating figure, Darcy addressed his aunt once more.

      “What has alarmed you enough to seek me out?”

      Lady Catherine rose from her chair and beckoned her nephew to join her on the far side of the room where the others would not hear them.

      “I have made the acquaintance of my clergyman’s intended, and I must say that she is a most unsuitable candidate!”

      Startled, Darcy was at first irritated with his relation’s interference in other people’s personal affairs. “You have been to Longbourn? You have met Miss—”

      “I most certainly have!” She drew herself up to her most indignant pose. “I repeat—most unsuitable! A clergyman’s wife must have quiet grace and poise that befits her station. She must know when to keep her comments to herself and must never offer unsolicited advice. You have met this young woman?”

      Darcy bit his tongue to keep from offering his advice on this subject. “Yes,” he said succinctly.

      “Then you are well aware of the basis for my objections. You must agree she is in no way fit to perform the office of a clergyman’s wife.”

      Darcy was, indeed, in agreement that Miss Elizabeth Bennet was in no way suited for the role of Mr Collins’s wife, or perhaps it was the other way around. As for the rest of his aunt’s objections…

      “You mentioned you sought me out to consult on this matter. Is there something in particular you wish to discuss?”

      “Yes. This engagement has not yet been made public. There is still time to forestall such an error from occurring.” Lady Catherine looked pointedly at him. “A word or two from you should rectify Mr Collins’s error in judgment.”

      Although little surprised him where his aunt’s high-handed interference was concerned, Darcy remained incredulous at this suggestion. “You would have me discourage him from his choice of wife?”

      “Discourage? That will never do. He must be convinced. It will be a simple matter.” She turned from him dismissively.

      Darcy was undecided as to whether the idea was repulsive or attractive. Separating Collins from Elizabeth Bennet was certainly an incentive. “I shall take your request under consideration.”

      Lady Catherine turned slowly to face him, her eyes narrowed. “It was not a request, Darcy.” She lifted her chin. “I understand an opportunity will be presented to you soon when the Bennets host a reception in honour of their eldest daughter’s engagement to your friend, Bingley.”

      Darcy frowned. “An opportunity, yes. But what would you have me say? It would be quite presumptuous of me to interfere in any way.”

      “Presumptuous! Collins will thank you for your timely intervention.” She waved her hand in the air. “It is of no moment, however. These people expect and appreciate a more knowledgeable opinion to instruct them.”

      Choking back a reply Darcy thought, If you would surround yourself with people of more intellect and backbone, there would be no need to advise them at all!

      With a sigh, he said, “Did you have something specific in mind?”
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        * * *

      

      Georgiana noticed her brother’s weary expression while she conversed with Anne. “You have made the acquaintance of the Bennet sisters, then?”

      “Yes. Mother’s pet clergyman, Mr Collins, is cousin to Mr Bennet. He came here to choose one of the daughters for a wife—Mother’s suggestion, of course. She was not happy with the report of his progress and decided she must make his choice for him.”

      Georgiana laughed. “Do tell me. I must know everything!”

      Anne giggled at her younger cousin’s imitation of Lady Catherine. “Mr Collins’s latest choice is Miss Mary Bennet. It is our understanding his original intent was to attach himself to the eldest Miss Bennet. However, he was no competition for Mr Bingley. It seems that Miss Elizabeth is also in someone else’s eye, so he naturally turned his own towards the next in line.”

      Someone else’s eye! George Wickham! Georgiana bit her lip to keep silent while Anne continued.

      “In some respects, I think they are a good match. Miss Mary spouts proverbs and quotes from Fordyce as well as any clergyman. Mother objects for the simple reason that Mary Bennet spoke directly to her in that plain, lecturing tone during our visit, just as Mother speaks to everyone. Well,” concluded Anne, “we cannot have two such women in Hunsford!”

      Georgiana wanted to laugh. Anne had always been so quiet, keeping her opinions to herself because, as she would often say, her mother voiced more than enough for the two of them. “What does she intend to do about it?” she finally asked.

      Anne’s eyes rolled to indicate her mother and Darcy on the far side of the room. “Is it not obvious? She expects your brother to convince Mr Collins that a better choice could be made elsewhere. Frankly, I would be surprised if my mother has not already chosen an alternate!”

      “Oh, but she cannot!” Georgiana cried. “He cannot!” Seeing that Anne was quite taken aback by her outburst, Georgiana leant forward and lowered her voice. “If Fitzwilliam manages to separate Mr Collins and Mary Bennet, that will completely ruin any chance he may have with her sister, Miss Elizabeth.”

      “I do not see what effect that would have on any budding relationship between them. Any intelligent woman should be happy to escape a union with Mr Collins. It is only your imagination that has created an attraction between your brother and Miss Elizabeth Bennet. Is he even aware of her?”

      Georgiana flushed angrily. “Aware of her! He can hardly keep his eyes from her!”

      Interest was ignited in Anne’s expression. “Indeed! And what of Miss Elizabeth? Is she aware of his interest? Could she be enticed to consider Darcy if she knew of this fascination?”

      Georgiana’s countenance conveyed her outrage at the thought that her brother was not enticement enough. “She cannot possibly resist him! If only Fitzwilliam would unbend enough to properly court her.” She cast a sly glance towards her cousin. “He will not take that step. He is too cautious. He is too caught up in keeping an eye on me.” Leaning forward, Georgiana asked in a low voice, “Did you meet Miss Elizabeth? I think she would make a good match for my brother.”

      Anne’s eyes widened. “Now that you mention it… but, Georgiana, you cannot seriously believe Darcy would consider it.” Georgiana gave her cousin a significant look, causing Anne to smile. “He only needs a bit of a push, does he?”

      “It is not easy, you know, to encourage him to put aside his concerns and perceived obligations to enjoy himself. Would you believe he danced with Miss Elizabeth at the ball Mr Bingley hosted here?”

      Anne pursed her lips in amusement. “A sure sign of love!”

      Georgiana frowned. “Very well, do not believe me. You will see. Wait until you see them together, and you will agree with me.”

      “I am sure you believe what you say is true,” Anne said in a soothing tone. “You may be assured that I shall discreetly observe Darcy and Miss Elizabeth when next they meet. Did I inform you that Mother and I were invited to join the party honouring the engagement between Miss Bennet and Mr Bingley?”

      “That will be perfect!” Georgiana’s smile was as bright as her eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The young woman carefully chose her path once leaving the open road. The dense growth shielded her from view should a rider or carriage pass by. For a moment she stood silently, as though listening. Then the low branches behind her parted with a rustle of leaves, and her smile shone brilliantly.

      “You are here,” she whispered. “I feared my note would not reach you in time.”

      The gentleman bowed his head briefly before drawing her into his arms. His voice was close to her ear. “I should scold you for taking such a risk, but I cannot be sorry now that you are here, now that we are together, however short our time may be.”

      “I must be back within the hour, or someone will notice my absence.” Drawing a breath, she continued in a stronger voice. “I wanted to see you, and there is some information I need from you.”

      Wrapping her arm around his own, he led them deeper into the woods. “Information for our plan?”

      “Yes. To ensure it succeeds.”

      A laugh rumbled in his chest, answered by a feminine giggle.

      “What do you need to know?” he asked, as they walked.
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        * * *

      

      “Lizzy! Why are you not ready? I need you to check that all is prepared downstairs while I tend to Jane.”

      Mrs Bennet hurried past her second daughter without another thought for her. Elizabeth had disappointed her already with the refusal of Mr Collins. It was not enough that one daughter should be married advantageously when there were still four others at home! True, those remaining would certainly benefit from greater exposure to men with more desirable fortunes, but this was by no means guaranteed and of small comfort to a mother who could only view Elizabeth’s rejection of a perfectly good marriage offer as a betrayal of the highest order.

      “Jane, you cannot have chosen that for your hair!” Mrs Bennet cried out upon entering the room. “It will never do. Here, let me do it.” The door closed on the remainder of her diatribe.

      Despite her fears, Jane was radiantly beautiful and waiting for their guests before the first arrival at the front doors of Longbourn. Mr Bingley was, of course, that first guest. He came alone, the rest of the Netherfield party to arrive later.

      Sir William and Lady Lucas were announced, accompanied by their daughters Charlotte and Maria. More began to arrive shortly thereafter until the rooms were filled with people who had come to share the Bennets’ joy in the happy match of their eldest daughter. The appearance of Lady Catherine de Bourgh caused a bit of a flutter amongst the local gentry, her grave expression and haughty manner daunting enough to leave several open-mouthed in her wake.
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        * * *

      

      The party from Netherfield was eagerly welcomed by Mrs Bennet, who bestowed her attentions equally upon Miss Bingley and Mrs Hurst as her daughter’s soon-to-be sisters. Darcy and Georgiana were left in peace to seek out Elizabeth’s company. She was to be found near the doors that opened out onto the garden, although being early November, they would remain closed despite the warmth building in the room. On seeing the approach of her friends, she smiled brightly. Kitty stood near, invariably pleased to see Georgiana.

      “Miss Darcy. Mr Darcy. Welcome!” Elizabeth’s tone was light but measured.

      Georgiana immediately began a conversation with Kitty, leaving her brother to engage her elder sister.

      He silently admired the lady before beginning. “I would like to take this opportunity to thank you once again for accompanying my sister and me on our morning ride the other day. Georgiana enjoyed it very much. We both did.”

      “It was my pleasure, sir. I hope to have another opportunity to show you more of our countryside.”

      “I would like that.”

      There was an awkward silence until Darcy said, “I understand that you have made the acquaintance of my aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh.”

      Elizabeth’s left eyebrow rose, a sign he had come to recognise reflected her amusement. “Yes, she honoured us with a visit earlier in the week to speak to Mr Collins.” A slight emphasis on the man’s name gave it a distasteful sound.

      “Parish business, I would imagine,” Darcy drily said.

      “Undoubtedly.” She added with a hint of scepticism, “An unexpected pleasure for you and Miss Darcy to see her here.”

      Darcy’s expression was neutral. “A truer test of Georgiana’s patience, I am afraid. Lady Catherine’s advice is not always to her taste.”

      “Most young ladies of her age find any advice not to their taste.” Elizabeth laughed.

      “Is that so?”

      Darcy’s tone was so serious that it prompted his companion to smother another laugh. “Indeed it is! Forgive me, but with three younger sisters, I am only too aware of their follies and the tendency of advice to fall on deaf ears.”

      At that moment Mr Bennet joined the small group by the door. “Good evening, Mr Darcy, Miss Darcy,” he said congenially. “How are you enjoying your stay in the country, Miss Darcy?”

      “Very well, sir,” Georgiana replied. “Miss Elizabeth was so kind as to show us some of the beautiful scenery on a ride the other morning.”

      The older man sighed. “Ah, my Lizzy knows every path hereabouts. She is an avid walker. Given the chance, I am sure she will show you every path in the county! I prefer to spend my idle hours in my library.”

      “My brother is fond of both, although I confess that I am rather more partial to walking than reading,” Georgiana volunteered.

      Mr Bennet’s curious gaze took in the man beside him. “Perhaps I could interest you in a tour of my collection, modest as it is. We might even find more sensible conversation in that room.” A smile accompanied his invitation.

      Darcy expressed an eager interest, and the two gentlemen bid the ladies adieu.

      As they left the room, intending to cross the short distance of the hall to the door of the study, Mr Collins appeared seemingly from nowhere and begged a most fervent audience with his host to broach a matter of utmost urgency.

      This explains why no engagement has been announced, thought Darcy. The repulsive creature has not even asked her father for permission yet!

      Judging from the expression on Mr Bennet’s face, Mr Collins was not likely to obtain a warm reception of his offer from that quarter, either! Darcy began to think that his aunt’s assignment may be more easily secured than he had originally believed.

      “Well, Mr Collins, by all means, join us. Mr Darcy and I were about to peruse the finer examples of literary achievements. Your learned opinion would be a most welcome addition.” The sparkle in his eye was not lost on Darcy, nor was the wink that the older man gave him as they entered the study and he asked, “May I offer you both some port?”

      He did not wait for any reply but pulled three glasses from the cabinet and began to pour out the deep red liquid. Darcy accepted his with thanks, while Mr Collins hummed and hawed.

      “I… well… it is not usual practice for a clergyman… of my station—perhaps just this once. Thank you. Most generous of you.” He finished with a bow.

      Darcy caught the laughter in Mr Bennet’s eye and turned away to hide his smile amid the books lining the shelves. “You have quite an interesting selection of titles, sir. There may even be one or two with which I might tempt my sister to read.”

      “I should hope so!” Mr Bennet cried with mock indignation. “My Lizzy helped to select a goodly number of them and was frequently caught with her nose in a book while escaping her other duties.” He crossed to the shelves and pulled down two volumes. “These were her favourites. I daresay Miss Darcy will enjoy them too. Feel free to borrow them and any other titles that catch your fancy. I know that the selection at Netherfield is rather thin.”

      “Thank you, sir!” Darcy managed to say through his surprise.

      “Novels are not to be taken lightly,” Mr Collins interjected. “Nor should they be wantonly encouraged as proper material for consumption by the fairer sex. Such ideas, scurrilously portrayed between the covers, offer an open door to sin. No,” the cleric continued, eyes closed and visibly savouring each word, or perhaps it was the last vestiges of the port, as his glass was conspicuously empty. “No, it is we, the fathers, brothers, and guiding lights of the flock who must ensure the proper delivery of information and instruction, so the ladies will conduct themselves with the correct measure of propriety and innocence in this world.” He finished with a flourish of one hand, bowed his head, and sunk into the chair behind him.

      Mr Bennet silently observed his cousin for a moment before inhaling sharply and saying, “Yes, certainly. More port, Mr Collins?”

      A benign smile filled the expanse of the clergyman’s face, and he held out his empty glass.
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        * * *

      

      Caroline watched as Lady Catherine surveyed the assembly before her and sniffed disdainfully.

      “This Jane Bennet appears to be conducting herself quite admirably. Your brother has been fortunate enough to have chosen the least objectionable of the five daughters. The next eldest, however, this...this...”

      “Miss Eliza Bennet,” Caroline helpfully supplied.

      “She is a forward sort of girl. Pretty enough for her place.” Lady Catherine looked down her nose to make better use of the spectacles perched on the end of it. “Yes, she is pretty. I shall grant her that. I must have a word with her about those opinions she flouts so freely, though. She will never secure a husband with such behaviour. Decorum and a quiet demeanour are what a gentleman wants in a wife. A woman must know her place and her duty.”

      Before the lady could take a step forward, Caroline stopped her with one sentence. “She seems to have taken an interest in your nephew.”

      The stately woman drew herself up even straighter and turned a cold eye on Caroline. “What is this? Speak up!”

      “Mr Darcy has been the object of much of Miss Eliza’s attentions of late. I do believe she may feel that with her sister engaged to my brother, her chances of an attachment with Mr Darcy are greatly improved.”

      Lady Catherine grunted in disbelief. “Darcy knows his duty. There is no cause for alarm on that front. However, it may be premature on my part to advise Miss Eliza Bennet on the revision of her manners.” She said in an aside, “Men are such susceptible creatures, so easily taken in by simple arts employed by a devious woman. No sense in putting Darcy in the way of temptation. That would be an unpleasant situation for all concerned.” Without another word, Lady Catherine walked away in the opposite direction.

      Caroline smugly thought how any attempt on Eliza Bennet’s part to win Mr Darcy would now be a fruitless effort.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth observed her father walk away with Mr Darcy and thought how much she enjoyed seeing them together. She loved her father dearly but could now admit that she no longer had any control over her feelings for the young man from Derbyshire. Her heart was lost, and whether for good or for bad remained to be seen. Although she harboured no regrets as far as her refusal of Mr Collins was concerned, Elizabeth now wondered if she could in all honesty accept the proposal of any man but the one she now knew was the only one she could love.

      “You are very far away.”

      Startled, Elizabeth looked into the curious eyes of Miss Darcy and felt her face grow hot. “I am sorry. Were you addressing me?”

      Kitty giggled while Miss Darcy smiled. “I was suggesting that my brother has been absent so long he may have taken up a book to read.”

      “It would not be entirely surprising. My father’s library is small but contains many fine volumes.” She looked up at the entrance of some newcomers, and her smile became inviting.

      Her two companions glanced towards the door to see Colonel and Mrs Forster with several of his officers. Mr Denny and Mr Wickham approached the young ladies, bowing in a gentlemanly manner and enquiring after their health.

      “Oh, I am quite well,” Elizabeth replied lightly. This was the first time she had seen Mr Wickham in company together with Miss Darcy and watched them with some curiosity. “You know Miss Darcy, I believe.”

      He nodded and addressed the lady directly. “You are well also, I trust?”

      “Very much so. Miss Elizabeth has been most kind to me.”

      Mr Wickham met Elizabeth’s gaze with warmth in his own. “I have no doubt of that. She is the sort of woman one is honoured to call friend.”

      Elizabeth laughed softly. “I believe I have said before that you are a danger to my modesty when you speak so, Mr Wickham.”

      “I speak nothing but the truth,” he countered with a low bow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Georgiana frowned. Kitty giggled again, nudging the other young woman with an elbow and motioning to the second officer beside them.

      “Miss Darcy, this is Mr Denny.” Georgiana acknowledged the young man with a soft greeting and a small curtsey. Kitty tapped his arm, commanding his attention. “Miss Darcy is from Derbyshire.”

      Mr Denny’s smile widened. “Derbyshire! Why, I come from north of the district, but I know it well. Lovely country!”

      Georgiana stepped a little closer to him. “I cannot agree more,” she said in a soft voice that did not carry far. “I have travelled much of this country with my brother and other relations, but Derbyshire is where my heart resides.”

      Mr Denny laughed. Miss Elizabeth and Mr Wickham glanced in their direction. Georgiana met his gaze directly, then turned her attention back to Mr Denny.

      “If you know Derbyshire, you must be familiar with my own home estate, Pemberley.”

      Nodding, the young officer replied, “I have not visited it myself, but my friend Wickham has told me much of it. I believe you two are acquainted.”

      Georgiana frowned again. “I did not realise you and Mr Wickham were such good friends. Yes, he grew up on our estate and enjoyed the patronage of my late father.”

      “Here, Wickham!” Mr Denny called to his friend. “There is something you concealed from me.” Mr Wickham and Miss Elizabeth moved closer to join the other conversation. “You grew up at Pemberley? I thought you merely lived in the area.”

      “Yes...well.” Wickham gave a small cough and peered at Miss Elizabeth over his hand. “It is not something that comes up in general conversation, is it?”

      Mr Wickham’s reply sounded sincere enough to bring a smile to Georgiana’s lips. It quickly disappeared, however, as her aunt determinedly strode across the room and joined them.

      “Georgiana, where is your brother?” Lady Catherine asked in her strong voice. Anne had followed directly behind her, carefully avoiding the trailing edge of her mother’s skirt.

      “I believe he will return shortly. Mr Bennet kindly offered to show him the library.”

      “Hmm,” her aunt grunted. She looked as though she had more to say, but abruptly raised a quizzing glass to her eye and began examining the person of Mr Wickham. “Do I know you, young man?”

      “Yes, my lady,” Wickham replied, utilising a respectful bow. “George Wickham, at your service.”

      “Wickham...Wickham,” Lady Catherine mused aloud. “My sister’s husband had a steward by that name, I do declare.” She leant forward to scrutinise him more closely. “You are a relation of his?”

      “I am his son.”

      “Ah, yes. You are Darcy’s age. I remember now. You were often in Darcy’s company when I visited Pemberley.” She looked him up and down, using her glass. “You are in the military now, I see. A fine enough profession.”

      The conversation apparently concluded, Lady Catherine turned to address her daughter. “You should not be standing for such long periods, Anne. It is not good for your health. Go find yourself a seat.”

      Anne eased into an empty chair behind Georgiana, a location that allowed her to remain within the company of the younger ladies, particularly after her mother moved her attention elsewhere. Georgiana exchanged a look with her cousin. They knew Lady Catherine would not stay long in this part of the room, for there were many people far more needful of her advice.

      “You stay here and rest,” Lady Catherine commanded. “I shall return for you shortly.”

      “Yes, Mother.” Anne’s voice was not loud enough to be heard, certainly not by her mother, who was already walking away. “Georgiana, where did you say your brother is?”

      “In Mr Bennet’s library,” Georgiana said, then leant closer and whispered, “Be patient. When he returns you will see how he cannot stay away from Elizabeth.”

      When Anne did not reply, Georgiana turned away, not noticing how her cousin’s eyes took in the friendly behaviour of Elizabeth and Mr Wickham.
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        * * *

      

      Longbourn’s library had not been the scene of masculine discourse for many years, yet the furnishings reflected Mr Bennet’s comfort in the surroundings. Darcy took note of these details as Mr Collins continued to drone on.

      “...and the wife of a clergyman must reflect these impeccable qualities.”

      “Hear, hear!” Darcy interrupted, paying no heed to the surprised expression on the face of his host. “But where would you find a lady who is the embodiment of these virtues? Think carefully, now—quiet grace, honest and thoughtful, truly supportive of those around her.”

      Mr Collins’s lopsided grin was triumphant. “Jane Bennet!”

      Darcy realised he had overestimated the other man’s understanding.

      “Oh, but she is to be discounted from consideration, Mr Collins,” smoothly interposed the lady’s father. “I believe you should confine yourself to assessing only the unmarried, unattached ladies.”

      “Elizabeth,” Mr Collins immediately replied.

      “Too lively,” her father and Darcy responded simultaneously.

      “And for the same reason, you must disqualify my two youngest daughters as well,” continued Mr Bennet. To Darcy, he added in a whisper, “Although the office of clergyman’s wife might open Lydia’s eyes a bit.” He filled Mr Collins’s empty glass once more and sat down in the chair next to the fire.

      “Have you not considered any of the other young ladies of the neighbourhood?” Darcy casually enquired.

      Mr Collins stared at him through bleary, port-fogged eyes and blinked. He blinked again, and his mouth opened and closed repeatedly as though he were searching for some sound but produced none.

      Finally, he blurted out, “I am deeply honoured, Mr Darcy sir, that you feel a humble man of the cloth such as myself deserving of the reward of your sister’s hand in matrimony.”

      Darcy’s eyes grew wide in horror while Mr Bennet choked back laughter. Mr Collins continued, blithely unaware of the storm of emotions he had stirred up.

      “Lady Catherine could not object, of course. Her own niece! Being of such gentle breeding and a delicate disposition personifies the perfect union for the community surrounding Rosings Park. Have no fear, Mr Darcy. Miss Darcy…um…Mrs Collins shall live a life of quiet fortitude, safely ensconced in the home comforts of Hunsford Parsonage.” He smiled beneficently.

      Imprisoned within its walls, more likely. Darcy grimaced.

      “Attending to her daily duties as mistress of the house and wife of the residing clergyman...”

      Duties such as choosing the menu according to his tastes and directing the maid on the proper amount of soap to use in the washing, Darcy reflected acidly. The duties of the clergyman’s wife!

      His head swung around to face Mr Bennet, only too aware of why this man also chose to discourage Collins from marrying any of his daughters, silly as some of them might be. Once again, the thought of Elizabeth wed to this man numbed Darcy’s senses and propelled him towards revealing more than he would usually consider wise.

      “Mr Collins, my sister’s suitability to be your wife was never in my mind. It is entirely out of the question!”

      Collins blinked. “Never?”

      “Let me make myself perfectly clear, Collins,” Darcy said in a low, level tone. “You will not consider my sister as possible marriage material, and you will not consider Miss Elizabeth as marriage material, either.”
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        * * *

      

      Mr Bennet sat quietly amused at the entertainment provided him. He had no idea that his Lizzy had attracted such an esteemed admirer.

      How did he come by the knowledge that Collins had proposed to her? Yet he does not seem to know she rejected him. How very interesting!

      For a moment longer, he watched his cousin’s attempts to stammer out a reply to Mr Darcy’s demands, then joined in the fray.

      “You are certainly entitled to practise vigilance regarding your sister’s suitors, Mr Darcy, but by what presumption do you speak for me where my Lizzy is concerned?” He watched the parade of emotions across Darcy’s face as the young man surely battled inwardly for words that could explain his meaning without making a declaration.

      Mr Darcy finally turned to him. “Mr Bennet, if I may be allowed one more presumption.”

      The older man, understanding him to be awaiting permission to continue, inclined his head. “Go on.”

      Darcy took a deep breath. “I would desire your approval of my request to court your daughter.”

      “Which one?” slurred Collins before laughing hideously.

      “Miss Elizabeth.” Darcy’s eyes narrowed at the parson.

      “I see,” said Mr Bennet after a long pause, during which only the snorting appreciation of his humour was heard from Collins. “I shall grant your request, keeping in mind that my daughter’s opinion will be the deciding factor in this matter.”

      Mr Darcy nodded, nevertheless exuding confidence in his success. Collins continued to cackle from his chair in the corner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “May I introduce you to my aunt, Mr Wickham?” Elizabeth led the young man away from the vicinity of Miss Darcy and towards her relation. “Aunt, allow me to introduce Mr Wickham. Sir, this is Mrs Gardiner from London.”

      Mrs Gardiner looked up into the friendly and open countenance of the gentleman. “I understand you are from Derbyshire, sir. I am from a little town called Lambton.”

      “I know it well, madam! I grew up not five miles from Lambton and spent much time running to and from the village on errands for my father.”

      “Perhaps we have some mutual acquaintances. I cannot place your father, though.”

      “My father was the steward at Pemberley to the late Mr Darcy.”

      “Ah yes.” Elizabeth’s aunt nodded. “Tell me, is the young Mr Darcy anything like his father?”
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        * * *

      

      A short distance away, Anne de Bourgh observed the various dramas unfolding. Everyone appeared friendly and relaxed on the surface; however, she was aware of the tension lurking in the thoughts of her young cousin. Georgiana’s eyes kept wandering towards Elizabeth Bennet or, more precisely, to the gentleman with her. Poor Mr Denny, unable to sustain the attention of Miss Darcy, was compelled to pay closer heed to the giddy prattle of Kitty Bennet.

      In another corner of the room, Lydia Bennet sat alone, obviously unhappy with the lack of attention she had received that evening. Jane Bennet was completely oblivious to the plight of her youngest sister, so enraptured was she by the dedicated care that Mr Bingley bestowed upon her. Their mother, handkerchief waving spiritedly, had not a moment to spare for the wounded sensibilities of her youngest child. The remaining Bennet sister was quietly absorbed in a book in a distant corner of the room.

      As Anne watched, the door opened to admit their host, followed by Mr Collins and her own cousin. She saw Darcy’s eyes survey the room briefly until they came to rest upon Miss Elizabeth’s face. He started towards her but had gone barely three steps when he seemed to falter, his entire body stiffening. Puzzled, Anne leant forward in anticipation of what would happen next. Whether Darcy intended to continue in Miss Elizabeth’s direction was irrelevant, however, as Mr Collins, hard on his heels, barrelled into Darcy’s back and sent him forward with arms flailing as he attempted to maintain his balance.

      Anne stifled her laughter at the picture this presented. Her staid and severely proper cousin was fighting a losing battle of decorum as he struggled to keep himself upright. Mr Collins still hovered a half step behind Darcy, hands raised as though he would add an extra push to increase the man’s momentum.

      Almost as though she sensed it, Miss Elizabeth looked over her shoulder to see Darcy’s approach. Her mouth opened as though to speak before her eyes widened in surprise as the man flew past her and crashed into Mr Wickham. The two men tumbled onto the floor at the feet of Mrs Long and Lady Lucas, seated on the nearby settee. Mr Collins, responsible for this chaos, immediately moved to comfort the nervous Mrs Bennet, who clearly had been shocked into silence.

      The ladies on the settee, shaken and unable to move, stared helplessly at their husbands, who stood just as astounded at the scene. Anne watched as Darcy and Mr Wickham untangled themselves and struggled to regain some dignity as they got to their feet.

      Mr Bennet stood observing all of this in amusement. Miss Elizabeth was silent, clearly not knowing what to say. Anne was astonished to see that Georgiana was under no such restraint, however. She approached her brother and demanded an explanation from him.

      “What was all that about?” She glared at him with unmistakable rage.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You deliberately knocked Mr Wickham down!”

      “Georgiana,” Darcy growled quietly, glancing uncomfortably around him.

      “I will not be hushed!”

      Mr Collins attempted to offer assistance. “If I may be allowed the opportunity to say—”

      His interference was cut off mid-flourish by Darcy, who took his sister’s elbow.

      “Pray excuse us,” he said, before steering her out of the parlour.

      Anne, like the remaining guests, was left silent and staring.
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        * * *

      

      Mr Collins plucked a glass of wine from a nearby table. “I warned him about the effects of novels on the delicate sensibilities of young females.”

      “Yes, well,” Mr Bennet declared. “I believe the excitement is over now. Would you like some fresh tea, Mrs Long?”

      Elizabeth turned to Mr Wickham and shook her head. “I do not understand. What happened?”

      “A very unfortunate accident.” Mr Wickham grimaced, dusting the leg of his trousers. “I am so sorry, Miss Elizabeth.”

      “It was not your fault.” She frowned. “It was Miss Darcy’s reaction that surprised me even more. Why would she think her brother intended to accost you?”

      Mr Wickham paused before answering. “That I cannot say.”

      Elizabeth studied him closely. “Cannot or will not, sir?”

      He acknowledged her remark with a slight bow. “It is not my place to say more. If you require an explanation, it is from the Darcys that you must receive your answer.”

      “Very well. That will do for now, but be forewarned, I shall ask where I must.”

      He smiled wryly. “Of that, I have no doubt.” He looked up as Miss de Bourgh joined them.

      “Are you well, Mr Wickham?”

      “Perfectly, madam.”

      Elizabeth watched as the lady brought a handkerchief up to cover her mouth, checking a small laugh.

      “I watched the entire incident unfold from over there.” Miss de Bourgh indicated the seat she had just vacated. “I was helpless to prevent it, but the vision will live on in my memory. I do not think I have ever seen my cousin perform such an intricate dance!”

      “Dance?” said Elizabeth. “Is that what you call it?” Miss de Bourgh’s amusement must have been contagious, for Elizabeth began to see some humour in the situation.

      “Yes! Did you not see it? Oh, I suppose you did not. Mr Collins seemed unaware of Darcy’s presence in front of him. When Darcy stopped walking, Mr Collins did not and sent my cousin careening into you, Mr Wickham. I wish there had been time to alert you but, alas, it all happened so quickly.” She smiled innocently at the young officer.

      “Well, although Darcy and I suffered no lasting damage, I am not sure the same can be said of those two ladies,” Mr Wickham replied with a glance towards the settee.

      “It will give them something to talk about for at least a week,” Elizabeth whispered as she and Miss de Bourgh giggled.

      “Anne? Anne!” The imperious voice of Lady Catherine boomed across the room, and soon her figure loomed behind the clearly unnerved Mr Collins. “I saw Darcy here a moment ago. Where has he gone now?”

      “Miss Darcy was feeling a little unwell,” Elizabeth was quick to say. “I suggested she get some air while I fetch her a fresh cup of tea.”

      She excused herself and left the room by the same door the Darcys had used earlier, missing the glare Lady Catherine directed at her retreating figure.
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        * * *

      

      Darcy had intended to take his sister to a more private location. Unfortunately, the design of the main hall in Longbourn House was not conducive to private conversation. Georgiana’s protests and remonstrations echoed from every corner and assailed her brother’s ears from all directions. He decided to risk assuming liberties and drew her into Mr Bennet’s library, closed the door firmly behind them, and leant his back against it.

      “Georgiana—”

      “In a public gathering, no less! How could you be so cruel, not only to George but to me as well?”

      Darcy’s eyes narrowed. “Be quiet, Georgiana!” The authoritative bark silenced her instantly. He stepped away from the door to stand in front of her. “Now that you have managed to make a complete spectacle of yourself —”

      “Oh, and that little escapade of yours went unnoticed, do you think?”

      “My escapade, as you put it, was an accident. Collins pushed me from behind. As for you, Sister, there is no excuse for your behaviour. Would that you had taken out a full-page announcement in the newspapers!” Darcy threw up his hands in disgust. “I thought, I had hoped, you had learnt something from the past miserable summer, but I see that was too much to expect.”

      “That is not fair!”

      Her brother levelled his gaze at her. “Fair? No, the problem is that I was far too fair with you, too lenient, in the past. You took advantage, and I am paying the consequences of my lack of control over you. Now you must pay the consequences for your foolish behaviour.”

      “I do not see you suffering.”

      “No, of course not. You see nothing beyond what you want to see.”

      Clearly stung by his words, his sister stepped away and sought comfort in a corner of the room farthest from him. “So, did I imagine that you are attracted to Elizabeth Bennet? Was that just something I wanted to see?”

      A heavy sigh forced itself past Darcy’s lips. “Would it be to your advantage if I am?”

      Georgiana’s head fell forward, and she let a small sob escape. “I know that George is interested in her, and she seems to be...well, not discouraging him.”

      Darcy closed his eyes briefly. “You cannot make people’s hearts do as you wish. That is an unalterable fact. As much as you like Elizabeth Bennet and believe that I do, too, you cannot stop her from choosing whomever she wishes. Even if that man is George Wickham.”

      “But —”

      “No,” he said gently. Georgiana looked up and her tear-filled eyes met his.

      He drew her to him and wrapped his arms around her. For some minutes, Darcy held her close as she sobbed into his chest. In the reflection of a window, he caught sight of Elizabeth standing in the half-open doorway of the room. Their gazes met in the watery image of the glass. Elizabeth nodded and slowly backed out of the room. The door closed silently behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth took a moment to catch her breath. She stood outside her father’s library door and tried to reconcile what she had just witnessed with her earlier suppositions about Georgiana’s brother.

      There had been no intention of eavesdropping, but when Elizabeth heard raised voices beyond the door, it had been only natural to investigate. The scene inside revealed more to her sensibilities than she could have imagined. She had no idea Miss Darcy harboured such a temper, and the manner with which she addressed her brother was shocking. Despite Miss Darcy’s youth and the natural stubbornness that often accompanied it, Elizabeth had been surprised to find that Mr Darcy had legitimate reasons for his vigilance, and she gained a new insight into his desire to keep his sister close.

      More disturbing, however, was the turn in the conversation towards herself. Darcy’s words in reply to his sister’s query regarding his feelings—Would it be to your advantage if I am?—hardly inspired confidence in her hope that he harboured some warmer feelings for her. His concern was for his sister.

      It seems my friend neglected to tell the whole truth. There is far more to the story than even Mr Wickham related.

      Georgiana’s concern is for the attachment she believes Mr Wickham has formed for me. She has been trying to distract me from Mr Wickham, rather than pair me with her brother.

      Elizabeth was unsure with whom she was more disappointed—Georgiana for playing this clever game or herself for falling victim to it.

      Reluctantly, Elizabeth faced the fact that one thing was certain. Mr Darcy could never entertain any serious intentions towards her, and she should curb her wilful imagination that he ever would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The murmuring began shortly after Elizabeth left the room. Now bereft of company, Anne de Bourgh was soon joined by Mr Bennet, who ventured to engage her in conversation.

      “What do you think that little scene was about?”

      She looked at him, and the humour in his eyes reflected her own amusement with the situation. Once her mother had removed to a safer distance to regale Lady Lucas and Mrs Long with advice on how to recover from their harrowing experience and Mr Wickham had left to attend to his colonel’s enquiring glance, Anne felt it safe to reply.

      “Are you by chance referring to my cousin’s unfortunate demonstration of the reason he detests dancing?”

      Mr Bennet’s eyes twinkled. “Would that my cousin detested the art as much.” When Anne’s laugh quieted, he continued. “I was alluding to Miss Darcy’s outburst. She has heretofore appeared to be a quiet and composed young lady. Today’s uproar was very surprising.”

      “I imagine it would surprise this community, but there is a saying in our family as concerns the Fitzwilliam women. ‘Arts and allurements can disguise only so much. The real Fitzwilliam will out’.”

      “I see,” he said softly, a thoughtful expression forming on his brow. “Is there a saying that applies to the men as well?”

      “Would you have me reveal all of our family secrets, sir? I would not wish to hinder any endeavour upon which my cousin may feel compelled to embark by an ill-timed remark of my own, particularly if it be based in myth as opposed to fact.”

      “You are a shrewd young woman, Miss de Bourgh.”

      Anne acknowledged the compliment with a bow of her head. “’Tis a pity more do not recognise that.”

      The gentleman smiled ruefully. “Alas, that is a common failing. Returning to the original topic, however, your young cousin’s display seemed quite out of character.”

      Anne gave him an appraising look. “I did not understand you to be the sort to engage in, dare I say, gossip?”

      “Under ordinary circumstances, I would not concern myself with such trivialities, of course. However, this has been an extraordinary day. I expected to celebrate the forthcoming nuptials of my eldest daughter, but to discover, in the process, that my second daughter has her own admirer came as a bit of a surprise. I have not, you will imagine, seen many suitors presumptuous enough to aspire to win my Elizabeth’s affections. This alone leads me to nurse a sneaking admiration for the young man in question.” Mr Bennet paused, appearing to choose his words carefully. “I would not wish to think there was any major stumbling block to an agreeable resolution in this prospect.”

      “Please allow me to reassure you there is no madness in the family. As alarming as Miss Darcy’s outburst appeared, it is nothing more than a young woman in the trying years of life. I am sure you are familiar with the problems associated with it.”

      In a moment of perfect timing, Miss Lydia’s voice rang out clearly above the babble in the room. “Well, I never saw such a performance as that by a lady!”

      “Lydia!”

      “Oh, leave her be, Jane,” their mother impatiently intervened. “There is something I wish you to discuss with Mr Postlethwaite about the wedding.” She drew Jane away to where the curate sat. Anne watched as Miss Lydia huffed in angry neglect and stormed out of the room.

      Mr Bennet turned back to Anne and answered her previous question. “Yes, I am familiar with the problems. Intimately so.”

      Anne lowered her voice slightly. “Am I to understand that one of my cousins has addressed you regarding an interest in your daughter?”

      “Have you more cousins hiding in the shrubbery?”

      Anne laughed. “Very well, I shall be forthright, sir. Clearly, Darcy has spoken to you about Miss Elizabeth. I must say, at first I did not credit Georgiana’s belief in his interest in your daughter. However, I did subsequently observe that she was correct. He does seem to experience difficulty in concentration when in Miss Elizabeth’s presence.”

      “Forgive me, madam, but it is now my turn to ask you what might seem an impertinent question.” Upon her nod for him to continue, he said quietly, “I wonder about your interest in your cousin’s affairs?”

      “It is little known outside our family circle that when we were little more than babes, Darcy’s mother and mine initiated a cradle betrothal.”

      His eyebrows rose sharply. “An arranged marriage?”

      “Yes, but do not look so concerned, sir! Neither Darcy nor I have any interest in such a union. It has served us well to keep this information to ourselves and not to trouble my mother with our decision against it, you understand.”

      “I do understand.” Mr Bennet rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Your mother may not take kindly to Mr Darcy expressing an interest in another.”

      “She would be seriously displeased. Do not underestimate my mother’s resources, sir. If Darcy has decided to move forward, to reject the alliance that my mother believes to be an assured bond, then I must know, if only to prepare myself for the inevitable repercussions once his choice becomes public knowledge.”

      Mr Bennet nodded his head in understanding. “Should this not be something to discuss with your cousin, rather than me?”

      Anne’s smile was wry. “Have you had the opportunity to become better acquainted with him? I can assure you that my broaching of the subject, even suggesting he may have an inclination in your daughter’s direction, would result in flat denial. Darcy is a private man, and I often believe he does not know his own mind. His attraction to Miss Elizabeth may have come as a surprise even to himself.”

      “Well, I do not feel it is my place to say anything with regard to Mr Darcy’s feelings. However, I believe your cousin is not likely to be inclined towards offence, should you choose to pursue this matter with him.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Anne replied with relief.

      Mr Bennet excused himself to join the group gathered around Mr Collins. Anne saw Miss Elizabeth had returned to the parlour, although there was no sign of either Darcy, and she seemed about to approach when the figure of Lady Catherine arrested her daughter’s attention.

      “My dear, why are you standing here? You should be sitting. Come, I have something I wish to discuss with you.”

      Discuss. Oh, yes. You will talk, I will listen.

      Anne sat in a nearby chair while her mother took one facing her. “What did you wish to discuss?” Anne asked, more out of habit than any necessity to prompt her. Lady Catherine required no urging when she had something on her mind.

      “Georgiana’s unfortunate behaviour this evening has demonstrated to me an immediate need to address the lack of suitable female companionship from which she obviously suffers. I know that Darcy and Fitzwilliam do their best, but the time has come to put an end to Darcy’s procrastination in taking a wife. Georgiana would be far better off with a sister to guide her along, to instruct her in the particulars that only another woman can do.” Lady Catherine’s expression was stern and brooked no argument. “I have put forth a good deal of effort in ensuring your preparation for this event. Now I comprehend that it is Darcy who needs preparation. I shall speak to him as soon as possible.”

      Anne thought her mother’s timing could not be more opportune. Her cousin would not welcome his aunt’s meddling at the best of times. Now, with his attention focussed on Elizabeth Bennet, he would be even less receptive to the suggestion that he should marry her. Anne truly wished she could witness the impending altercation if only to see the look on her mother’s face when Darcy refused her.

      “I was gratified to see him step in when Georgiana made such a scene. I am not confident in his ability to effect a change in her behaviour, however. His sister needs a woman’s touch in her management at this point. I shall recommend that he send her to Rosings until the wedding. That will serve everyone’s best interests.”

      Lady Catherine rose at the approach of Miss Elizabeth and turned to Anne. “Tomorrow will be soon enough to begin discussing plans for your wedding. I am sure Darcy will have no objections to the arrangements being handled from Rosings.” With that, she left her daughter and an astonished-looking Miss Elizabeth to continue imparting more wisdom to the deprived inhabitants of Meryton.

      Anne smiled in welcome and gestured to the now vacant seat opposite her. “Did you find Darcy and Georgiana?”

      Miss Elizabeth’s smile appeared forced. “Yes, I found them. They seem to have come to an understanding, and I believe they will rejoin us shortly.”

      “Excellent!”

      “And what would be excellent?” enquired a voice from behind them. “Or perhaps I am being too inquisitive. I am continually being reminded to keep my questions to myself.” Mr Wickham’s smile softened the impertinence of his remarks.

      “I cannot imagine anyone taking such liberties as to reprimand you in such a manner, sir,” Anne replied.

      “I fear I must disabuse you, then. I am often taken to task for my overactive curiosity.”

      “How can curiosity be referred to as overactive?” Miss Elizabeth put forward. “A healthy curiosity is good.”

      “Forgive me, but I have found at times curiosity can be detrimental to one’s well-being.”

      Looking a little pensive, she reluctantly agreed. “I admit there is some truth in that.”

      “I must, unfortunately, take leave of you ladies for this evening. I came to bid you goodbye.” Wickham bowed politely and moved away.

      Anne studied Miss Elizabeth. “I wonder what his colonel had to say to him.”

      “Colonel Forster? Why would he have anything special to say?”

      “That little mishap with Darcy. I believe the colonel was less than amused by his officer’s involvement.”

      Miss Elizabeth frowned. “It was not Mr Wickham’s fault or even Mr Darcy’s.”

      “Precisely. We know whose fault it was, do we not?” Anne directed her eyes towards Mr Collins who sprawled dazedly in a chair. “But as regards Darcy, I was hoping to speak to you.”

      She was satisfied to see a flush in the other lady’s cheeks at the implication of her remark. That was not the direction she intended to pursue, though.

      “You indicated he and Georgiana seemed to have resolved their dispute. I am pleased to hear that, as Georgiana and her brother do not always see eye to eye. I would often be called upon to act as an intermediary by one or the other. Another Fitzwilliam trait—stubbornness!”

      “You must be held in high regard by both.”

      Anne tilted her head to one side. “Truthfully, I believe Darcy would infinitely prefer Colonel Fitzwilliam’s advice over mine; however, when it comes to a woman’s point of view regarding another woman, he has few choices.”

      Before her companion could reply, the parlour door opened once again and through it stepped Georgiana. Her brother followed closely behind her. All eyes in the room turned to watch them while the conversations continued in a slightly subdued manner. Georgiana managed to maintain her dignity despite the attention. Darcy himself glanced over the room’s inhabitants, the strength of his gaze silently commanding them to spare his sister their notice.

      Anne saw that although many people averted their eyes quickly, one person, unsurprisingly, moved forward with as much authority as indignation.

      “I will speak to you,” Lady Catherine announced, sharply pinning her nephew with a look.
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      Darcy returned his aunt’s gaze with the same commanding one he had directed to the room a moment before.

      “Not now, Lady Catherine.” He abruptly turned away from her to accompany his sister into the room.

      His aunt stood rooted to the floor where he left her, the shock of his address evident in her countenance.

      He felt Georgiana hesitate as they approached Elizabeth and Anne, and gently guided her in that direction. She smiled timidly and raised her eyes to the two ladies. Georgiana required no further prompting to offer an apology for her earlier behaviour. After receiving acknowledgement from this important quarter, she immediately sought out her hostess to make amends with her.

      Darcy started to follow his sister towards Mrs Bennet, but then looked to Elizabeth. Their gazes met, he stood stock still, and his eyes refused to relinquish their hold on the lady’s. He noticed the colour as it spread across her cheeks, and she quickly averted her eyes. Able to breathe again, he continued across the room to join Georgiana.

      Mrs Bennet at first seemed surprised to receive an apology. However, she soon softened with the obvious remorse the young lady felt for causing such a scene. She assured Georgiana that no offence had been taken and that any misunderstanding regarding her brother’s unfortunate mishap was forgot. Mrs Bennet then looked as though she expected another apology, this time from Mr Darcy.

      Darcy was not indisposed to offer his regrets for the earlier incident. Mrs Bennet appeared satisfied and drew Georgiana into the discussions about the upcoming wedding. Darcy, seeing his sister somewhat safely occupied, took the opportunity to station himself at a distance, in a position next to Bingley, who welcomed his presence with a smile.

      “You know, Darcy, I had been puzzled by your veiled clues about your sister’s temper, but after this evening, I shall not question your tendency to keep her in check. I now wonder at your decision to allow my own sister to act as chaperon so often!”

      Darcy replied with a wry grin. “I have been wondering about the wisdom of that myself.” His eyes involuntarily strayed towards the part of the room where Elizabeth was sitting. “However, with your impending marriage to Miss Bennet, any future visits between us will allow your wife that privilege, if she is willing to take on the responsibility.” He returned his attention to Bingley. “Do you think she would object?”

      His friend laughed. “Not in the least! Jane adores your sister as much as one of her own. Although are you sure you wish to expose Georgiana to—I know how you disapprove of her youngest sisters’ behaviour.”

      “I trust Miss Bennet’s judgment. Her sisters would have little opportunity to influence Georgiana during any visit to Netherfield.” Darcy’s eyes returned once more in Elizabeth’s direction as he spoke. “We must, however, begin making arrangements regarding your role in this ceremony. You must contact your lawyer in London to draw up the necessary papers. It takes time, and the sooner you get started on it, the sooner it will be done. I dare say it will be even more expedient if you go yourself, rather than rely on the express post.”

      “London?” Bingley made it clear he was not eager to succumb to this suggestion of leaving Meryton, even for a short time.

      “Come, man!” Darcy gave him a sharp look. “If you leave in the morning, it is less than half a day’s ride. You can have the business secured by the following day and return home before evening. Miss Bennet will hardly know you have been gone.”

      Bingley gave the matter some thought. “I believe I shall wait a few days, though. Perhaps early next week.”

      Darcy nodded approval of the plan. “I advise you to use some of that time to consider the details for the marriage settlements, and not allow yourself to be distracted every moment.”

      “A sensible suggestion.”

      Darcy saw his friend’s gaze stray towards Miss Bennet, confirming Bingley would need to be reminded about the importance of legal matters.

      “I believe I can guess what you are thinking,” purred the voice of Caroline Bingley from over his shoulder. “You are wondering how much longer you must subject your sister to such tedious companions.”

      “I fear I must disappoint you, Miss Bingley,” Darcy replied. “My mind was more agreeably engaged. I was meditating on the very great pleasure to be had at the sight of a lovely woman captivated in the broadening of her mind through reading.”

      He knew that Miss Bingley’s curiosity would compel her to determine what held his attention, thus he was not surprised to hear her gasp and was satisfied that she had seen the solitary figure, seated with a book open before her. Spectacles perched on the bridge of her nose, Miss Mary Bennet was oblivious to the scrutiny she was now under, appearing thoroughly engrossed in the contents of Fordyce’s Sermons.

      Darcy sauntered away from Miss Bingley, suppressing his laughter, and immediately took up a chair next to Miss Mary. He waited until her eyes rose from her study of the page before he spoke.

      “I wondered if you would perhaps honour us with some music, Miss Mary.” Seeing the hesitation on her face, he quickly added, “Oh, not the reels that your younger sisters so often request. I should infinitely prefer the classical pieces with which you have previously demonstrated your talent.”

      Mary’s smile shone with undisguised enjoyment. Her book was hastily thrust aside, and the music books brought forth. No time was wasted in seating herself at the instrument. Darcy stationed himself at a discreet distance from the performer—near enough to give the impression of interest but far enough away so as not to discourage others who may wish to converse with him.

      It was not long before his plan bore fruit.

      Following the opening bars of the composition, others joined Darcy, attending to the musician with unaccustomed interest. The gentleman became aware of his sister standing to one side of him, and the other side was soon approached by his cousin and Elizabeth. A satisfied smile touched his lips when that lady spoke.

      “Is this entertainment at your request, sir?”

      Darcy turned to face his inquisitor. “It is.”

      Elizabeth smiled at him. “I thank you for affording my sister the opportunity, as this evening was not likely to provide any such chance to exercise her fingers.”

      “It is entirely my pleasure.” Darcy gave a slight bow. “Have all of you the same talent upon the instrument as Miss Mary?”

      Elizabeth’s light laughter flowed over him like a warm rain. “None of us can claim the same level of skill as another, Mr Darcy. Jane plays very well, while my two youngest sisters practise the art not at all.”

      Darcy’s voice dropped to a quieter, more intimate tone. “You have neglected to include your own skills in the evaluation. Will I have the pleasure of hearing you play this evening as well?”

      “I rarely inflict my playing on any audience, sir, but…” She paused, a curious expression on her face. “I shall play for you if you are serious.”

      “I have never been more serious.”

      “Very well,” she conceded. “But you have been warned.” The smile on her face decried her caution. Darcy smiled in return, satisfied with his work.
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        * * *

      

      Anne and Georgiana watched this exchange, their knowing gazes meeting across the distance behind the couple. Georgiana took a few steps away from her brother’s side to give him more privacy. Anne turned her attention back to Mary’s performance. Polite applause followed the completion of the overture, and after three more pieces, Elizabeth took her place at the instrument.

      Several of the guests moved closer while she played the opening bars of the music she had chosen. Darcy also moved nearer for this performer’s recital.

      Elizabeth’s first song was bright and cheerful, her fingers travelling briskly over the keys. Her audience expressed their enjoyment with smiles, laughter, and applause at its completion. She followed it with a more sedate composition involving intricate fingering, which she managed with little obvious effort.
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        * * *

      

      Caroline Bingley watched in fascinated disbelief while Mary Bennet played, noting Darcy’s proximity and interest in her. It was more than she could bear to see, and after the first song, Miss Bingley had come to a decision. She went in search of Lady Catherine de Bourgh.

      The venerable lady was not difficult to find. Apart from the relatively small nature of Longbourn House, the Rosings matriarch had a distinctive voice that carried above even the strength of Miss Mary’s efforts at the pianoforte. Caroline managed to gain her attention and, upon apprising her tactfully of her fears with regard to Darcy’s situation, was abruptly interrupted by Lady Catherine’s unusual bark of laughter.

      “My dear Miss Bingley, my nephew is exceedingly aware of his obligations to the interests of his family. Your suggestion of Miss Mary Bennet wielding any power over him in that respect is ridiculous. Darcy would not consider a woman of her class for his wife.”

      “I think, perhaps, you may have misunderstood me,” Caroline said in a hushed voice. “He as much as said that he was—”

      “No, no, my dear. I comprehend your anxiety perfectly.” Lady Catherine waved away the notion. “You suspect my nephew of harbouring some romantic interest in this young woman, and I can assure you that any attentions you perceive are not motivated by the emotions associated with love. No, Darcy is aware of what he owes to his name and his family. I know for a fact that the woman he will marry is of ample fortune. There is no question of her status.”

      This information was too precious and too vague to be left at that. Caroline longed to know more. “He has made a choice?”

      “It is a match long approved by his family. They have known each other for years.”

      Years! Could it mean… Dare I hope…?

      “The formalities of permission, settlements, and so forth are yet to be arranged.”

      Why is he waiting? He must be aware that I would gladly accept him.

      “There are no objections to be made on the part of either family. I believe the matter will soon be addressed. I expect an announcement before the end of the year.”

      This is why Georgiana has been entrusted to my care more often of late! Darcy has only to ask Charles for his consent and determine the money matters! Oh heavens! What a glorious evening this has become! Caroline’s eyes shone with excitement.

      “Miss Bingley.”

      Caroline dragged her attention back to the present. Noticing that Lady Catherine had been distracted by conversation from another direction, she looked with disapproval upon the clergyman swaying in front of her.

      “As a man of the cloth, words come quite prolith… prothick… um… easily to me. Usually.” His eyes seemed to stare in fascination at a point midway between Caroline’s nose and her left ear.

      He licked his lips and began again. “As a man of the… um… I believe I am repeating myself.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Yes, you are.”

      “As a man of the...” Mr Collins cleared his throat. “Church! Miss Bingley, you honour me with your attention. I cannot remember… no, there has never been such a…” He stopped and frowned.

      “What is it you want to say?”

      “I do not remember,” Mr Collins confessed, a slight whine accompanying his comment before he cried out triumphantly, “Ah, yes! I must offer my wishes for great joy on your brother’s engagement, for you will now become family to my own esteemed cousins. That shall make us as good as family. In that respect, I do not believe I presume too much in requesting the honour of a dance with you. My office as a clergyman, being an honourable and respett… rescept… an honoured position, will excuse any notion of impropriety in my seeking such a privilege.”

      Caroline stared at him in disbelief. “Dancing? Here?”

      “In the home of a resp… well known and proper gentleman such as my cousin Bennet, it could not be disapproved, and there is music already! Surely a better invitation could not be provided.” Mr Collins still seemed to be fascinated with an examination of her left cheek. He held out a hand, waiting for her to place one of her own in its palm.

      Nothing could induce Caroline into a dance under these circumstances. Her euphoria of mere minutes earlier could do nothing to reduce the feelings of revulsion which swept over her at the thought of touching the sweaty palm extended towards her. At that moment, Lady Catherine appeared beside them.

      “What is this about, Mr Collins?”

      Shaking his head, the cleric brought his arm back to his side and turned to face his patroness. He dipped his head respectfully and was in the process of making a courtly bow when his balance was compromised, his body seemed to tilt at an alarming angle, and with an amazing degree of propulsion, Mr Collins fell face first onto the carpet.

      Lady Catherine was not amused.
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      The day had not dawned auspiciously. A dull grey sky admitted little light and less cheer. Despite this lack of encouraging atmosphere, Darcy greeted the morning with eager anticipation touched with impatience for the necessity to eat breakfast and wait for the clock to strike an acceptable hour before paying a call. It was fortunate, therefore, that his host shared his feelings and was already sitting down at the table when Darcy peered into the breakfast parlour.

      “Beautiful day, would you not agree?” Bingley cried upon spying his friend in the doorway. “Come and have some breakfast. I could use the company. You know, I do not think I can stop talking! I feel so”—he inhaled deeply—“wonderful! There is nothing quite as exhilarating as being in love, Darcy. Take my word for it!”

      “Is it, now?” Darcy muttered, pulling out a chair and sitting down. He picked up his fork and began to poke at the sausages on the plate a footman set before him.

      “I have never slept better, either. Like a baby! Once my head rests on my pillow, I am aware of nothing until the beautiful sounds of the birds awaken me in the morning.”

      Darcy raised a disbelieving eyebrow in the direction of his host. “Is there nothing which serves to cause you annoyance now that the mysteries of love have been revealed to you?”

      Bingley snorted. “Mysteries! Darcy, where do you come up with such drivel?” Without waiting for a reply, he plunged on. “Now that you mention it, there is one thing that does cause me some concern—this business of going to London for two days.”

      “Surely, we settled that. It is the most efficient way to draw up the marriage settlement.”

      “Yes, yes. I understand all of that.” Bingley waved his fork about, while a sausage dangled back and forth in rhythm with his words. “But I have an idea.” Bingley brought the fork down to point it directly at his friend. “I could combine my business with pleasure—bring Jane, her mother, and Miss Elizabeth.” He resumed bobbing his fork. “I am sure there are some wedding purchases they would prefer to make while in town. What say you?”

      Darcy eyed the sausage with trepidation. “An excellent idea.”

      “Ah, I thought you would agree.” Bingley lowered his fork for a moment before another bout of excitement struck, and the waving began anew. “You and Georgiana will join us, and I shall not have to rush the legal business.”

      “Of course,” Darcy answered quickly in an effort to reduce Bingley’s enthusiastic sausage brandishing.

      “I knew you would see it my way.” Bingley grinned.

      “Yes, would you mind—” Darcy leant forward, almost reaching Bingley’s arm.

      “It will be just the thing!” The sausage wiggled perilously.

      “But would you—”

      “Jane will be delighted!” Bingley rose from the table and turned towards the door. “I shall order the horses readied at once.”

      “Bingley, please put the fork down.”

      Bingley looked down at his hand and grinned. “Oh yes!” He tossed the utensil towards the table and left the room with a hop in his step.

      The fork sailed through the air and slid across the wooden surface of the table before it tumbled to the floor. Leaning over to follow its progress, Darcy saw the handle strike the tile, vibrating the entire object with the force of the blow before it finally toppled. The sausage was dislodged and sprung from the tines. With a graceful arc, it shot towards Darcy who instinctively jerked back. It was unfortunate, however, for his movement merely changed the location of impact.

      The sausage poked him in the eye.
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        * * *

      

      Following the celebration of Jane’s engagement, the ladies of Longbourn were happy to enjoy their mother’s preoccupation with the finer details of the wedding. Despite the greater attraction of a summer nuptial service, Mrs Bennet felt a stronger urge to settle for a late November date. This, she announced, would see Jane settled at Netherfield before the year was out, and hopefully, she would be planning a summer wedding for one of her other daughters.

      Elizabeth felt as much sympathy for her sister’s imminent chaos as she felt for herself, knowing she was next on her mother’s matchmaking agenda. Yet, one thing puzzled her on this grey November afternoon. Mr Collins, despite his prior eager claims for her attention, had neither renewed his addresses in any way nor had he approached either of her parents with his offer. Surely, had her mother been apprised of Mr Collins’s intentions and Elizabeth’s refusal to accept him, there would not be such peace in Longbourn House.

      Thoughts of the future inevitably led to contemplating Mr Darcy and what Elizabeth viewed as her thwarted and vain hopes in that direction.

      Dreams. Dreams and fancies. She thought about how she had allowed Miss Darcy’s clever manipulation to encourage feelings she had no right to enjoy.

      Mr Darcy, too, was a source of mystery. How could such a man of youth, wealth, and handsome mien pay heed to her? She was all too aware of the discrepancy in their social positions, despite her pride in her worth as a person.

      He is an accomplished flirt, Elizabeth thought, recalling his words and expressions of the previous evening over the music. Not ill-intentioned but he must be well versed in the art, as popular as he is certain to be in town. No, his attentions are innocent enough. It is my allowance of Georgiana’s notions to influence my hopes that are at fault.

      With a sigh, Elizabeth pulled her needlework closer while stealing a glance at Jane, intent on her own project. She felt a bit envious of her sister, involved in a piece that would eventually be placed in her new home, while the fate of Elizabeth’s effort would likely be adorning a hall table in Longbourn. She nearly laughed at the melancholy nature of her thoughts but shook them off with a smile. As she applied herself once more to a stitch, the door to the parlour was opened, and the gentlemen from Netherfield were announced.

      Mrs Bennet immediately rose from her place to greet them. Jane also rose to meet her beloved before he advanced much farther into the room. Mr Bingley wore a broad smile while his friend appeared more solemn. The eyes of the second gentlemen sought Elizabeth’s, seeming to soften his expression as they met. Mr Bingley suggested a walk while the weather held, and her mother agreed that it was an excellent idea before urging her daughters to gather up their wraps against the cold and not waste a moment of the gentlemen’s time.

      Once the escape from the house was accomplished, Elizabeth found her voice to enquire after Miss Darcy.

      “The events of last evening have taken a toll on her,” replied Mr Darcy. “She preferred, and I agreed, that it was better if she stayed home than pay a call at Longbourn today.”

      “Perfectly understandable,” Elizabeth said approvingly as they followed the other couple down the lane. “I hope her uneasiness will not last long. It would be a shame to allow a moment’s lack of discretion to affect the rest of her visit at Netherfield.”

      Mr Darcy’s smile was warm. “You are very kind. Georgiana is resilient, however. There is no need to fear any lasting effects.” There was a brief silence before Darcy spoke again. “Would it be too presumptuous of me to suggest that my sister may benefit from a visit by you?” He added hastily, “And Miss Bennet, too, of course.”

      Elizabeth looked at him curiously. The man thoroughly puzzled her. If not for the conversation she had overheard between Miss Darcy and her brother, she could readily believe he was attempting to court her. His earnest look as he waited for a reply brought Elizabeth to a decision.

      What have I to lose? He seems to be encouraging me. If I am in error, I shall suffer nothing but a broken heart.

      This new frame of mind did nothing to calm her. On the contrary, she felt an unsettling flutter in her stomach as her eyes rose to look upon Darcy’s face.

      “It would be my pleasure to accompany Jane on a visit to Netherfield and see your sister again. Miss Darcy has become very dear to me. She is a delightful young lady.” Elizabeth let her breath out slowly, relieved to have expressed herself so coherently. Deep in thought, she did not hear the gentleman’s next words and had to ask him to repeat them when she became aware of his silence beside her.

      His eyes met hers, then flicked quickly away. The evident uneasiness of his manner sent a blanket of calm over Elizabeth. “Would you have any objection...I mean, may I be permitted to...” His words trailed away.

      “Do you wish to ask something of me, sir?” She could not resist the impertinence of teasing him.

      Mr Darcy’s expression was serious as he looked up, but almost immediately, his smile returned. “Would you do me the honour of allowing me to call on you? I realise we have not known each other very long nor have we had many opportunities to better our acquaintance. However, I—from what I have discerned of your character, I believe I may not meet a woman whose nature was better suited to my own.” He paused, clearly not satisfied with his speech. “I fear I am not particularly adept at romantic expression.”

      Elizabeth thought that the pounding of her heart might be audible to Mr Bingley and Jane who were walking a good distance ahead of them.

      “I must first thank you, sir, for the honour which you bestow upon me in wishing to confer your attentions on me. I am most gratified to know that you hold such a good opinion of me.” Elizabeth bit her lower lip before continuing. Her fingers played fretfully with one end of her wrap. “I shall be happy to receive you—very happy.”

      She peered up at him as she finished speaking and was rewarded with seeing the smile on his face reflected in his eyes. Her own smile turned into a delighted laugh, her spirit soared, and Elizabeth fought an urge to show the world her happiness.

      Mr Darcy, she suspected, was not given to such open expressions of his feelings, but he appeared equally affected.

      Anyone looking in the direction of the road at that moment would have seen the familiar figure of Elizabeth Bennet accompanied by a tall, respectably attired gentleman in a far from dignified gait as the lady teasingly led him on a chase up the lane.
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      “Good morning!”

      Caroline Bingley looked up in astonishment, her breakfast cooling on the plate before her. Surely those words had not issued from Mr Darcy’s lips in such a tone as that!

      “Oh, it is a beautiful morning indeed!” her brother cheerfully replied.

      “I believe I even awoke to the delightful sound of birds today,” Mr Darcy continued as he filled his plate at the sideboard. He carried it to the table and took a seat next to her. “Has Georgiana been down yet?”

      “No,” Caroline responded carefully. “I believe she had waited up last night, hoping to speak to you, but you and Charles came home rather late. Perhaps she overslept.”

      “Well, it is of no matter.”

      Caroline sat silently, her head turning to watch first her brother attacking his breakfast, then Mr Darcy just as eagerly consuming his. Back and forth her gaze travelled while her mind tried to fathom this bizarre change in Mr Darcy’s behaviour.

      His meal finished, Mr Darcy pushed away his plate and leant back in his chair, a satisfied expression on his face. “Well, Bingley,” he said with an exhale. “Have you made your arrangements for London?”

      Bingley hastily swallowed a mouthful of tea. “Yes, I have.” He turned to his sister. “I say, Caroline, you were not entertaining the thought of coming to town with me, were you? I mean, I am only going to be gone a few days or so, and I had not thought about making arrangements for you as well. However, if you would like to—”

      “No, that is quite alright.” Caroline’s eyes were fixed on his friend. “Take as much time as you need. I shall be perfectly fine here with Louisa.”

      I would much rather stay here with Darcy, and the more time you spend away from Jane Bennet, the better!

      “Bless you!” Bingley rose from his chair to kiss her on the cheek. “Now I just need to determine when the others will be ready to depart tomorrow and—”

      “Others?” Her voice was shrill.

      “Jane, her mother, and Miss Elizabeth.” His attention shifted to his friend. “Darcy, will you be accompanying me to Longbourn today?”

      “I think it best I should. After all, someone must remember the purpose of the visit.”

      Her brother spun on his heel and headed for the door. As soon as his footsteps could no longer be heard, Caroline addressed the gentleman beside her.

      “I would beg of you to speak to Charles. He cannot be left on his own to make the settlements for this marriage, not with that woman present to—I am sure you understand what I am saying.”

      “Perfectly,” Darcy said drily. He inspected the fingernails on his left hand. “I would not dream of leaving Bingley to his own devices regarding such an important matter. Have no fear, I shall discuss the particulars with him before he departs.” He rose from the table, meeting her gaze steadily with a quizzical expression. “Would you prefer I accompany him to town?”

      Caroline was torn. It was too late to change her own decision about staying. That would be far too obvious. Darcy’s absence was not particularly welcome, either. She decided on the lesser of two evils.

      “Would you? It would bring me great peace of mind to know Charles was not alone with… um… had someone with more experience to assist him.” The words tortured her with their utterance, but the sacrifice was imperative.

      Mr Darcy bowed respectfully. “Miss Bingley, I would be pleased to do this service.”

      As he left the room, Caroline was anything but happy.
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        * * *

      

      London was bustling. The exclamations heard from within the carriage were gratified confirmation of Darcy’s decision to ride his horse rather than travel in the carriage. Although the vehicle was spacious enough to accommodate six and meant he could spend the better part of the morning in close proximity to Elizabeth, her mother was another matter entirely. The risk was too great that Darcy would say something he might regret in reply to her seemingly endless supply of questions.

      Bingley was as lost in thought as he had been for the previous twenty miles—a vapid expression in his eyes and a ridiculous smile formed his lips. Darcy eventually gained his friend’s attention, directing him to draw closer to the carriage as they neared their destination. Within another few minutes, the horses were halted in front of a modest but well-maintained house. The door opened and an assortment of figures tumbled eagerly out onto the pavement, giggling and noisy as children are prone to be. They hurried to the side of the carriage, arriving before either Darcy or Bingley could complete the distance. From the doorway came an amused voice, gently admonishing the excited display. Mrs Gardiner emerged from the house followed by her husband.

      “Children, allow your aunt and cousins enough room to get out. They must be in sore need of stretching their legs after the journey.”

      The footman had, by this time, opened the side door of the carriage and was handing Mrs Bennet down to the safety of the cobbles. She began relating the tale of their expedition to Mrs Gardiner almost immediately. Mr Gardiner moved towards the carriage to greet his nieces.

      Darcy and Bingley, having dismounted, approached the assembled group as Jane descended to the ground. Darcy quickly extended an arm to Elizabeth and his sister.

      “Shall we all go into the house? You must be hungry. There are refreshments already laid out.” Mr Gardiner indicated the door with a gesture and a nod when the two young gentlemen hesitated. “Please, after you.”

      Once everyone entered the parlour, the introductions were made. The younger Gardiners, clearly happy to see their favourite cousins again, were just as pleased to meet Georgiana. Their young minds were not sufficiently astute to grasp the significance of the attentions Elizabeth was receiving from Darcy, but Mrs Bennet seemed strangely insensible to her second daughter’s admirer. Darcy enjoyed her neglect, especially in light of the diligence the matron took in seeing to Mr Bingley’s comforts.

      Plans were duly made for the ladies to descend en masse upon the finer shops in town the following morning, and the Darcys and Bingley prepared to take their leave. Under the scrutiny of their mother, the Miss Bennets politely bid adieu to their guests, and the gentlemen escorted Georgiana to the waiting carriage.
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        * * *

      

      Mr Bingley may have intended to stay in town only a few days, but he saw fit to allow a longer visit, as Mrs Bennet found difficulty in choosing from the vast selection of quality materials for her daughter’s wedding clothes. Once decided upon, nothing but the finest dressmaker in London, suggested by Miss Darcy on the advice of her brother, would do to create Jane’s gown. Elizabeth was grateful for Mr Darcy’s kind intervention and the additional time it allowed her to spend with the always pleasantly calm Gardiners.

      Mr Darcy informed her that an enquiry from Netherfield had arrived when the gentlemen failed to return at the expected time. Unsurprisingly, Mr Bingley had neglected to inform his sisters of his change in plans.

      Mr Darcy amused Elizabeth and somewhat vexed Mr Bingley when he ventured the notion that the letter may have been misdirected, possibly due to some illegible blotting of the address on the missive. Nevertheless, he made certain his friend immediately wrote a reply and sent it express to circumvent any intention on the part of his sisters to carry out their threat to come to London and see what their brother was up to.

      Anxieties relieved, temporarily at least, the residents of the Gardiner home were once again escorted by the Darcys and Mr Bingley on their various excursions to equip the wedding party. Although Mr Bingley was oblivious to the incessant prattle of his future wife’s mother, clearly Mr Darcy was hard pressed to ignore it, while Miss Darcy appeared amazed at Mrs Bennet’s energetic recitations on the same few topics. Elizabeth and Jane, mortified by their mother’s performance, were fortunate that the others in their party did everything they could to ease their sensitivity to it.

      They were investigating the goods in yet another milliner’s shop when Elizabeth overheard Miss Darcy whisper to her brother that she had had quite enough of shopping and wished to get some air outside. Mr Darcy nodded while Elizabeth offered to accompany her. Her presence was scarcely required, as Mrs Bennet had more than sufficient expertise in the practice of choosing materials and the presence of Mrs Gardiner was most beneficial to the cause.

      The two ladies stepped outside onto the pavement and into the brisk autumn air. Elizabeth drew a deep breath and, despite the staleness of the city odours, pronounced it quite preferable to the stuffy closeness of the shop. Miss Darcy agreed with a laugh that brought a sparkle to her eye. They moved to study the items in a neighbouring shop window—a toy shop as it happened. The younger woman remarked on the similarity of the doll in the display that was like one she had as a child. Elizabeth admired the quality of craftsmanship, noting to herself that it was far superior to those either she or her sisters would have possessed.

      A flash of red in the window caught Miss Darcy’s attention, and she voiced a greeting to someone. Elizabeth turned around to see Mr Denny and Captain Carter crossing the street towards them.

      “Ladies,” Mr Denny said cheerily as he gave a polite bow. “How delightful to meet you here!”

      “A pleasure for us as well,” Elizabeth replied. Her companion was looking past the two officers as though expecting someone else. “But what brings you to town, sir? We had thought you safely ensconced in Meryton for the winter.”

      Captain Carter nodded. “As did we. There are rumblings, however. Our stay may not be as lengthy as we had anticipated.”

      “Several of us have been asked to consider some alternative assignments,” Mr Denny added.

      Elizabeth was puzzled. “Do you mean to transfer to another regiment?”

      The officers looked at one another before the captain replied. “That is one possibility. I am afraid we are not at complete liberty to discuss the details at present. I assure you, however, that those of us accepting these assignments will not leave Meryton without an explanation.” He offered a reassuring smile.

      Elizabeth had no interest in furthering this topic. Miss Darcy seemed not of the same mind, though. Her quiet voice broke in.

      “Who else has come to town with you?”

      “A good number of us, I would say! Wright, Johnson, Tallywell, Wickham, and Rogers as well as Croydon, Phipps, and Westlake.” Mr Denny counted them off on his fingers. “A jolly good crowd to bring to town, eh Carter?” The ladies ignored the broad wink he exchanged with the other man. “However, we have only enough time to stop and pay our respects. Duty calls!”

      Elizabeth was not unaware of the consternation that the mention of a certain officer’s name would cause her companion. She said goodbye to the young men, and Miss Darcy made the effort to do so as well. When they were gone, Elizabeth led the younger woman a few steps farther along the pavement, so they could have some private conversation.

      “What do you think they meant by alternative assignments?” asked Miss Darcy.

      Elizabeth patted her hand. “Intrigues. Young men always enjoy intrigues. They must be especially bored with the inactivity in such a small town as Meryton. You must not take what they say so seriously. They are likely planning a mere change to a cavalry regiment or some such notion.”

      “But he said—” Miss Darcy stopped speaking abruptly when the rest of their party emerged from the milliner’s shop.

      “We shall discuss it later if you wish,” Elizabeth said in a low voice before the lady’s brother joined them. That Mr Wickham was in town was certainly unexpected, but regardless of how the lady felt, the gentleman was not a suitable match for her, and any social interactions must be avoided. Miss Darcy’s faint nod indicated her willingness to pursue the subject in private.

      Mr Darcy’s delight upon taking up the arms of the two ladies was unmistakable, especially when he bent his head and told them the shopping was at an end.

      Elizabeth was thrilled that at long last the arrangements for Jane and Mr Bingley’s wedding were complete. Clothes, gifts, and other purchases were sent on their way to Longbourn and their party’s trip back to Meryton was set. It was decided that on the final evening, everyone would gather at Darcy House.
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        * * *

      

      To have Elizabeth in his home warmed Darcy’s heart. He felt it was but a short step from there to securing her hand and was surprised at the rapidity in the progression of his thoughts. Reflecting that it had not, in fact, been long since they had met and that he was not one to make such serious decisions on so little acquaintance, his thoughts continually amazed him. He recalled that he had known Elizabeth but a month when he began to contemplate marriage! Surely that was the result of his cousin’s teasing and his sister’s need for proper companionship. But no, he had to admit that without the strong attraction he had instantly felt for Elizabeth, marriage would not have entered his mind. Darcy had always bought whatever he needed or wanted. He knew he would have found a way to purchase what he thought was sufficient security and support for his sister. Taking care of Georgiana and tending to Pemberley had been his driving force...until he met Elizabeth. Suddenly his world had turned upside down. He found that his attention was no longer undivided, that his sister’s safety and welfare were no longer his first thoughts every morning. No, Elizabeth Bennet had invaded his every waking moment. Darcy no longer had the control he had been accustomed to feeling over every aspect of his life. Until he was secure in the knowledge that Miss Elizabeth Bennet would be Mrs Darcy, he could not allow his attention to slip. The sensation was a little alarming. He was not used to such dependence on anyone or anything. He had always been his own man—powerful, in control, and able to deal with everything life presented.

      Life presented Elizabeth Bennet, and suddenly Darcy was blind. He could not see the path, the landscape around him. All he could see was her, and that unnerved him.

      What if she did not share his sentiments? No, it could not be so. He had never doubted himself before. Why now?

      The preoccupation of his thoughts prevented him from noticing his sister’s entry into the room.
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        * * *

      

      Georgiana paused in the doorway, observing the deeply contemplative expression on her brother’s face. The clock struck the quarter hour, and she saw him start at the sound. Then his eyes took in her figure, and the frown that creased his brow disappeared. Darcy rose from his seat to greet her.

      “Are you ready to play the role of hostess for our guests?” He smiled down at her.

      “I think so,” she replied, then added with a mischievous grin, “perhaps for the last time in this house. I believe there may be another hostess in place very soon.”

      “Your presumptions will get you into trouble one day, young lady!” Darcy’s smile remained, however, buoyed by his sister’s confident remarks.

      Bingley chose that moment to join them, the spring in his step making his eager anticipation unmistakable. “Have they arrived yet?”

      Darcy looked at him blandly. “Yes, and we hid them in the wardrobe to confuse you.”

      Bingley did look confused for a moment before he let out a laugh. “Darcy, I do not know what has come over you of late, but I like it! If my marriage can wring such amusing observations from your lips, just think what your own might bring?” With that, he laughed once more. “No, I prefer to picture you completely discomposed while awaiting your bride. Such a contradiction of your usual unruffled image.”

      “I think you overestimate my abilities. I am sure my distraction would be obvious long before the wedding day.”

      “Oh, I agree,” Georgiana quietly offered. “You have such a measure of control that it is not always apparent what is on your mind.”

      “I believe that is a familial trait that we share, sister dear.” She met his challenging gaze with her own expression of affected innocence.

      “Well, take care that you do not keep it so controlled that the lady is unaware of it,” Bingley chuckled.

      “Are you offering me the sage advice of an old married man before you have yet sealed your own fate?”

      “Let me say that it has been my observation that reserve on the part of one person often creates reserve on the part of another. You would not want to unintentionally discourage someone, would you?”

      Darcy’s reply was interrupted by the announcement that their guests had arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mr and Mrs Edward Gardiner. Mrs Thomas Bennet. Miss Jane Bennet, and Miss Elizabeth Bennet.”

      Georgiana stepped forward to greet their guests as Darcy took in the vision that was Elizabeth. He was vaguely aware of being addressed by Mr Gardiner and his wife and managed to respond appropriately before turning his full attention on their niece.

      “Miss Elizabeth, you are enchantingly beautiful this evening,” Darcy murmured when he at last found his tongue.

      Elizabeth’s eyes sparkled. “Thank you, Mr Darcy. Dare I say how handsome you look?”

      Darcy was tempted to step closer, to whisper the tender compliments swirling in his head, but they were now alone in the hall. He motioned for them to continue into the drawing room, as the others were now seated and engaged in conversation. He followed Elizabeth to a settee where she sat down next to Georgiana.

      “Are you looking forward to returning home, Elizabeth?” Georgiana’s wide smile expressed her delight in speaking so familiarly with her friend

      “I am. I know it sounds a bit strange, but after these last few days of endless shopping, even that has worn dreadfully thin.” Elizabeth glanced back at Darcy. “Are you returning to Netherfield at this time, too?”

      Darcy could see his sister’s gaze on him. “We shall once again accompany your party back to Hertfordshire.” Turning around, he found Mrs Bennet at his elbow.

      “I must compliment you on such a delightful home. I can see it has felt the touch of a woman’s hand.” She looked around, and Darcy had the impression she was taking an inventory.

      He nodded in acknowledgement of her praise. “My mother delighted in selecting the furnishings and decor herself, rather than employing someone else to make those decisions. I have encouraged my sister to make any necessary improvements as she sees fit.”

      Mrs Bennet seemed about to comment when her daughter quickly intervened.

      “I understand that Miss Darcy shares her late mother’s enthusiasm for decorating. Do you allow her the same liberties at Pemberley, sir?” Elizabeth asked.

      Darcy did not permit his amusement to show. “In a limited fashion, yes. She has had enough to occupy her attention with this home. When we are in Derbyshire, it is often too hot to consider renovations.”

      Elizabeth’s eyebrow rose. “Surely you do not permit your sister to apply the paint herself!”

      “Lizzy!” her mother hissed in an obvious effort to rein in her daughter’s runaway tongue. It was in vain, however, as Elizabeth continued, much to the amusement of her host.

      Turning to the young lady beside her, Elizabeth said, “Please tell me that you confine your efforts to planning and supervising while leaving the physical effort to others!”

      The girl laughed. “Could you honestly believe my brother was willing to let me climb a ladder? That would be most improper!”
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        * * *

      

      Throughout the dinner, Darcy attempted to come to a decision. His eyes continually roved over the faces of the diners at the table, resting for a few seconds on some, longer on others. Whenever his eyes met those of Elizabeth, he could see the warmth in them and could feel the tension recede from his body. Then he would meet the gaze of her mother.

      Despite Darcy’s admirable ability to maintain a coherent conversation with his dinner companion, Mrs Gardiner, his thoughts and words paused when Mrs Bennet smiled in his direction. There was something in her expression that made him feel like a rabbit caught in a snare, to know that release meant the end.

      I know this woman will be rejoicing long and loudly when I propose. When? I just said when, not if! He looked down at his plate to hide his sudden confusion.

      Come now, Darcy! You have known all along Elizabeth is the woman you want. Why else would you have declared your intention to call on her?

      Darcy looked up into the enquiring gaze of Elizabeth’s aunt. Beyond her he could see Jane Bennet, serenely smiling at Bingley while Georgiana laughed at something that gentleman said.

      Darcy’s attention quickly refocused on Mrs Gardiner. She politely repeated her last question, ignoring the obvious discomfiture of his lapse.

      “Do you intend to winter in town or at Pemberley? If you are to be in London for a time, we would be very pleased to have you and your sister dine with us. The last few days have been extremely pleasant, and it has been delightful making your acquaintance and that of Miss Darcy.”

      “I had not given any thought to the matter. Until Bingley and Miss Bennet’s wedding, I believe we shall be staying at Netherfield. After that…” He gave a small shrug and a sheepish grin. “I believe it may be safe to say we shall return to town for a while after that. It will depend upon the weather, of course, when we go to Pemberley. My return may be necessary; however, my sister may remain in London.”

      “Of course. An estate the size of Pemberley cannot be expected to run itself, no matter how efficient your steward.”

      “Indeed. I cannot in good conscience leave everything to him. Certain matters will require my personal attention.” He could not prevent a wistful glance down the length of the table and knew it did not fail to catch Mrs Gardiner’s eye. Darcy felt his ears grow warm.
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        * * *

      

      At long last, the dinner was over, and the gentlemen were left to their port and talk of politics, while the ladies were escorted by Georgiana to the drawing room. Mrs Bennet once again exclaimed over the room’s fittings but with less energy than previously, as the primary recipient for her praise was not present. While Mrs Gardiner and Jane occupied her mother with talk of furnishing Netherfield, Elizabeth sat next to Georgiana.

      “I had the impression when we met Captain Denny the other day that you had something on your mind you wished to discuss. Do you wish to talk about it now?”

      Georgiana nodded her head, drawing in a breath and letting it out with a soft sigh. “It was his talk of assignments. I am not exactly sure what he meant.”

      “That is precisely what he intended, dear girl. It adds an air of mystery to the tale.”

      “But there is so much I do not know, so much I do not understand! All of this talk of France and Bonaparte. Oh, I read some of the newspaper reports, but so much of it is unintelligible to me. My brother tells me not to worry about such things, and my cousin Colonel Fitzwilliam, well, he is not much better. He is rather tight-lipped about it, you might say. I suppose that is to be expected. He is probably privy to more information than we have a right to know. Still, it frightens me. If the lower ranks are being asked to volunteer for changes of assignment, what will my cousin be expected to do?”

      Elizabeth pondered her friend’s speech for a moment. “Are you sure it is just your cousin’s welfare that concerns you? Is there anyone else whose interests you are considering?”

      Georgiana’s lips came together in a thin line as she considered her answer. “You believe I am thinking of George Wickham. I would be lying if I said no.”

      Elizabeth took her hand in her own. “I cannot presume to know what you are feeling, but I can say this: do not mislead yourself. Be certain what you feel is genuine and, more importantly, that the gentleman returns those feelings in full. Practically speaking, it would not be an equal match. Your brother would have objections on that point.”

      Elizabeth waved away Georgiana’s protest. “No, Mr Darcy has every right to expect better for you. You have plenty of time to find a suitable young man with whom you can fall in love. And that gentleman would be a fool not to share your sentiments.”
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        * * *

      

      Georgiana was not convinced her friend understood. How could she? Had Elizabeth ever been denied her true happiness for the sake of a fortune? I am a prisoner, a slave to my money. I cannot go where I wish, see whom I wish, or marry whom I wish! Had I been born a pauper I could not feel more helpless.

      These bitter reflections did not make themselves known by her demeanour, however. Georgiana politely thanked Elizabeth for her concern and assured her that it would be taken to heart and that she had nothing to fear.

      “Now, enough about me. What of you and my brother? He can hardly keep his eyes from you. Do not tell me you have not noticed!”

      Elizabeth blushed to the roots of her hair. “I am sure he would not appreciate being gossiped about in this manner and by his own sister!” Nevertheless, she bit her lip and leant closer. “I find it difficult to tear my eyes away when I do meet his! Your brother has the most...intense gaze I have ever seen. I often wonder if my hair has come undone or something equally improper in company.”

      They both laughed, drawing looks from the other ladies.

      Putting her hand to her lips, Elizabeth shook her head. “Oh my! I am afraid the wine at dinner has gone to my head. I should never have said such things, Georgiana. Please forget you heard them!”

      “Then I hope the wine has a similar effect on my brother.” Georgiana smiled slyly. “He could do with a little loosening of his tongue once in a while.” Elizabeth’s eyes grew as wide as saucers. “Do not look so shocked! You have heard me complain about how proper he can be. My cousin says that with a few drinks, my brother can be quite the charmer. I have not seen that myself, for he rarely drinks in my presence. Tonight may be different, however, for we have guests. I made sure the wine at dinner was an excellent vintage and hope the gentlemen are enjoying their equally fine port.”

      Elizabeth fluffed her skirts and brushed some imaginary dust from the folds. “I shall take care to keep my wits about me when the gentlemen join us. The last thing I want is for your brother to be embarrassed in his own home. It was bad enough that evening at Longbourn when...well, you know what happened! Nothing of that sort shall transpire here if I can help it.”

      “Your resolve is admirable. I only hope you can maintain it. I hear the gentlemen approaching now.”

      Georgiana turned to face the doorway just as it opened to admit Mr Gardiner and Mr Bingley, followed by her brother. Her companion renewed her attention to her skirts.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth knew when Mr Darcy looked in her direction. She could not keep her head down forever. That would be dreadfully rude. Raising her head slowly, Elizabeth saw her uncle pass by and assume a perch on the sofa next to his wife. Mr Bingley followed, unfortunately obliged to sit next to Mrs Bennet as Jane was in a chair. The last gentleman took a seat directly opposite where Elizabeth sat.

      She brought her eyes up to meet his and was once again struck by the intensity in his gaze. For a moment, she was lost in those eyes. All awareness of the room and its occupants disappeared from her thoughts. Then, she blinked and a heated flush swept over her as Mr Darcy broke the spell by answering Mr Bingley.

      “Anything is possible. You need only ask.”

      Mr Bingley appeared confused. “I did not think it would be that easy.” A huge smile appeared on his face. “Thank you! You do not know how delighted you have made us!”

      Mr Darcy’s brows furrowed, and he looked helplessly in Elizabeth’s direction, but if he anticipated any enlightenment from her, he was woefully mistaken. She was wondering at Mr Bingley’s excitement as well.

      What did Mr Darcy just agree to do?

      Georgiana sprang from her seat and crossed to his chair, planting a kiss on his cheek. “I always knew you were a romantic at heart,” she whispered theatrically. “You are going to make a wonderful husband for some very lucky lady.” She glanced over her shoulder.

      Elizabeth was still perplexed but managed to disguise it. Amidst the exclamations of surprise and gratitude from the other guests, she sought Mr Darcy’s attention once more. She could read confusion in his expression and was amused at the realisation that he had shared her little escape a few moments earlier and was just as much in the dark as she.

      Whatever you have agreed to do, I hope it is worth it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mrs Bennet was unsure how to interpret the expression she had seen on Mr Darcy’s face the previous evening, but she was certain of one thing: her eldest daughter’s marriage being as good as assured, she would not forsake the opportunity of disposing of the next by allowing Elizabeth’s impertinence. She must simply learn to curb her overzealous nature. After all, no man desired a woman of such an unpredictable and spontaneous disposition! No, restraint and submission were the things that her second daughter needed to practise.

      But for the presence of Miss Darcy in the carriage, the trip home to Longbourn would have provided a perfect opportunity to impress this upon Elizabeth. Even she would not be so bold as to broach the topic in front of the gentleman’s sister. That discussion would have to wait until they were safe in the comforts of home once more.

      The hours were easily filled with talk of the coming wedding, anticipated guests, and speculation about the wedding tour Mr Bingley planned. Jane blushed prettily at the mention of that, and Mrs Bennet was pleased with her eldest daughter’s display of modesty, praising her for her goodness. She sent Elizabeth a look intended to convey the message that Jane’s behaviour was the model to follow, but she was disappointed in how it was received. Elizabeth merely turned her head to gaze out the carriage window at the passing landscape.

      Mrs Bennet then addressed Miss Darcy, enquiring about her various travels, and was rewarded with a lengthy discourse in which all the ladies could participate.

      At last, they arrived at Longbourn where the Bennets bid Miss Darcy farewell for the short drive to Netherfield. The footmen swiftly moved the trunks and packages into the house while Mr Bingley and Mr Darcy, having dismounted, approached for more personal parting words.

      Mrs Bennet was not too distracted in directing the footmen to keep an eye on the gentlemen with her daughters. The acknowledged couple shared a modest and sweet goodbye. Much to her frustration, Mr Darcy and Elizabeth maintained a respectable distance, and despite moving closer, she could not hear even one word they said.
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        * * *

      

      It was not until the following afternoon that Elizabeth could escape the house. Her mother’s insistence on reviewing the finer points of ladylike decorum, with special attention to impressing a certain gentleman, could not be avoided.

      It was not only her mother’s sudden desperation for her to snare Mr Darcy that had worn on Elizabeth’s patience but also the confusion of her own mind.

      If this is what it is to be in love, I no longer wonder at the dreadful poetry that emanates from a lovesick heart. It is not that I am unsure of how I feel. I love him. I know that. What is perplexing is how he has come to love me. Elizabeth’s thoughts paused and she gazed up into the sky, watching a passing swallow swoop and dive in its aerial gymnastics.

      “I envy your freedom,” she said to the bird. “Go where you will. Do what you wish. How simple is your life and how complicated mine has become!”

      Sighing, she continued following the road towards Meryton. There were few hours of daylight left. She must make use of the time she had. Not ten minutes later a voice stopped her progress.

      Elizabeth turned to see Mr Wickham approaching. He drew rein as his horse came alongside her, then dismounted. Sweeping a low bow, he took her hand, briefly placed his lips to its back, and then released it.

      “Have you just returned from London? I had heard you were there recently.”

      “We arrived yesterday,” Elizabeth replied, a bit breathless. His greeting had taken her by surprise. “I presume it was Captain Denny who informed you of our meeting him last week?”

      “Indeed it was.” Mr Wickham fingered the reins of his horse while he looked away for a moment. “I was hoping to see you before I…before too long. I am pleased our paths have crossed today.”

      Elizabeth looked at him, somewhat bemused. “I am also pleased to see you again, sir. As you can imagine, life at Longbourn has been rather hectic of late. It is a relief to me to know that there are some people left in the world whose lives do not revolve around weddings.” Mr Wickham gave a short laugh, and Elizabeth quickly added, “Do not mistake my meaning. I love my sister dearly and wish her only the best and the happiest of wedding days. There is an endless number of details to organise, however.”

      “I was given to understand ladies take pleasure in that activity.” Mr Wickham visibly struggled to keep his grin under control.

      Elizabeth practised no such restraint. “I assure you that this lady takes little pleasure in planning to that extent. I suppose it is fortunate that my mother does, otherwise my own wedding day might never transpire!”

      He blinked in surprise. “Have I—is there some news I have not heard?”

      “Oh! I mean no. I mean…” She suddenly laughed. “I simply meant that when, or if, I am so fortunate as to marry, my mother will plan everything, and I need not worry about it one bit.”

      “If I may say, though, there is no question of if, only when.”

      The tone in his voice gave Elizabeth pause, and she wondered if he knew about Mr Darcy’s feelings for her. Another thought just as quickly entered her head. This one was even more unsettling. She felt a change of subject was in order.

      “Is it still certain the regiment will winter in Meryton?”

      “Most of the regiment will stay. Some will be taking other postings.”

      “Captain Denny mentioned other assignments when we met him in town.” Elizabeth’s curiosity was aroused.

      “Several saw the benefit of making a change, and the excitement of the posting cannot be denied.” Elizabeth raised an eyebrow, and Mr Wickham added hastily, “I am not at liberty to divulge any more than that. Not yet. I promise you will know the details.”

      Looking away self-consciously, she murmured, “I did not mean to pry, of course. My curiosity does get the better of me sometimes. It is a fault my father is fond of pointing out.”

      “Do not be concerned. There is little you or anyone else could do that would affect our regiment, should this information come to light too soon. However, I must obey my orders and keep it to myself until permission is given to speak openly.”

      Elizabeth was not satisfied with the undercurrents of their conversation. She was never so grateful to see her Aunt Philips’s house before them. “Thank you, sir. And thank you for your company along my walk. I must leave you now, however, as I have reached my aunt’s house. I hope to see you again soon.”

      “And I, you,” Mr Wickham said smoothly, bowing low once more before remounting his horse and leaving her at the doorstep.

      With a sigh, Elizabeth waited until he was out of sight, then turned around and headed back home.
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        * * *

      

      “You appear well pleased with yourself. I will have you know that my sister has suffered a great ordeal and you are responsible.”

      Darcy looked up from his book. “Am I?”

      Bingley flung himself into a chair. “I have just been through a horrific interrogation!”

      Darcy carefully placed a marker in his book and set it aside. “I can well imagine. I fail to understand how I am to be held accountable for your sister’s state of mind, however.”

      “It was your idea to stay in town longer.”

      “I heard no objections from you at the time. I rather had the impression that you found the notion quite attractive. You are simply annoyed because you had not thought of it first.”

      “No,” Bingley said dejectedly. “It is because my sisters would never dare to address you as they did me a few moments ago. You would think I was a lad in short pants again!”

      Darcy laughed at the image. His friend, true to his nature, joined in heartily.

      “I am afraid you will be responsible for another emotional upset that Caroline is due to suffer, however.” Bingley’s wide grin and the wink he sent in Darcy’s direction indicated the level of concern he felt on the subject.

      Darcy was unable to hide his delight at the prospect. “As unfortunate as her disappointment will be, I am not about to forsake my happiness so that she may prolong her delusion. I am sorry, Bingley.”

      “I would not have it any other way! I have told Caroline for years that she was wasting her time, not to mention making herself look foolish. She will learn the hard way.” He paused, then laughed again. “Is it not ironic, though? We shall be brothers, after all!”

      “Yes, by marrying sisters as opposed to each other’s.”

      “Who would have thought, eh? We came to stay at Netherfield, and only a few short weeks later, we are both planning weddings.”

      “Do not get ahead of me, Bingley!” Darcy became serious for a moment. “You may be as good as wed, but I have yet to confirm my fate.”

      “Well, remedy that—soon!” Bingley suddenly left his chair and went to examine the decanters on the table near the door. Holding one aloft, he looked towards his friend. “Brandy?”

      Darcy inclined his head in agreement. As Bingley poured out two glasses, he continued.

      “Caroline will have to make some great adjustments in her life. My marriage to Jane will turn her life upside down.”

      “She will still have the Hursts,” Darcy drily pointed out.

      “You know what I mean.” Bingley handed him a glass and sat down once more, sipping his own. “What am I going to do with her?”

      Do you truly want me to answer that?

      “I do not want to have to suggest she live with Louisa and Hurst, but neither do I want Jane to have to deal with her...well, her moods.”

      Darcy smiled. “Bingley, your bride comes from a family of five daughters and a mother who likely surpasses them all in moods! She will have no trouble at all with your sister.”

      His friend’s expression brightened. “You do have a point, there. I still cannot believe you will be taking her off my hands for a while.”

      Darcy’s head came up with a snap. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Caroline was even more delighted, I can tell you.” Bingley continued, oblivious to the increasingly horrified expression on his friend’s face. “Although why you agreed in the first place mystifies me. Nevertheless, I can assure you that Caroline will be packed and ready to go with you following the wedding.”

      Darcy blinked slowly. Words formed on his lips but failed to emerge.

      “Jane and I shall return to Netherfield mid-December, which will give us time to settle in before we leave again to join you at Pemberley. Are you sure you are prepared to host all of us? I know how you feel about having large numbers of guests at once. Oh, have you written to Mrs Reynolds yet?” He looked at Darcy, innocence in his enquiring expression.

      There was a long silence as Darcy stared at his friend. The clock ticked louder and louder. Finally, Darcy took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Then he spoke, each word punctuated by a pause in between.

      “How could you do this to me?”
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        * * *

      

      “I have been waiting for you,” said the young woman as a gentleman approached the table. It was as though she had intentionally chosen the darkest corner of the ill-lit room. Her face was hidden within the hood of her cloak.

      “But of course. Have you been here long?”

      “It seems like hours.” There was a brief silence before she spoke again. “No, not long.”

      “Good.” His smile flashed in the dim lighting as he took the chair opposite her. “I would hate to think of you in this place alone. You should not have come.”

      “You should not have made it necessary.”

      “I made a promise—”

      “And you are a man of your word,” she said, emphasising the last one with a touch of sarcasm.

      “I am,” he acknowledged, ignoring the offence. “I did not come to argue with you.”

      “Then why did you come?”

      “You know why.”

      Her hand reached across the table but stopped short of touching his. “Is it true?”

      He entwined his fingers with hers. “You have heard, then.”

      “That is no answer.”

      He sighed. “Yes, it is true.”

      “When?” There was a small catch in her voice.

      “Another two months, maybe more. It will be for the best. Trust me.”

      “How can it be for the best?” The question sounded bitter. “When will I see you again?” The quavering of her words threatened to put an end to their conversation.

      “Do not. You will only upset yourself.” He glanced around, but there was no one expressing undue interest in the couple at the corner table. “Come. I think it is time I saw you home.”

      “I can find my way, thank you.”

      If he believed he would not earn a slap, her prim words would have elicited a laugh. “Do not be foolish. It is already dark.”

      “But what if you are seen?”

      “Do you honestly think my safety would mean anything to me if you came to harm riding home unaccompanied? Besides, we can speak more freely than we can in here.” He glanced around again, rose and took her arm to lead her from the room out into the darkness. The cold air was almost brittle. “There is snow coming,” he said, peering up at the starless sky.

      He assisted her onto her horse and when they were both mounted, turned along the dim path leading through the fields towards the north.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth and Jane stood by the window watching the soft snowflakes float to the ground. The warmth of the fire and the dancing of the snow outside combined to bring a sense of peace to the landscape. Elizabeth could see her sister was lost in thought as she continued to stare out at the flakes, swirling in the occasional gust of wind before settling to the ground.

      A dark form began to take shape along the drive leading to the house. Jane’s brow furrowed with interest as the shadow drew closer, and it was revealed to be two horses with riders. Smiling, she left the window to take a seat on the divan near the hearth. Elizabeth returned to her seat at the table, prompting Kitty to peek up from the needlework for which she had little patience. She looked from her eldest sister to her mother, then glanced at Elizabeth, who had returned her attention to some needlework at the table.

      “Lizzy,” she finally whispered, “do you think Miss Darcy will come today?”

      Elizabeth sighed. “I am afraid the weather will likely keep most people indoors. It is not to be expected that—”

      Her words were cut off by the opening of the door and Hill announcing the entrance of Mr Bingley and Mr Darcy. Elizabeth scarcely had enough time to push the material into her sewing basket before the gentlemen were in the room. She rose from her chair and moved forward in greeting.

      “Such weather to be out!” her mother exclaimed. “You must sit by the fire and warm yourselves. There is a spot next to Jane and…” She looked at Mr Darcy for a moment, then at the available chairs. Patting the back of her husband’s overstuffed armchair, Mrs Bennet smiled at the second gentleman. “You may find this comfortable, Mr Darcy. It is also close to the fire and will warm you quickly.”

      He hesitated briefly. “Thank you, madam. I am not particularly cold, but the fire will be quite welcome for a few moments.”

      Elizabeth bit her lip, observing him stand by the chair until her mother realised why he was waiting. Motioning to her daughters to sit down, Mrs Bennet took the seat next to Mr Darcy and watched him settle into his own.

      “It was most surprising to see you gentlemen venture out in such conditions.”

      “Mama, I think we may sometimes forget that Mr Darcy comes from the north. You must be accustomed to more severe weather than this, are you not, sir?”

      Elizabeth’s question prompted him to smile. “I would not call it severe, but heavier snowfalls are more common.” Mr Darcy began to extol the virtues of his home county. “That only makes the countryside more beautiful with an unbroken blanket of white extending as far as the eye can see. Have you ladies ever been to Derbyshire?”

      “Regrettably, no,” responded Mrs Bennet. “I have often wished to see the county, having heard so much about it from my sister, Mrs Gardiner.”

      Kitty bravely spoke up. “Miss Darcy did not wish to accompany you today?”

      He smiled, and the frown of disapproval that was forming on Elizabeth’s brow disappeared. “My sister has unfortunately contracted a trifling cold. She felt it wise to remain at Netherfield.”

      Kitty did not disguise her disappointment, unhappily picking up her needlework with a sigh. Her mother swiftly changed the subject to one that was of more interest to herself, and the next hour was spent alternating between a discussion of the attractions of Derbyshire and Pemberley and the time remaining before the nuptials of her eldest daughter.

      At last, the gentlemen stood to go, the weather prohibiting them from staying to dine. To travel back to Netherfield in the dark during a snowfall was not wise. When the door closed behind them, Mrs Bennet turned to her daughters.

      “Well, Lizzy, I do believe you could have made more of an effort, but despite your disinclination, Mr Darcy does appear to be coming around to my way of thinking!”
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        * * *

      

      The days leading to Jane’s wedding were filled with activity. There was precious little time to spend on idle visits. Georgiana, now recovered, was frequently at Longbourn, eager to assist in whatever manner she could. With few previous opportunities to be involved in such a plan, she found the entire process a revelation. She made comments under her breath to Elizabeth whenever possible, hinting at this being good practice for her in the event another wedding might happen before long. Elizabeth flushed deeply with each remark, grateful for her mother’s distraction from their conversation.

      “You must not say such things!” The younger girl merely smiled, which made Elizabeth blush even more. “What would your brother think if he could hear your comments?”

      “I hope he would be pleased.”

      When Jane’s wedding day finally arrived, Elizabeth was nearly as nervous as the bride. It had been many days since she had seen Mr Darcy. With his sister filling her head with all sorts of notions, Elizabeth did not quite know what to expect, nor could she look at the gentlemen with anything approaching composure when he arrived at the church with Mr Bingley.

      The gathering of family and friends to celebrate the Bingley marriage was a grand affair. Mrs Bennet’s skills were proved in every detail, from Jane’s beautiful gown and veil to the breakfast which followed the wedding ceremony. Resplendent displays of exotic dishes tempted the palate, while fruits and cakes, creams oozing from their middles, presented an equally appealing sight. As Elizabeth helped herself to a choice of sweets, she became aware of the presence of a certain gentleman beside her. His hand reached out to steady her suddenly wavering plate.

      “Miss Elizabeth—or should I say Miss Bennet now?” Darcy’s smile set her heart racing. “May I carry that for you?”

      Too breathless to speak, Elizabeth nodded. Darcy’s fingers brushed hers as he took the plate, quietly waiting for her to finish making her selections. She hardly knew what she chose and quickly filled the plate, then led him to a quieter corner of the room where two chairs were available. After she was seated, Darcy took the other one and offered her the plate.

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said softly, taking a small pastry and nibbling at a corner. “I have not had the pleasure of seeing you lately with all of the final preparations for the wedding. I am thankful to finally have a few quiet moments.” She almost added the word together but stopped herself, not wishing to appear forward.

      “I have also missed the pleasure of your company. I am to return to Pemberley in a few days and wish to see you again before I leave.”

      “Georgiana has informed me of your plans. I must admit that I, too, was surprised at how Mr Bingley managed to secure your promise to take Miss Bingley to Pemberley. I must not have been paying attention that evening.”

      “Would you consider being the fourth member of our travelling party? Georgiana has grown so fond of you. It would delight her to have you at Pemberley for a prolonged visit.”

      “Oh, but you must have forgot.” Elizabeth’s smile came easily, and she laughed lightly as his eyebrows rose in query. “I do not think Miss Bingley would appreciate my presence so early, considering I am to come with Jane and her husband when they return from their wedding tour.” She looked closely at him. “You do know that was the other part of your agreement that evening, do you not? My family is also to come to Pemberley for Christmas.”

      Darcy’s shock at this news was evident by his sudden loss of colour, but his words were voiced with composure. “It seems Bingley neglected to enlighten me on that point. Thank you for the information. I shall now prepare my household for the additional guests.”

      Laughter flowed from Elizabeth at this, and Darcy soon joined in with a more subdued expression of his amusement.
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        * * *

      

      On a late November day, the Darcys and Miss Bingley set off for the three-day journey to Pemberley. The first two days passed peaceably enough as the ladies sat in the carriage reading or discussing music and the opera, and Darcy rode alongside.

      On the third day, Georgiana watched her brother staring at the snow-covered landscape outside the carriage window. Had the weather been more amenable, she was certain he would have ridden, rather than confine himself to this final day of travelling shut up in the carriage with Miss Bingley pandering to his good opinion in her inimitable style. However, she knew even that lady’s presence could not provoke Darcy to risk breaking the leg of his horse.

      Georgiana once more drew Miss Bingley’s attention away from her brother. It pained her to see him changed from the happy man of a few days ago to the withdrawn and annoyed one sitting opposite her. The only humorous aspect of the situation was the completely oblivious woman beside her. Georgiana was amazed Miss Bingley could not see Darcy’s disinterest in her.

      Her tenacity was incomparable. Georgiana was sure she would not give up until her brother brought a wife home to Pemberley.

      “I do not recall seeing the snow this deep the last time I came north in the winter,” Miss Bingley remarked. “Do you always get such amounts this early in the season?”

      Georgiana looked out the window at the snowy countryside. “We shall be getting more before Christmas is upon us. I remember one year when we spent the entire day in the parlour by the fire, playing with little toy soldiers and you, Fitzwilliam,” she said a bit louder as he turned a lazy eye towards her, “showed no mercy for my poor troops. You slaughtered them all without a thought to my feelings.”

      Darcy’s lip curled up slightly in a wry smile. “You were all too fond of your redcoats, little sister. I acted in your best interests as an elder brother should.”

      “No doubt,” Georgiana retorted. Addressing Miss Bingley, she changed the subject. “Do you like the winter weather?”

      “Goodness, no!” she replied with energy. “There is nothing more appealing than sitting by a roaring fire while the cold is kept at bay by the security of strong, thick walls.”

      “Oh.” Georgiana lent an air of dismay to the word. “I sincerely hope you will not think us unbearably rude if we take an occasional ride about the estate. My brother and I do so love a quiet ride on the snowy grounds when the weather permits.”

      She watched Miss Bingley’s expression redden. The lady could not recant her professed opinion regarding the delights to be had by remaining indoors. Whatever plans she may have entertained certainly had nothing to do with riding through the snow or enjoying a sleigh ride around Pemberley.

      Darcy continued to stare out the window, thus he was the first to see the welcoming sight of his home through the snow-obscured distance. Georgiana heard his sigh of relief and knew his melancholy spirits were lifting. Escape from the confines of his dismal prison was less than an hour away.

      “Is that not a magnificent picture?” Darcy said, proudly gesturing to the view outside.

      Georgiana’s eyes began to well up as she thought back to the last time she had been at Pemberley—before the summer, before Ramsgate, and before George.

      “It does look exceptionally pretty with all the snow on the eaves,” Miss Bingley noted. “It is unfortunate that it is so dreadfully cold.”

      “Yes, a good pair of boots is essential to keeping the feet warm,” Darcy said, meeting his sister’s amused gaze

      Miss Bingley’s lips pursed tightly together as though she had eaten something distasteful. “Fortunately, I have just the pair to suit, should I feel the inclination to step out of doors during my stay.”

      Soon the carriage was passing under the arched gateway that marked the entrance to the outer courtyard. At a hail from the driver, footmen poured forth from the house, bringing lanterns and waiting patiently for the horses to halt before one stepped forward to open the carriage door. Another appeared, offering assistance to Miss Darcy as she stepped down and to Miss Bingley who followed the young mistress of Pemberley.

      The master of the estate was the last to disembark and gazed around him with a contented sigh.
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        * * *

      

      “I had a letter this morning,” Georgiana casually announced one afternoon about a week later as the three of them sat in the blue saloon. The ladies were playing cards while Darcy busied himself with some correspondence.

      “Yes?” he said evenly. He had seen the letter, separate from the pile for himself, and did not fail to note the postmark was from Meryton in Hertfordshire.

      “The weather has been remarkably clear since we left, apparently.” Georgiana placed one of her cards on the table.

      “That will make my brother’s journey north much easier if it holds another week.” Miss Bingley selected a card from her hand and put it next to Georgiana’s.

      The younger woman claimed her victory and chose another card. “Of course, he has a carriage suitable to the journey. Not everyone can claim that luxury.”

      Darcy’s head rose slightly, distracted from his writing.

      “Certainly, the advantage of wealth and position is the ability to procure the means of easy travel,” Miss Bingley offered while puzzling over her next move.

      “That is precisely what I meant.” Georgiana cast a meaningful look at her brother. “In addition to the good weather, it appears that all of the family at Longbourn are in excellent health.”

      “That is to be considered good news, I suppose, in light of the season,” Miss Bingley simpered.

      Darcy glanced up to see her play a card. He managed not to smile as his sister pulled the pair towards herself, adding them to her growing collection.

      “In light of their expected arrival here, I should think that another benefit of their continued good health,” Georgiana said with an innocent air, playing her final card.

      Miss Bingley’s mouth fell open. “Here? Why would they be coming here?”

      Darcy winced at her volume and replied in a more even tone. “Your brother did not wish to have his new wife spend her first Christmas away from her family or have the stress of preparing to host them so soon after their wedding. It seemed a perfectly logical approach to invite everyone to Pemberley where we are experienced in accommodating large numbers of guests. If you will excuse me,” he added, rising from his chair. “That has reminded me of something which requires my attention.” He escaped from the room before Miss Bingley could erupt once more.

      Throwing on a cloak, Darcy made his way to the carriage house to deliver instructions to his coachman to take a team and one of the larger carriages south to Netherfield the next morning and await further direction from Bingley for the return.

      “I shall have a letter for Mr Bingley that you will take with you. Please see me in my study before you go.”

      The coachman was too experienced to question the unusual orders.

      As Darcy left the carriage house, he was greeted by the sight of a familiar coach entering the yard. It drew up alongside him, and his cousin emerged.

      “Darcy! You are rather underdressed to be out here.”

      Shaking his head in resignation, Darcy moaned, “Richard, your arrival had slipped my mind. I hope you are not expecting a large reception to honour your appearance.”

      Colonel Fitzwilliam laughed. “You look a bit worn down. Do not tell me Georgiana has been giving you more trouble!” He frowned in sudden concern.

      “Trouble? No, not exactly.” Darcy sighed and they began walking towards the house. “I am glad you are here. I have plenty to tell you, and I could use some advice.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Look who I found loitering outside!” Darcy announced an hour later as the two men joined the ladies.

      Georgiana gasped in surprise and rushed to welcome her cousin with a warm embrace. The colonel staggered under the onslaught.

      “Steady on!” He laughed. She released him, and he saw her companion seated at the card table. “I do not believe I have had the honour of being introduced to your friend.”

      “Of course,” she said, having collected herself. “Miss Bingley, allow me to introduce my cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam. Miss Bingley is the sister of my brother’s friend, Mr Bingley, who was very recently married.”

      The colonel gave a low bow. “My pleasure, Miss Bingley.”

      “And mine,” she replied with obvious interest as she curtseyed.

      Georgiana giggled. “You have impeccable timing, as always. We were about to go upstairs to change for dinner. Shall we?” The other woman accompanied her to the door where Georgiana paused before going through. “I am glad you have come, Cousin.”

      When they were once again alone, Richard gave a low whistle and looked at Darcy. “This Miss Bennet must be something for you to cast aside that striking woman! How much is her fortune?”

      “I told you,” Darcy said in an exasperated tone. “She has no fortune.”

      His cousin chuckled. “Not Miss Bennet. Miss Bingley.”

      Darcy shook his head. “Not enough to keep you, I am afraid.”

      “Pity.”

      “Now, if you will excuse me, I must go and change as well. I am sure your trunk has been delivered to your room if you are of the same mind.”

      Richard waved a hand at him. “No, I shall pour myself a drink. I need one to think over everything you have related to me.”

      “Very well, then.” Darcy left his cousin alone in the room.

      The colonel pulled the stopper from a decanter and poured some of the contents into a goblet. He had taken but a sip when the door opened, and Georgiana slipped into the room.

      “I need to speak to you,” she said in almost a whisper.

      “I am hardly surprised,” he muttered. “What devilish plots have you hatched this time, my dear?”

      “You must help me. My brother is in love with quite the perfect lady for him, but he risks losing her with his dawdling!”

      Her cousin laughed loudly, causing Georgiana to stamp her foot impatiently. “I am serious! Oh, stop that! Stop and listen to me!”

      He checked his laughter to a rumbling chuckle and managed a reply. “I must warn you that I have heard all about the delightful Miss Elizabeth Bennet from Darcy. We spent more than an hour in his study prior to joining you here. If there is something about this wondrous lady that I have not yet heard, pray tell me now! Otherwise, I shall have to settle for merely believing her to be heaven’s perfect angel placed on earth to capture your brother’s heart.”

      “I am sure he said nothing of the kind to you.” Georgiana regarded him with suspicion.

      “No, not in so many words, it is true. Whatever epithets he may have employed in his tale, I cannot have misinterpreted his feelings on the matter. Nor could I have mistaken his relation of your contributions of late, my dear.” He fixed her with a stern gaze. “You have not been behaving yourself.”

      “I have been helping him with Miss Bennet!” she cried in her defence.

      Richard wagged a finger at her. “You have been sticking your nose where it is not polite to put it! Look here, Georgie. Your brother is perfectly capable of managing his affairs. Just because he does not move as quickly as you would like does not mean he will not get there eventually. Besides, I think your interests were just as much at heart, here.”

      Georgiana opened her mouth, but he cut off any protest. “Do not try to deny it. You thought if you could distract Darcy with Miss Bennet, he would not notice what else you were up to. Perhaps with George Wickham?” The young lady turned red. “I thought as much. What are we going to do with you?”

      “The question is what are we going to do with Miss Bingley?”

      He was taken aback by this change of direction. “What does Miss Bingley have to do with this?”

      Georgiana sighed impatiently. “She wants to marry my brother. She is here, and Elizabeth is not.”

      “Are you suggesting Darcy’s feelings for Miss Bennet are so fragile that Miss Bingley could capture him in her absence?”

      “No, no, no! You do not understand at all!”

      Laughing, he agreed. “Yes, you have quite lost me. Please start from the beginning.”

      She told him of their previous weeks in Hertfordshire, of Mr Bingley’s attachment to Jane Bennet, and her brother’s evident admiration of her sister Elizabeth. Relating how she had encouraged their association and directed many a meeting between the two with herself as a discreet third party, Georgiana gave him to understand just how much this lady had come to mean to her brother.

      “With Miss Bingley here, who only aspires after the role of mistress of Pemberley, it will be most unpleasant when the Bennets arrive next week, for she will be terribly uncivil to Elizabeth, and Elizabeth will remain polite and nice and...”

      Richard shook his head in amusement. “What a contrast you draw between these two ladies! I am ever so hopeful of witnessing such an exchange, should it come to pass.”

      “You are of no help whatsoever! Never mind. I shall find a solution on my own,” she huffed, leaving him alone in the room once more, this time with his laughter filling it.
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        * * *

      

      The quiet that arrived at Longbourn in the days after the wedding was more than welcome. It was extremely dull as well. Elizabeth was quite weary of needlework, and hearing her mother crow endlessly about the wonderful match of her eldest daughter had made her home life tiresome. When the sun broke through the clouds after four days of confinement indoors, Elizabeth threw on a wrap and left the house. They were all to gather at her aunt Philips’s house later that afternoon, but she felt the need for some fresh air before facing more of the same from her maternal relations.

      Elizabeth walked for an hour, then turned towards town to meet her family at the Philips’s home. To her dismay, her mother was already in full chorus, regaling all present with her repetition of Jane’s good fortune. The additional incentive of restricted social outings since the wedding was all the encouragement Mrs Bennet required to expound upon the virtues of her daughter’s new husband. Elizabeth spotted a familiar and friendly face amongst the guests and smiled at the approach of Mr Denny.

      “Have you come to tease us with more secrets?” she brightly enquired as her two younger sisters followed in his wake.

      Mr Denny chuckled. “That was rather cruel of me in London, I must admit. I am, however, in the more fortunate position of being able to enlighten you regarding the secret to which I alluded when we met in town.”

      “I am sure you will tell us that another regiment will be joining this one to stay in Meryton until next summer!” Lydia cried. “Kitty, we shall have ever so many fine officers from which to choose!” The two girls giggled freely.

      “Nothing so exciting for you, I am afraid.” Mr Denny addressed Elizabeth and explained further. “Those of us who have chosen to accept the offer of reassignment shall be leaving Meryton in the new year. We shall be sent down to Portsmouth to spend another few weeks there before setting sail for Canada.”

      “Canada!” Kitty and Lydia were clearly shocked by this announcement.

      The captain smiled. “Yes, we shall be assisting in the skirmishes with the Americans. Now there will be some excitement!” He rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

      Elizabeth observed him with a mixture of wonder and amusement. “I can readily believe you have found life here quite dull compared to what you had expected of military life. I wish you well, and hope that you find what you are looking for, sir.”

      “Thank you, Miss Bennet,” he replied, honouring her with a bow. “That is what we are all hoping to do and why we chose to go.”

      Lydia, not one to stay silent for long, was prompted to ask who else would be leaving. Denny informed her that amongst the number were Captain Carter and Mr Wickham, as well as several others for whom neither Lydia nor Kitty had any interest. The distress caused by the news that their favourites had chosen defection, abandoning the ladies as the season was entering the dullest period, brought cries of protest to their lips. Lydia sought out the other two officers, bringing them, not altogether reluctantly, to her sisters to plead a case for remaining in Meryton.

      Kitty was easily persuaded to join in the argument. “It will be so tedious without you. What shall we do? You cannot leave.”

      Elizabeth admonished her sisters. “Do not plague these gentlemen with your petty concerns. They have far more important things to consider than your wishes.”

      They pouted and were silenced. It was for but short duration, however, for as soon as Elizabeth walked away, they renewed their pleas.

      Pouring herself a cup of tea to soothe her tired mind, Elizabeth glanced up at the approach of Mr Wickham. She offered to pour him a cup as well, and he accepted with thanks. Taking their tea to one of the other rooms where quieter conversation was taking place, he gestured for the lady to sit in a vacant chair while he stood to her side.

      “Are you quite as eager to depart Hertfordshire and England, sir?”

      Mr Wickham’s hesitation in replying was momentary. “I would prefer to say that I am looking forward to the adventure that awaits, rather than imply any desire to leave your neighbourhood. There are reasons I could be tempted to remain.” He smiled in a way that gave Elizabeth pause. “However, the decision has been made, and for more reasons than I care to go into, it is a wise choice for me.”

      “I sincerely wish you all the best in your endeavours, then.” Elizabeth stared into her tea, watching the steam rise gently from its surface.

      “I should like to have had the opportunity to know you better,” he said in a low voice, “but that is what makes it easier for someone such as myself to sail across the sea. I have no one to leave behind who will suffer from my absence.”

      “Have you not?” she queried innocently. “Absolutely no one?”

      He wore a faintly puzzled expression. “Perhaps I have exaggerated, but for clarity’s sake, I was referring to my single status, the lack of hearth and home, kith and kin to grieve my absence.”

      “Surely, some broken hearts may be littering your past, Mr Wickham?” Elizabeth persisted, her curiosity luring her beyond impertinence.

      “I beg your pardon, Cousin Elizabeth.” Mr Collins interrupted them without ceremony and nodded to Mr Wickham with a weak smile. “Your mother asked that you indulge her with your attention for a few moments. There is something of vital urgency she simply must address with you.”

      Elizabeth excused herself, casting an apologetic smile towards her companion. Mr Collins immediately launched into one of his speeches, drawing comparisons between the evening’s soiree and any number of elegant dinner parties held in the home of his revered patroness.

      Elizabeth did not feel the least bit sorry to miss the recitation.

      “Lizzy, what are you doing?” cried her mother upon her joining the lady near a window overlooking the rear garden. Mrs Bennet lowered her voice to a harsh whisper. “What on earth would Mr Darcy think if he knew you were consorting with the enemy?”

      “The enemy?”

      “Do not be naïve,” her mother continued unabated. “It was perfectly obvious by what happened at Longbourn. Mr Darcy and Mr Wickham are the most bitter of enemies. It is your future I am thinking about, and believe me when I say that Mr Darcy would not take kindly to you flirting with Mr Wickham in that manner.”

      “I was not flirting, Mama.”

      “You cannot afford to offend him in such a blatant fashion! Suppose the tale reached him at Pemberley?”

      “Most unfortunate it would be, indeed,” came the voice of Mr Bennet from behind Elizabeth. “Although how such a story should travel all the way to Derbyshire in this weather when none but your mother appears to be concerned with your marriage prospects, I cannot imagine.”

      His wife frowned and let out a huff Elizabeth recognised all too well before fixing her daughter with her gaze once more.

      “Mark my words. If Mr Darcy changes his mind about you, it will be because of your association with Mr Wickham.” Mrs Bennet left father and daughter to ponder her warning.

      “Dire words, Lizzy.”

      “Yes, indeed.”

      “You know I give little credence to your mother’s fantasies, but I shall credit her with this much. Mr Darcy’s interest requires very little encouragement on your part.”

      Elizabeth flushed, which only served to further amuse her father.

      He leant closer to whisper surreptitiously. “I shall let you in on a bit of information I received this morning from Netherfield. It appears that a certain young gentleman from Derbyshire has sent a carriage down to hasten the trip north for the Bennet family when we accompany the Bingleys to Pemberley. What think you of that, eh?”

      Elizabeth was speechless. She simply stared at her father, trying to assimilate his meaning.

      “Now, do not look so surprised. Can it be that you truly knew nothing of this?” He laughed at her continued silence. “Never mind, my dear. If your mother does not manage to dissuade him during the festive season, then you may safely associate with whomever you choose and remain assured that Mr Darcy’s regard is true.”
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        * * *

      

      Peeking around the half-open door, Georgiana saw her brother at his desk, poring over some papers. “May I speak to you for a moment?” she asked softly.

      “Certainly.” Darcy pushed his work aside.

      Georgiana closed the door and sat in the chair before his desk. “Why did you not propose to Elizabeth before we left Netherfield?”

      “I beg your pardon!” Darcy’s look of surprise was tinged with anger. “I hardly think that is any of your business!”

      “It is my business when this house is currently harbouring a woman intent upon making it her home, and making you her husband!” she retorted. “I know you have no intentions in that regard, nor have you given Miss Bingley any encouragement in that direction, but she is here, and Elizabeth is not. I do not trust Caroline Bingley enough to believe her incapable of doing something—something that may get her exactly what she wants and cause you to lose what you want most.”

      For a moment Darcy merely looked at his sister. Then he sighed, leaving his seat to take Georgiana’s hands and give them a reassuring squeeze.

      “To answer your original question, I did not think the time was right to make an offer. We have not been acquainted very long.”

      “Mr Bingley proposed after only a few weeks, and I did not hear you criticise his decision.”

      “I am not Bingley, and Miss Elizabeth is not her sister. I cannot be as sure of her acceptance.”

      Georgiana grinned. “I am sure.”

      “You are not helping matters.” He laughed nevertheless.

      “I hope you have some plans for how to manage once everyone arrives in a few days. Miss Bingley will not be happy to share you with Elizabeth.”

      Darcy leant back against the edge of the desk and crossed his arms over his chest. “I thought I could count on you for assistance there, dear sister.”

      “Have I not done enough already?” she asked, somewhat pleased with herself.

      “Undoubtedly so.” Darcy’s words turned serious once again. “I wish I knew what it will take for you to learn to behave yourself. The last thing I want to see is anyone getting hurt, and that includes Miss Bingley. Do you understand me?”

      “Perfectly,” Georgiana said quietly, but her thoughts were on the letter she had just sent to the post and was now likely on its way to Kent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      The village of Lambton was behind them now, the last few miles of their journey soon to be completed. Despite having spent the majority of the trip in the Bingley carriage with Jane and her new husband, Elizabeth felt it only proper to arrive at Pemberley in the carriage that Mr Darcy had personally provided. As they passed through the village of Lambton, it was obvious their neighbours recognised the crest emblazoned on the doors as belonging to their own prominent family. What they thought of the passengers, faces most certainly not recognised as Darcys, she dared not hazard a guess. The closer they drew to Pemberley, the more the fluttering in her stomach increased.

      Elizabeth could not meet her father’s gaze, for his amusement at her discomfiture was guaranteed. Nor would she risk a glance in her mother’s direction, for the smug expression and expectations of success for her daughter were even more difficult to bear. Just the prospect of her family exposing themselves to ridicule while so far from the security of an easy escape to Longbourn filled Elizabeth with great trepidation and a desire to turn around and go back to Hertfordshire. She cared too much for Mr Darcy to subject him to such displays of vulgarity.

      Mrs Bennet suddenly grabbed her husband’s arm in excitement. “Would you look at that! It is so grand. I can hardly believe my eyes. Mr Bennet, to think that our dear Lizzy will be residing in such a magnificent house. It is like a dream!”

      Even her husband did not contradict her as the scene before them was in truth quite astonishing. “I dare say I never thought Pemberley would be so…immense.”

      Elizabeth found herself speechless. The grandeur of the structure and the setting of woods, lawn, and lake presented a combination which seemed deliberately designed for her pleasure and appreciation. With the addition of an unbroken blanket of white leading to the surrounding walls, the picture was perfect in her eyes. She felt an instant love for the place, and a feeling of peace settled around her, calming every apprehension.

      A flurry of activity surrounded the carriages as they halted in the courtyard. Servants hurried forward to unload the trunks while others tended to opening doors and assisting passengers to descend. Elizabeth looked around her with undisguised awe. She met her sister’s eye and sent a silent plea for support. Jane smiled warmly, and the two moved closer to one another. Lydia was hardly less effusive than her mother upon gaining a full appreciation for the wealth and status of their host. Kitty thankfully remained silent, perhaps due more to being overwhelmed than some new enlightenment. Last to exit the carriage, Mary observed their surroundings calmly, as though they met her expectations.

      The dignity with which they were received at the door and relieved of their wraps was yet another indication of the level of society into which they were being welcomed. Even Mrs Bennet and her youngest daughter were stunned into silence. With the exception of Mr Bingley, who was familiar to many of the servants, there were few words spoken and those were not above a whisper. Elizabeth, standing a little apart from the others, happened to glance towards the stairs as her eyes took in the wonders of the place. Thus, she was the first to see their host, abruptly halting his progress down the steps as his eyes locked with hers. His hesitation was momentary, for his sister nudged him forward while her voice rang out in the hall.

      “Mr and Mrs Bennet, welcome to Pemberley. How lovely it is to see you and your family arrive safe and sound!” Georgiana’s smile was genuine and full as she addressed each of them before turning her attention to Bingley. “Mr and Mrs Bingley,” she said, a hint of a giggle in her voice, betraying her youth that had heretofore been disguised by her practised air. “I am so happy to see you here to celebrate your first Christmas together.”

      Mr Darcy made his addresses. “Please come in and warm yourselves by the fires.” He nodded to a servant to show the way while he continued. “You must be fatigued by your journey.” He called to one of the footmen. “Thomas, please have some refreshments brought up immediately.” The servant hurried off. “Your trunks should be in your rooms by the time you have enjoyed some tea.”

      The party entered the room to find Miss Bingley already present, seemingly occupied with a book. Mr Bingley greeted his sister warmly as she rose from her chair and put the book aside. Her smile was a little contrived, although her air was friendly enough.

      “I hope your journey was not too uncomfortable,” Mr Darcy began as his guests took up seats around the room. “The snow seems to have held off the last few days. Did you encounter any difficulties on the roads?”

      “Not a one,” Mr Bingley declared happily. “I must say that it was jolly good of you to send your carriage. It certainly made travelling quicker.”

      “Yes, Mr Darcy, it was most generous of you to think of it,” ventured Mrs Bennet.

      Her husband looked squarely at the younger man. “Indeed. Very kind of you to consider that my horses would be sorely missed for the farm work if I had taken them north. I see you are a man familiar with the efficiencies in running an estate.”

      “I take a deep interest in the successful operation of my estate, sir.”

      “It certainly shows.” Mr Bennet raised an arm to indicate his approval of his surroundings. “You take a prodigious deal of care with your property.”

      “Thank you, sir. I assure you that you are not in error. I do take my commitments seriously and wish only the best for everything and everyone under my care.” Darcy said this with a solemn air.

      Mr Bennet leant back comfortably in his chair. “An admirable quality, sir, with which I can only agree.”

      Elizabeth sensed a hidden meaning in their exchange and was glad of the interruption when the refreshments arrived.
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        * * *

      

      In another part of the house, Colonel Fitzwilliam felt it was time to put action into words. He walked down the stairs to the drawing room with that intention in mind. The scene that greeted him took the words from his mouth, not to mention his head.

      “Darcy, I think it is high time you—” He stopped as ten pairs of eyes turned in his direction. “Excuse me,” he mumbled. “I did not realise your guests had arrived.”

      Darcy stepped forward and introduced his cousin to the Bennet family. “I believe you already know Bingley, but you have not met Mrs Bingley, who has lately given up the Bennet name.”

      The colonel nodded to Bingley. “I had heard you were recently married. Allow me to wish you both joy.” He turned towards the older couple and their daughters. “It is an honour to make your acquaintance. Ladies, a very great pleasure to meet you all.” He bowed to acknowledge them before his eyes returned once again to Elizabeth Bennet, pondering how he could arrange some conversation with her.

      “Are you staying through Christmas, sir?” enquired Mrs Bennet, eyes alight with a predatory gleam.

      “I generally spend a few days here at Pemberley and the rest with my own family at Matlock.”

      She looked a bit crestfallen at his remark. “Your home is not far away, then?”

      The colonel smiled. “My parents’ home is at Matlock.” His smile widened as he saw the lady comprehended his lack of wife and children.

      A shrewd mama, that one. I see what Darcy meant. She has married off one daughter very well, a second as good as, and is not wasting any time lining up a third.

      Indeed, Mrs Bennet’s air had brightened noticeably. “It must be a great pleasure for your mother to have your company during the festive season. Did you say that your brothers and sisters also visit?”

      “I did not say, but my elder brother is there as well as his wife and children.” The Colonel cast an amused sidelong glance at his cousin.

      “Oh, grandchildren!” the lady exclaimed. “How I look forward to the time when we have grandchildren to grace Longbourn’s halls.” She gave her eldest daughter a knowing look. Mrs Bingley flushed brightly and looked away.

      At this opportune moment, the door opened to admit Mrs Reynolds. The housekeeper addressed Darcy in a quiet voice, informing him of the readiness of their guests’ quarters. The Bennets and Bingleys were then escorted to their respective chambers to settle in and change from their travelling clothes.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth, for the first time, was unable to avail herself of the comfort of Jane’s easy temper to diffuse the unsettled state of her nerves and the fluttering in her stomach. She was uncomfortably aware of just what her mother claimed to suffer in times of stress and could quite agree that it was a most unpleasant experience—at least the queasiness was. The cause of it was another matter entirely.

      Left on her own, Elizabeth examined her room, trying unsuccessfully to distract herself from thoughts of their host. The image of him kept reappearing wherever she looked. She gazed out of the window, and she could imagine Darcy walking across the expanse of white snow leading up to the house. She saw him in the courtyard, atop his fine stallion, just returned from an afternoon’s ride. Over by the lake, he was leaning against a tree, gazing out at the water. His face looked back at her from her mirror, his figure in the doorway.

      Elizabeth shook her head to dispel the images and entered the dressing room.
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        * * *

      

      “What is the meaning of this? What does she mean by sending me this letter?” Lady Catherine de Bourgh let the paper slip from her fingers to the table’s surface. “She cannot seriously believe what she has written. Nor can she expect me to believe this.”

      Her intonation sent Rosings’ servants scrambling in all directions.

      Anne took a bite of roast pheasant and chewed slowly. She watched the interaction between her mother and Mrs Jenkinson. Lady Catherine continued to deny the intimated news from Georgiana, while the other woman nodded agreement to whatever her employer said, occasionally adding an exclamation of surprise that anyone could credit such a tale. Anne allowed the performance to continue another quarter of an hour before offering an opinion.

      “It is perfectly clear to me.”

      Her mother’s sermon ground to a halt. “What is clear to you?”

      Anne carefully placed her fork beside her plate. “Georgiana is very pleased at the prospect of gaining a sister. She cannot wait for the official announcement to inform our family. I wonder if she sent a similar letter to my aunt at Matlock?”

      “This is not to be borne! No matter Georgiana’s mistaken belief in her brother’s intentions towards such an unsuitable woman, he is perfectly aware of his obligations! Darcy is engaged to you, and that is the end of the matter.”

      “Is it?”

      Her mother’s gaze was steady and to the purpose. “He has always known it to be so and has made no objection. It was my particular wish and that of his mother for the match. Darcy is a strict adherent to custom.”

      Her daughter was unmoved and listened as Lady Catherine carried on.

      “Of course, it may be high time he was reminded of this promise and to begin planning his marriage. It is not good for him to remain single for too long. Bad habits develop that you would find difficult to break, my dear. There is nothing worse than a man who has settled into a routine of doing as he pleases with no thought to anyone else. He must be schooled in discipline and commitment. Of course, without his own parents to guide him, that duty must fall to me as his nearest relation.” Lady Catherine sniffed and picked up her fork. “I shall speak with Perkins in the morning to arrange for our travel to Pemberley at week’s end.”

      “There may be no time to waste,” agreed Anne with a serious expression.

      A thoughtful frown creased her mother’s forehead. “Yes, you are right. I shall speak with Perkins after dinner. We shall leave in the morning. That will get us to Pemberley a full two days before Christmas, rather than after. Not that I believe a word of Georgiana’s story, but if Darcy has been beguiled by this young woman, her arts luring him into an uncharacteristically foolish frame of mind, I must intervene before the sentiment of the festive season overcomes him.”

      Mrs Jenkinson nodded earnestly.

      “If he is feeling so romantically inclined, it would be in everyone’s favour that Anne is there,” Lady Catherine added.

      Oh yes, Anne thought. With this, I can emphatically agree, Mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Anne was the picture of attentiveness as her mother’s voice droned on. Three days of postulating on Georgiana’s various states of emotion while composing her missive had yet to exhaust the possibilities as far as her mother was concerned. To Anne, there was but one reason her young cousin had written—she needed Lady Catherine’s inimitable talents to rid Pemberley of an interloper. Having heard of Darcy’s inclination several weeks earlier, she felt certain as to whom Georgiana had in mind for her brother. Anne stifled a giggle as she mused on the tangled web the young Miss Darcy insisted upon weaving. There was no need for all this pretence.

      “I must take some of the blame,” Lady Catherine said for what must have been the seventeenth time since they departed Rosings Park. “I should have taken both Darcy and his sister in at Rosings following their mother’s death. It was a mistake to leave them in the care of their father. He was not suited to tend to the needs of a young girl, certainly not as competently as I could have done, had Georgiana been raised with you, Anne. There would also have been none of this procrastinating on Darcy’s part. He has been allowed to put simple but selfish desires ahead of his duty, and this must end now.”

      Mrs Jenkinson continued to nod with each statement. Anne wondered whether the woman’s head was capable of moving in any other direction, or perhaps she was not paying any attention, and the movement of the carriage was what caused her head to bob up and down as though in agreement.

      “Darcy has not been alone in raising Georgiana,” Anne offered.

      Her mother sniffed disdainfully. “Two single young men put in charge of the education of such an impressionable and innocent young girl! Really! What could have possessed my sister’s husband to think that was a sound idea?”

      “Surely, you cannot believe them to be lacking in proper respect for the task, Mother.”

      “Respect? No.” Again, she sniffed, her nose held high. “Anne, there are some things you must realise, and the most important is that men have no idea how to raise children. If I had not taken your father to task when we married, who knows what sort of future would have been destined for you? I was quite the belle of the ton when I caught the fancy of your father. He had, however, been free for quite some time. His advanced years did not deter me, for Sir Lewis was a charming and personable man.”

      Anne listened in fascination. She had never heard her mother speak of her father in that fashion. “Please, tell me more.” Her father had died while she was still quite young, giving Anne few memories of him, although those that remained were loving.

      “Your father was considerably older when we married, and this was an immense challenge to overcome, as he had become far too used to living a life of few commitments and even fewer considerations for others. It became my primary task to educate him on what was expected in his role as husband and later as a father. I tell you this in all seriousness—it is better to tame a husband when they are young than wait until they have grown old and settled in their ways. Men are not as pliable as they age. They become too sure of themselves and convinced that their way of doing things is the only proper way.” These words sounded strangely familiar to Anne. “That is why it is imperative that Darcy be enlightened as soon as may be. The sooner he is married, the better. If he takes after his father’s family, he may display a stubbornness that will be very difficult to overcome. It will be much easier should he be more like his mother—our side of his family.”

      No stubbornness there. Anne smiled to herself.

      “You will do well to remember what I have told you,” her mother continued. “Darcy will make a satisfactory husband if you teach him properly from the start.”
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        * * *

      

      “The hall is already filled with the lovely scent of pine.” Admiring the green boughs that draped the railings and lintels, Elizabeth turned to her young hostess and congratulated her on the arrangement of the decorations.

      “I can hardly take credit for it. Mrs Reynolds suggested we not wait until Christmas Eve to hang greenery this year. She has arranged the decorating for many years—since Mother died. You will find her assistance to be invaluable.” She said the last in a slight whisper as if relaying a secret to her friend.

      An exclamation from the landing drew the ladies’ eyes upward. Miss Bingley stood on the top step, her own eyes fastened on the overflowing baskets of ribbons, evergreen, holly, and pinecones which were set in Pemberley’s front hall.

      “What a bounty has been collected!” she cooed, casting a look back over her shoulder at Mr Darcy.

      “It is my undergardener who deserves the credit.” He peered down at his sister. “I trust you are ready to begin?”

      Mr Darcy and Miss Bingley descended the stairs, and joined by the others, pulled out greenery and ribbons to decorate Pemberley’s rooms. Georgiana began shooing everyone in different directions. Elizabeth carried holly and ribbon into the drawing room, where she was joined in her search for the perfect spot by Mr Darcy, who held two small angel porcelains.

      “Such handsome figures,” she shyly said before realising how her words may have sounded. “I mean the angels, of course.”

      “Of course.” His low voice filled the space between them as he handed one to her. “They are a matched set.”

      Elizabeth looked at the angel in her hand and compared it to the one Mr Darcy was holding. They were, indeed, a matched pair. She carefully set hers amidst the ribbons on the mantel and watched as he delicately placed his angel next to it. As one finger slowly trailed down a wing, his eyes met Elizabeth’s. There they stayed, the light reflecting in the glass curves of the angels and in the gentleman’s eyes. A smile slowly formed on Elizabeth’s lips, and just as he drew closer, Elizabeth gasped in surprise at the sight of Jane and Bingley, completely insensible to the others.

      Bingley had found a sprig of mistletoe and was holding it over his new wife’s head. The young couple needed no encouragement to participate in the Christmas kissing custom and were happily engaged doing just that.

      Mr Darcy’s gaze returned to Elizabeth, and he brought his hand to her face and brushed a soft caress against her cheek. Their gazes never wavered, the intensity of emotion growing stronger. His lips moved, an inaudible whisper forming her name. More words followed, tumbling over each other hurriedly.

      Her fingers touched his lips, silencing him.

      “Kitty!” The harsh whisper unmistakably belonged to Mrs Bennet. “Come away from there at once. Have you no sense, girl? Leave them alone.” The voice began to fade as the young woman was pulled out of the room. “How can anything be accomplished with you barging in there and interrupting him?”

      Laughter threatened to bubble over in Elizabeth and Mr Darcy. The moment had passed not only for them but also for the Bingleys. He was grinning sheepishly, and Jane looked positively dishevelled. Bingley lowered the mistletoe and tossed it over to his friend. With a sly wink, he took his wife by the hand, and the Bingleys slowly disappeared down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      “All right,” Richard said, plopping into a chair. “I approve. What is your plan of action?”

      Looking up from the papers spread out on his desk, Darcy grimaced. “I am happy to hear you approve, but why must I have a plan? I leave that sort of thing to you military men.”

      Richard laughed. “This will be a most enjoyable visit, then. I believe I may stay here longer than usual just to see how you get on.”

      Darcy’s glare sent his cousin into more amusing observations of the former’s lovesick behaviour until a well-aimed wad of paper stifled the analysis.

      “Stop, stop! You really must learn to laugh more.” Colonel Fitzwilliam smirked, getting up from his chair and wandering over to a window.

      “I see nothing amusing in this,” Darcy grumbled. “It is a most serious matter. There is so much to consider, after all. I cannot ignore my responsibilities as some others are wont to do.”

      The other man rolled his eyes and turned his attention to the view out the window. “What the devil! Darcy, tell me you were not expecting Lady Catherine!”

      Darcy jumped up from the desk and hurried to the window. Peering down to the courtyard below, he saw the familiar carriage and the figure of his aunt emerge, her unique headdress unmistakable even from two storeys above.

      “I do not believe this. What on earth is she doing here? That is all I need to drive me completely insane. Draw up the papers. I will be in Bedlam before the week is out.”

      His cousin laughed heartily but followed Darcy as he briskly covered the distance through the halls and down the stairs to arrive at the front doors just as Lady Catherine, Anne, and Mrs Jenkinson were admitted.

      “Lady Catherine, what a surprise!” Darcy managed a civil greeting, although the expression he turned on Anne was puzzled and not a little wary. “I was not expecting you. Did a letter go awry? I hope it is not unpleasant news that brings you here.”

      “Darcy, we must speak.” His aunt swept past him with an imperious crook of her finger, commanding him to follow. “Anne, you will find Georgiana and wait for us in the morning room.”

      Darcy exchanged a frown with Richard before doing as his aunt commanded, while they travelled at a brisk pace down the hall. Reaching the safety of the library, Lady Catherine swung the door behind Darcy, causing it to close with a resounding bang. She appraised her nephew’s reaction with a shrewd eye. For a moment, they watched each other silently. Just as Darcy opened his mouth to speak, Lady Catherine cut him short with a peremptory wave of her hand.

      “I have come to help you arrange your wedding, Darcy.”

      His mouth fell open. “My what?”
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        * * *

      

      “What is this about? She looks as though she is about to give Darcy the lecture of a lifetime,” Richard whispered to Anne.

      His cousin’s expression gave no hint of her mother’s intentions. “He will not like what he is about to hear. I can guarantee it.”

      Shaking his head, he escorted Anne to the room where the ladies were gathered for the afternoon. Elizabeth appeared pleased to renew the acquaintance, while Georgiana rushed forward to embrace her cousin, receiving a whispered rebuke for writing such a naughty letter that ushered them forth in the middle of winter. The younger woman was hardly penitent, however, for the twinkle in her eye bespoke her excitement at what she hoped would soon transpire.

      While the ladies were growing reacquainted, Richard took the opportunity to slip away, intending to make a stand with Darcy or listen through the door to find out what brought Lady Catherine to Pemberley. Curiosity had always been his weakness, and a secret desire to shed his uniform for the excitement of more covert activity was ever-present in his mind.

      Recalling a servants’ passage that ran adjacent to the north wall and offered a discreet vantage point on the opposite side of the library, Richard moved quickly to find the narrow passage, and he stood next to the door within moments.

      From the other side, he could hear his aunt’s voice droning on in a way in which he was intimately accustomed through years of familial visits. He leant closer, put his ear against the door, and felt the wood give way slightly. A crack of light split the dark opening from top to bottom. Richard stepped back in alarm. The door, however, opened no farther, and he realised that not only were the speaker’s words more clearly heard, but he could also see movement from within the room. Thus encouraged, he placed an eye to the crack and drew in a breath at what he saw.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      “I have not the pleasure of understanding you.” Darcy shook his head while he eyed the bottle of brandy on the side table and wondered if he should pour himself a glass. “I have declared no current plan to marry.”

      “That is precisely why I am here,” Lady Catherine coolly replied. She sat down primly in the chair next to the door and slapped her gloves on the table beside her. The noise caused Darcy to jump. “You have put this off for too long, Darcy. A man in your position must have an heir. Have you given any thought to what would happen to Pemberley should, God forbid, an accident befall you?”

      Darcy suppressed his growing irritation with the direction of her questions. “Of course. Georgiana would inherit everything.”

      “Have you prepared her in any way for such an eventuality?” At Darcy’s lack of response, she continued. “I thought as much. Now, your sister is still very young, and Fitzwilliam would manage the estate in trust for her, but consider that should you marry now, by the time Georgiana is of age, you could have one or two heirs of your own. You have been single long enough, Darcy. It is time you settled down and performed your duty.”

      He mouthed her last words silently, unnoticed by Lady Catherine.

      “I trust you have not forgot what your duty is?”

      Darcy nodded his head, indicating his awareness, although his thoughts were far from the library. They were settled somewhere in the vicinity of the drawing room where a certain young lady from Hertfordshire was probably conversing with his sister at that very moment. He could hardly believe his good fortune. Lady Catherine actually encouraged his pursuit!

      “Dowry is important, of course,” his aunt continued. “You are aware of the extent of her inheritance, I presume?”

      Bringing his attention back to the present, Darcy looked at her curiously. “No, I…This is the reason you have come all the way from Kent—to arrange my marriage?”

      “Certainly. Who else could ensure it is done properly?” She gathered up her gloves, preparing to rise. “This has gone much more smoothly than I had anticipated. We may make the formal announcement and publish the banns. Would a spring wedding suit you?”

      “Spring? But I have not yet asked her!”

      Lady Catherine dismissed that notion. “She will be expecting it. Do not worry about that. Now, we shall go to Anne and discuss particulars.”

      “Excuse me.” He was beginning to feel some alarm, and his pulse began to race. “What needs to be discussed with Anne?”

      “Arrangements, my dear boy!” she exclaimed. “You cannot plan a wedding without consulting the bride!”

      Darcy’s eyes widened, and he backed away from her. “Bride? Anne? No, no. You have misunderstood something here.”

      Lady Catherine’s eyes narrowed to slits, her lips pursing in displeasure. “It is you who has obviously misunderstood, Darcy. I speak of your bride-to-be, my daughter. This match was arranged and planned by your mother. Do you intend to dismiss your obligation, to refuse to honour the commitment?”

      Drawing himself up to his full height, Darcy fixed his aunt with a steady gaze. “I made no such commitment, Lady Catherine. I have done nothing for which I may be held accountable.”

      “You say this!” Her voice rose with indignation. “You would deny what has been spoken of, expected, and desired by many of us for years?”

      “I recall only yourself as having anticipated this match. Neither Anne nor I have ever broached the subject.”

      “Anne considered it improper to raise such a topic. You have no idea how much she has anticipated the day when she may begin making wedding arrangements in earnest. Your procrastination has gone on long enough.”

      “With all due respect to my cousin, I have no intention, nor have I ever had any intention of marrying her. That is a fantasy concocted by our mothers long before either of us reached the age of reason.”

      “I will not listen to this!” Lady Catherine threw her gloves down on the table. Her voice cracked like a whip. “Your mind, your senses have been corrupted by that young woman.”

      “What young woman?” Darcy started, a sudden fear of confrontation between his aunt and Elizabeth sending a chill down his spine.

      “Do not pretend you have not been swept along in her devious plot to ensnare you.” She pointed a long finger at his nose, her own wrinkling with distaste. “I had believed you long past the age of susceptibility to a bit of skirt, but I have been mistaken.” Darcy bristled at her words. “Let me make this clear, Nephew. This woman is not suitable. She has no bloodline, no title, nothing to recommend an alliance with our family.”

      Darcy could no longer hold his tongue. “You speak as though I were looking for nothing more than breeding stock! I assure you that I expect—nay, I demand—more in a wife than the ability to beget heirs!”

      “Do not be foolish!” snapped his aunt. “You have been taken in by her practised charms. She may lay claim to a certain level of social standing, but she and her family are well below your own, make no mistake about it”

      “Of this, I am perfectly aware, not that it makes the slightest difference with regard to my intentions.”

      “So, you admit that you have intentions towards her?”

      “I have made no effort to conceal that fact,” Darcy declared hotly.

      His aunt’s eyes closed briefly, almost painfully. “Tell me you have not made any kind of declaration to her that cannot be honourably denied.”

      Darcy’s temper was growing. “I have no wish to deny my feelings for her. Why would I not make my intent known?”

      She sighed. “Perhaps it is not too late. I shall speak to her myself and—”

      “You will do nothing of the sort!” Darcy took a step forward. “By what right do you presume to interfere in this matter? I have made my choice. All that is required of you is to accept it.”

      With a sharply hissed intake of air, Lady Catherine advanced upon him. “I will not be addressed in such a manner. It is proof of the corruption this woman has already effected that you display such wanton disregard for the respect due your own family. Know this—” She stabbed a finger at him, and scowling severely, continued, “Should you proceed with this farce and marry that fortune hunter, then all association with your family will be at an end.”

      Darcy squared his shoulders. His face was inscrutable, the tone of his voice even but cold. “I suggest once again that you presume too much. I can readily believe my marriage may provoke a rupture in the continuity of our association. Let me make it quite clear that I will tolerate no interference from anyone that will adversely affect the happiness of my wife. Pemberley’s mistress will be a woman of my choosing, not yours.”

      The stately woman sputtered in indignation. “I will not remain in this house a minute longer to be treated in this fashion.”

      “And I would not welcome your presence as long as your opinion continues unchanged.”

      “Such impertinence!”

      “I have nothing further to say. The choice now rests with you.” Darcy folded his arms across his chest and waited expectantly.

      “There is no choice. I will not stay here to be insulted. I will not subject myself or my daughter to the pollution from the likes of that woman!” Once again, she snatched up her gloves from the table, pushed past her nephew, and pulled open the door. “We shall be departing immediately. Please be so good as to inform my coachman while I retrieve Anne and Mrs Jenkinson.”

      “As you wish,” Darcy coldly replied, bowing slightly before going in search of a servant to convey the message.
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        * * *

      

      In the now quiet library, a figure raised his head from the sofa where he had been reclining, peering over the back of it. Seeing that the combatants had departed, Mr Bennet lay back down and exhaled.

      “My, my, my! Lizzy, there is quite a storm brewing here.”
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        * * *

      

      Richard sprinted down the hall, interception of his aunt his primary objective. He would much rather offer to fetch his cousin and her companion than risk a scene between Lady Catherine and the ladies in the drawing room. He was therefore extremely relieved to find the irate woman still alone but fuming at the door to the vacant morning room where she had previously directed her daughter to meet her.

      “Fitzwilliam!” she barked upon seeing him approach. “Where did you take Anne when I left her? I specifically instructed her to meet me here when I had finished with Darcy.”

      “I am sorry,” he smoothly replied. “I did not know how long your business with Darcy would take and thought Anne might enjoy the company of the other ladies during her wait.”

      Lady Catherine’s lips pressed tightly together. “You will bring her to me at once. We shall be leaving immediately.”

      “Leaving? But you have just arrived!”

      “I will not stay another minute in this house. Your cousin has lost his senses. He has gone mad, I tell you.”

      “What is this? You have misunderstood something, surely. Come into the morning room, and tell me what has happened.” He led his aunt into the quiet of the room and sat her down in a large, overstuffed chair. Pulling up a footstool, he sat on it and looked earnestly at her. “Now, what is this all about?”

      Lady Catherine shook her head hopelessly. “Darcy has been taken in by that conniving young woman. He has no idea what she is. He is about to throw away his family’s reputation, his honour, and his good name for an upstart with nothing to recommend her!”

      “Wait a moment,” her nephew said, raising his hands. “Have you met her?”

      “I have. Several weeks ago I visited Darcy while he stayed with his friend Bingley in Hertfordshire.”

      “I do not understand, then. What is the objection?”

      Staring at him in amazement, Lady Catherine explained as though addressing a simpleton. “She is unsuitable. No family connexions, no property, no fortune…in every way unsuitable to marry into the family. If that were not enough, Darcy has completely disregarded the fact that he is practically engaged to Anne!”

      “Now, you know that was only a suggestion and not an actual pledge between them.”

      “Must I listen to this nonsense from you, too?” She waved him away. “Off with you. I would appreciate it if you would inform Anne to come here at once.”

      Colonel Fitzwilliam knew when to retreat. There was nothing to be gained by direct bombardment, so he nodded his acceptance of the duty, pushed the footstool back into place, and left his aunt to stew while he returned to the ladies.
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        * * *

      

      After Anne received a message from the colonel, excused herself, and exited the room, Elizabeth took a deep breath. By this time, she felt the need to escape from the almost constant chatter that had been the staple for most of the day. Although she was accustomed to her mother’s usual parade of commentary, that woman’s enthusiasm had been revitalised by the new surroundings and the excited hopes that being at Pemberley inspired. Between the more than obvious and embarrassing suggestions about her future, the smug expression on Georgiana’s face, and the sour one on Miss Bingley’s, Elizabeth required a break more than ever, if only to retain her sanity. Her own hopes and emotions had been coursing what seemed like a strange path through the peaks and valleys of Derbyshire, buoyed each time she looked upon their host, and brought back down to earth when her mother voiced yet another exultant pronouncement of their good fortune.

      Unable to sit still any longer, she announced to no one in particular, “It is a lovely clear day for a walk. If you will excuse me, I shall take advantage of it and get some air.”

      Her mother looked horrified. “Lizzy, you will catch your death out there!” In a hoarse whisper, she added, “Think how that will affect your complexion!”

      “I shall dress very warmly. You need have no fear.”

      Georgiana caught her eye as she passed on the way to the door. “The gardeners keep the walkways clear of snow in the walled garden at this time of year. I also have a fondness for the occasional foray out of doors in the winter.”

      Elizabeth thought she detected a bit of a knowing look from the young lady but shook her head at her tired imagination.

      “Thank you. I shall walk there and keep my feet dry.” Making her escape, she went upstairs to change.
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        * * *

      

      Sauntering into the library, Colonel Fitzwilliam noted that Mr Bennet was seated comfortably in a high-backed chair near the fire with a volume open on his lap.

      “May I have a word with you, sir?”

      The older gentleman’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “My day seems to be full of surprises. What can I do for you, young man?”

      Sitting himself down opposite Mr Bennet, Richard leant forward and spoke in a low voice. “How do you feel about what just happened in this room?” He watched the other man’s expression alter only slightly, now peering at him with more interest. “I saw you on the sofa.”

      “Indeed?”

      He grinned. “I was on the other side of that door.” He pointed to the corner of the room where the small doorway could be seen if one looked closely.

      Mr Bennet laughed. “A man of ingenuity! I suspect you have some plan in mind. Well, go ahead, sir. What have you to propose?”
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        * * *

      

      Warm puffs of mist swirled in the gentle breeze. Darcy exhaled again into the cold air, the dancing vapour soothing his jangled nerves. Part of him wished to stay outside for the rest of the day, while the rational and responsible portion of his mind argued against such cowardly behaviour.

      You must face her eventually. Better it be soon before she has a chance to cause chaos with the rest of the guests.

      He allowed his thoughts to wander, inhaled deeply, and closed his eyes. Elizabeth’s face was immediately before him, eyes sparkling, a half-smile formed on her lips. Darcy’s entire body began to relax, and he leant against the wall of the garden, head laid back so his face was tilted towards the sky.
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        * * *

      

      “Get your things, Anne. We are leaving.” Her mother abruptly turned away and swept down the corridor. She soon realised her daughter had not followed. Lady Catherine paused and sternly looked at the young woman still standing in the doorway of the morning room. “Did you hear me?”

      “Yes,” Anne quietly said. “I heard you quite clearly.”

      “Well then, do not keep me waiting. Why are you standing there?”

      “I do not want to leave.”

      For a moment it appeared Lady Catherine knew not what to say. “That is enough of that. I was forced to endure Darcy’s wilful attitude. I will not tolerate it from you.”

      Anne did not move. “I am afraid you do not have the choice. I am not leaving Pemberley.”

      “Is there something in this house that breeds dissent? I am not asking you—I am telling you. I will not be contradicted! The carriage will be waiting out front, and you will come with me now.”

      “Have you forgot something, Mother?”

      Lady Catherine’s eyes narrowed as she tried to understand where the question was leading. “I have forgot nothing. To what are you referring?”

      Anne smiled sweetly. “Why, it is my birthday today, and I am now five and twenty. That places me in full possession of my own fortune, the one that you have been managing in trust for me.”

      Her mother’s mouth fell open as she realised that in her haste to forestall Darcy’s marriage plans, she had completely neglected to note the date.

      “I will not be marrying my cousin Darcy. Not now, not ever. Neither of us has ever desired it.”

      “You cannot mean this!” Lady Catherine was aghast. “For years we have planned for this match. You do not mean to throw it all away in a fit of pique. Darcy will come to his senses. He will see this woman is not fit to be mistress of Pemberley.”

      Her daughter merely shook her head. “You simply do not understand, do you? Darcy may marry whomever he wishes. I am not concerned. I will live my own life and make my own choices.”

      Lady Catherine held her head in her hands. “You use the same words as Darcy. What is the world coming to? There is no respect for familial duty at all. You both have obligations to fulfil that preclude making your own choices. It is obvious neither of you realises the folly of your words.”

      “No. It is the folly of refusing to follow one’s own heart in favour of a cold and calculated marriage that we realise. We both have something better in mind for ourselves.”

      For once in her life, Lady Catherine de Bourgh had nothing to say.
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        * * *

      

      At the sound of his name, Darcy’s eyes cracked open, expecting to meet the snowy white brilliance. Instead, he saw the face of the woman who had dominated his days and nights since his first weeks in Hertfordshire.

      “Miss Bennet!”

      “I am sorry,” she said quickly. “I did not mean to startle you. I was out walking, admiring the composition of your gardens, and saw you here.”

      “Of course.” Darcy pushed away from the wall and stood up straight, wondering if his appearance was what it ought to be. “Have you seen the orangery?” he managed to enquire.

      Elizabeth’s eyes lit up. “An orangery? No, I did not see one. Where is it? I should love to have a look inside, if I may.”

      Darcy’s delight in her interest was immediate. He offered Elizabeth his arm. “Allow me to take you there, if you please, Miss Bennet.”

      It seemed the most natural thing in the world to feel her arm slip through his and lead her through the side garden across the lawn to the building that housed the exotic plants and flowers. Darcy stole a glance or two at the lady; each time his eyes lingered longer on her profile. They spoke little on the short walk, each content in the silent company of the other. When they reached the orangery, Darcy opened the door, ushering Elizabeth in before him.

      “How beautiful!”

      The air was heavy with moisture, and the change in temperature from the chill of outdoors caused her to wave a hand gently in front of her face.

      Darcy smiled. “It is warm in here. The temperature is ideal for many of the more exotic plants. My mother took great pride in increasing the number of flowering varieties.”

      He led her along the winding path, surrounded by lush greenery and scented blooms. In the heart of this indoor garden was a decorative fountain, with figures of wood nymphs with cupped hands trickling water to a pool below. Tall foliage surrounded one side, while large red blossoms dotted the one opposite.

      “To find this oasis of life at such a barren time of year! It is too beautiful for words.” Elizabeth sighed and turned to face him. “How could you wish to be anywhere else?”

      Darcy was lost in the depths of her gaze. “I wish to be wherever you are, Elizabeth.” He heard her sharp intake of breath and forged on. “Would you find it so terribly inconvenient to live in such a remote location? What I mean to say is...” Darcy took one of her hands in his. His eyes searched hers as he asked, “Would you honour me with your consent to be my wife?”

      Elizabeth raised her free hand to her lips. “I dared not even hope for such an offer.”

      “Does that mean you—or am I presuming?”

      Her voice was a mere whisper, but the emotion in it was unmistakable. “You are not presuming, sir. I am the one who is honoured to accept you.”

      “Elizabeth,” he murmured as he enveloped her in his arms, felt the softness of her form pressed against his body, and brought their lips together. The kiss was gentle and sweet, a simple promise of what was to come.

      Darcy cradled her for some time, enjoying the warmth of her embrace, and the happiness of her acceptance until Elizabeth suddenly giggled, and the spell was broken. He watched her laugh, his own smile growing wider.

      “One of the things I most admire about you, my dear Elizabeth, is how you find amusement in the most serious situations.” He brought her hand up and pressed his lips against it. “There are no words to describe how happy you have made me.”

      “Mr Darcy—”

      “My sister calls me Fitzwilliam,” he gently pointed out.

      Elizabeth’s shy smile returned. “Fitzwilliam, I must confess each favour and attention you bestowed upon me and my family excited my imagination, and I was hard pressed to keep it under control. Your own sister was certainly not remiss in encouraging me, either!”

      At this, he laughed, too. “Georgiana is not the most discreet creature, is she? She is clever, though, and I have my own confession to make. If she had not put her nose in where it did not belong and kept making arrangements that were not her business, we would not be standing here today. My sister may be impatient, but I am methodical and slow.”

      “I will hear no criticism of you, not even from your own lips. You are a perfect gentleman.”

      “How delightful to hear you say that.” Darcy’s expression was serious, but his thoughts were far from it. “I fear my reputation may be tarnished, however, by my next request.”

      “I am all attentiveness, sir,” she said, mocking his gravity.

      “May I kiss you again?” A warmth of emotion radiated within him, down into the fingers that still grasped hers, and he heard Elizabeth gasp. “There, I have shocked you. My reputation is forever in tatters.”

      “Not at all.” Her voice was low and throaty.

      Darcy felt her entire body tremble as he tilted her face up to his and lowered his head to place his lips on hers. This time it was no chaste caress. Elizabeth clung to him as she swayed on her feet. Darcy wrapped one arm about her waist and drew her closer.

      When they parted, and although he longed for more, he led her to a nearby stone bench and carefully lowered her to sit upon it. Dropping to one knee, Darcy continued to hold Elizabeth’s hand as he looked searchingly into her face.

      “Forgive me. I do not know…I feel rather foolish,” she said with an embarrassed grin.

      “It is the heat in here,” he offered, refraining from confessing his own unsteadiness. “Perhaps we should return to the house.”

      “If we must.”

      Her reluctance to leave their secluded and private surroundings encouraged Darcy to kiss her again and enjoy a few more blissful moments with her.

      When they finally left the orangery, the wintry air quickly chilled them. It was not a long walk to the house, and by the time they reached the door, Darcy was reluctant to release her. It pained him to be forced to acknowledge that no formal arrangement between them existed, yet he still needed to ask her father’s consent.

      All his previous concerns were forgot in the joy of knowing that Elizabeth had accepted him. He had little doubt of Mr Bennet’s approval, yet a niggling apprehension would remain until the man’s consent was given. Once inside the front doors, and in the presence of the servants, Darcy was again the perfect gentleman. He escorted Elizabeth to the foot of the stairs, enquiring if she needed any further assistance in getting to her room. She warmly smiled at him, but declined his offer, while still thanking him for his previous attentions. Darcy watched until she disappeared at the top of the stairs before he grudgingly turned to the task of finding Lady Catherine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Lady Catherine sent for Georgiana and appeared pleased to see her promptly respond to the summons and enter the morning room alone. “Where is your brother?”

      Georgiana looked down at the carpet. “I am not sure. I saw him go out.”

      “Out?” Lady Catherine frowned before her expression softened slightly. “It would be best if you returned to Rosings with us, my dear. I fear your education may be lacking while spending the winter months here.”

      “It is not dull here at all. I have my music, and I can continue my studies on my own,” Georgiana hastened to disagree.

      Her aunt shook her head. “Yet, you have no lady companion. At Rosings, you will have several for company. It is imperative that a young lady have proper examples of the sort of behaviour expected of her in society. You will not receive that while isolated in the country.”

      Georgiana thought quickly. The last thing she wanted was to be confined at Rosings Park with her aunt for months on end. “But I would not be alone. I have invited Miss Bennet to stay on.”

      “Who?” Lady Catherine appeared to consider this information. “Which of the Miss Bennets has that privilege? Is she the one that plays the pianoforte tolerably well?”

      Georgiana giggled. “No, no. That would be Miss Mary. I asked Miss Elizabeth Bennet to stay.”

      “The young one with the loud voice?”

      Shaking her head Georgiana laughed again, ignoring the glare of disapproval aimed in her direction. “Miss Elizabeth is the second eldest after Mrs Bingley.”

      “Yes, a very well-mannered young woman as I recall. A fine choice, Georgiana.”

      Pleased with her success, Georgiana was tempted to push for more information. “So, you see I shall not be lacking for proper companionship. Miss Bennet and I became good friends during my stay at Netherfield.”

      The mention of that estate made her aunt purse her lips disapprovingly. “Tell me, is Miss Bingley remaining as well?”

      “No, she is to return with her brother and his wife in the new year.”

      Lady Catherine nodded in understanding and informed her niece that she and Anne would be requiring rooms to be prepared for them.
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        * * *

      

      Informed that Lady Catherine was in the morning room with Georgiana, Darcy hurried off in alarm, only to be interrupted by the voice of Mr Bennet.

      “May I speak to you, Mr Darcy?”

      The younger man hesitated. He did not wish to offend his betrothed’s father but neither did he want his sister to suffer torment at the hands of Lady Catherine.

      “Sir, I request your indulgence as I tend to one matter first.”

      Mr Bennet appeared surprised but nodded in agreement. Darcy thanked him and continued to the morning room. Both his sister and his aunt seemed startled by his unceremonious entrance. Lady Catherine immediately stiffened and began to rebuke him for his earlier behaviour. Darcy’s first words, however, were for his sister.

      “I see you have been paying your respects to our aunt before she leaves.”

      Georgiana looked from one to the other of them. “But I thought—”

      “We are not leaving.” Lady Catherine stared defiantly at her nephew. “I have had a change of heart.”

      Darcy’s mouth set in a grim line. Have you, now?

      Georgiana rose to place a hand on her brother’s sleeve. “It would be such a shame for Lady Catherine to travel all this distance and not spend Christmas Day with us.”

      Darcy did not appreciate being forced to entertain his irascible aunt, especially now that Elizabeth had accepted his proposal. There was no choice, however.

      Lady Catherine, having indisputably settled that her departure was not as imminent as earlier announced, was now escorted to her room by her niece. Georgiana cast a glance over her shoulder, an impertinent smile on her face. Darcy grumbled to himself about the perversity of the situation as he left the now vacant room to join Mr Bennet in the library.

      “Ah!” The older gentleman looked up at the entrance of his host.

      “I apologise for keeping you waiting, sir. Is there something not to your satisfaction that I may remedy?”

      “Yes, there is,” Mr Bennet said, closing his book and setting it on the table beside him. “Now, young man, you made a request of me some weeks ago regarding my daughter Elizabeth. I have yet to observe any progress in that direction. I do not mean to antagonise you, as that is my wife’s domain, but I have had other enquiries with regard to Lizzy, and I am curious if you are still of the mind to court my daughter.”

      Darcy felt his heart leap and looked sharply at Mr Bennet. “Other enquiries? Let me assure you, sir, that I have not altered my opinion in any way. As a matter of fact, I have just come from—I have just this moment—I mean—Elizabeth and I...” His words trailed away as Mr Bennet merely gazed at him with an upraised eyebrow. Swallowing hard under such scrutiny, Darcy tried again.

      “If it meets with your approval, sir, I have asked Miss Elizabeth for her hand in marriage.” He let out the remaining air in his lungs and stood before the quiet man who watched him without a hint of a smile. Darcy could not imagine what Elizabeth’s father might be thinking.

      “I believe I made it clear that Elizabeth’s opinion would be the deciding factor. You say you have asked her, but you did not say what answer she gave you.” He raised a hand before Darcy could reply. “No, no. I presume it was favourable, else why would you approach me? Still, I must speak to my daughter before I give you my blessing, you understand.”

      “Of course.”

      “I am sure my wife will be happy to make the announcement for you.”

      Darcy’s stomach lurched, and he hastily said, “Sir, may I request we keep this just between the three of us for now?”

      “Is there some reason you prefer secrecy?”

      Shaking his head, Darcy attempted to regain his composure while forming a suitable reply to the question—one that would not reveal his aunt’s ill-expressed opinions.

      “It is not secrecy I desire but privacy. Once our engagement is made public, there will be no privacy for either of us. Our days will be taken up with planning and preparing for the well-wishers descending from all directions. I ask only some time for us to enjoy the first days of our engagement without the suffocating effect which inevitably follows a public announcement.”

      Darcy fought the urge to squirm under Mr Bennet’s silent scrutiny. At last, the older man nodded agreement.

      “I perfectly understand. I shall speak to Lizzy, but nothing further will be revealed by me. I shall leave it to the two of you to determine when to make your disclosure.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Darcy fairly breathed the words, so great was his relief. He hurriedly took his leave of Mr Bennet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Extricating himself from the small passageway through the door into the library, Richard gave a long appreciative whistle as he grinned at Mr Bennet.

      “I did not think it possible without a long, drawn-out battle. Georgiana’s efforts must have been great to have effected such a rapid reversal in Darcy’s methods. Of course, Lady Catherine’s little speech could have had something to do with him deciding to make the leap. Well, that leaves my next move rather clear. Darcy desires some privacy to appreciate his lovely lady, thus it must be ensured.” His grin spread wider. “He also hopes for a little discretion, too. Well, that will make my efforts more entertaining.”

      Mr Bennet chuckled. “You are a cruel man, Colonel. Now, if you will excuse me, I must speak to my daughter.” He left the young officer busily devising plans while he went in search of Elizabeth.

      Knocking lightly upon his daughter’s door, Mr Bennet was granted admittance. Elizabeth rose from the window seat where she had evidently been contemplating the view. He could see her flushed countenance and the shy question in her eyes as to why he had come to seek her out. Knowing what was likely to be on her mind, he nevertheless approached the matter in a less traditional manner.

      “Lizzy, I realise your mother has been applying some strong pressure—even for her—regarding your friendship with the Darcys. Let me assure you that I will not allow her to browbeat you into pursuing any alliance with a man in whom you have no interest.” He studied her thoughtful expression before continuing. “I want to relieve you of any anxieties which may cause you to retreat to your room rather than suffer your mother’s attentions. I am sure that even the staid Mr Darcy will not be too offended by her ridiculous notions.” He patted her hand affectionately, amused to see his words brought her no comfort.

      “Please do not be offended on my behalf. I am accustomed to Mama’s schemes and plots. There is no reason to fear for my sensibilities. I would suggest that your time be better spent in soothing Mr Darcy’s possible affronts at my mother’s words.”

      Recollecting the recent scene in the library, Mr Bennet replied, “I do not believe that young man requires any soothing, my dear, and should it be necessary I should not think I am the one from whom he would prefer to receive it.”

      “Papa!” Elizabeth flushed brightly.

      “We have always been quite candid in our discussions. You are not going to be missish now, are you?” She shook her head. “Good. I hope you will not let your mother’s efforts to push you towards Mr Darcy make you do the opposite. I have enormous respect for the young man. I think you do, too.”

      “He is one of the finest men I have ever known. I am glad you approve of him.”

      Mr Bennet gazed fondly at his favourite daughter, realising for perhaps the first time that he would have to part with her soon. The feeling was a mixture of pride and remorse. He could not have granted her hand to anyone unworthy of her, nor could he have refused what it was clear her heart most desired. Softly kissing her forehead, he said, “Your young man has already asked me, but I needed to be sure of your feelings before I could give him my full consent. I have no doubt of your wishes now.”

      She admitted being surprised that Darcy had approached her father so soon. “Have you informed Mama?”

      “No,” he replied with a small smile. “Mr Darcy requested that we refrain from making any announcement just yet. He would like for you two to enjoy your engagement in relative peace for a little while, at least. I agree with him. There will be plenty of commotion when your mother learns of it. We may all enjoy the quiet until then.”

      Elizabeth threw her arms about her father’s neck. “Oh, thank you, Papa!”

      “There, there,” he huffed in a good-natured tone. “That is quite enough of that. I had best find out where your mother is so I can keep her out of your way for a while.”
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        * * *

      

      Having settled Lady Catherine into her rooms and left her moderately satisfied with the arrangements, Georgiana hurried back downstairs in the hope of finding her brother to learn what she had not been told about their aunt’s conversation with him. It was not Darcy she encountered, however, but her cousin.

      “Georgie! There you are.” Richard said it as though she had been hiding for the last half an hour. “Did I hear correctly? Is Lady Catherine not leaving?”

      “Yes, she is staying. Why does everyone think she was leaving?” Georgiana frowned at him. “What did you say to her?”

      “Me? I cannot imagine you believe me capable of saying anything that could change our aunt’s mind. You know how firm she is when having come to a decision.”

      Still wary, Georgiana relented only slightly. “True, but what I do not understand is why she would leave in the first place when she had only just arrived.”

      “That is for your brother to answer.”

      Georgiana made an unladylike sound. “I, at least, managed to deflect her overabundant interest in myself. She was ready to cart me off to Rosings with her, implying that my brother was not doing a proper job of looking after me.”

      “What did you say to distract her?”

      “I told her that Elizabeth Bennet would be staying on to keep me company after the others have left. She was quite concerned about suitable female companionship here in the wilds of Derbyshire. I assured her that I have plenty to occupy me—constructively, of course.” She smiled smugly.

      “Lady Catherine agreed to this scheme?”

      “Of course,” Georgiana said as though there could be any doubt. “She recognised Elizabeth’s virtues as an excellent example of good breeding and manners.” She giggled while relating the rest of the tale. “Lady Catherine was far more concerned if Miss Bingley would be extending her visit. I informed my aunt she is returning to Netherfield with her brother, and she seemed quite satisfied to hear that.”

      “I am sure she was.” The colonel appeared lost in thought for a moment, then his eyes narrowed as he beckoned his young cousin closer. “Listen here, Georgie...”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Day dawned bright and sunny after a night of snow. It had fallen softly, covering the countryside in a thick, almost stifling blanket. Nothing moved as far as the eye could see but the smoke from the distant chimneys as it unfurled lazily across the sky.

      Only because he could not, Darcy itched to be out of doors. He wanted to show Elizabeth every bit of Pemberley, from his favourite childhood places to the preferred solitary retreats of his adult life. Riding was the best way to experience the estate, as not every area was accessible by road. However, not knowing the full extent of Elizabeth’s riding skills or her inclination for such an excursion, he had awakened early that morning, saw the accumulation of snow, and left the house, eager to order the sleigh prepared.

      The shocked expressions directed his way by the gathered stable hands in the rooms above the carriage house were testimony to the fact that the sleigh had not seen much use since before Georgiana’s birth, though Darcy was assured it was in excellent condition. Haskins, the head coachman, asserted he had dutifully prepared, oiled, and repaired its aged leather yearly in the hope that the master or young mistress might find a need for it.

      “Certainly, sir. It will be ready when you wish,” Haskins assured him.

      Darcy grinned like a schoolboy as he left the stables. He returned to the house by way of a side door, slipping through the breakfast room and over to the sideboard to snatch a fresh slice of bread, still warm from the stove. Retreating to his study, he thought to gain half an hour of quiet and pleasurable contemplation. He was not to be so fortunate, however, for barely five minutes after entering his sanctuary, depositing his form into a comfortable chair, and picking up a discarded newspaper, his cousin Anne peered around the door’s edge.

      Darcy bade her join him, although his attention waned as she spoke. He was aware of her voice, but his interest was far from anything she said. When he focussed his gaze on her and muttered an indistinct response to what he knew not, she laughed at him.

      “You are hopeless! You did not hear one word I said, did you?”

      Darcy shook his head, smiling sheepishly in return. “I confess.”

      “Insufferably rude of you. Here I am, pouring out my ambitions and plans, hoping for some intelligent advice from the voice of experience, and you ignore me!”

      “Now, Anne—”

      “Do not ‘now Anne’ me!” Supplanting the slightly offended look was a smug expression. Her eyes sparkled with a hint of mischief. “Well, I can perfectly excuse your preoccupied state in light of the cause. And because of my generous and forgiving nature, I shall repeat some of what I related a few moments ago.”

      “Please do.”

      “As you have no doubt forgot—like my mother—yesterday was my twenty-fifth birthday.”

      Darcy’s languor evaporated and he leant forward in his chair. “I had no idea. That is wonderful news! Then the advice you are seeking has to do with the transfer of your estate into your control?”

      “In part, yes. The other advice I sought concerned a more personal matter.” Darcy was astonished to see her face suddenly flush pink.

      “Do I detect a romance?” he teased, allowing his voice to sound incredulous. “Whatever would your mother say?”

      “That is the problem,” Anne moaned. “She will never approve of him. He is not acceptable in her eyes. No wealth, no position, no family. Contrary to what I expressed to Mother last night, I do care about her opinions. I do not want to cause her to be miserable because of my choice, but neither do I wish to be miserable to make her happy. It is a pretty dilemma, is it not?”

      Darcy leant back once more, his fingers steepled in front of his face. “What would you have me do? Lady Catherine is hardly enamoured of me at the moment.”

      “I believe she is reconciled to the fact that a marriage between us will never happen. What did you say to her to put her in such a frightful state last night? I very nearly lost my resolve when I saw her eyes blazing!” When Darcy remained silent, she continued. “At any rate, she has been forced to reconsider her place in light of my reminder that I am now my own woman, in charge of my own life and fortune. The timing is most fortuitous for you, however.”

      “How so?”

      “Do not be coy. It does not become you. When will Miss Bennet be so fortunate as to receive a proposal from you?”

      Darcy groaned. “Why, may I ask, is everyone so concerned about my romantic pursuits?”

      “Everyone?” Anne smirked.

      “Georgiana, you, your mother, Bingley, Richard, Mrs Bennet—well, it is her life’s mission, so I suppose she should be exempt. Even Mr Bennet has made enquiries as to the speed at which I am to make known my intentions.”

      Anne chuckled. “Perhaps Elizabeth will save you the trouble and ask you herself, considering she is practically the only person left who has not. I wager you never thought yourself so transparent in your affections. It would just be your ill luck if Elizabeth could not see it.”

      Darcy did not find this remark amusing. Despite his knowledge to the contrary, he had no intention of revealing the state of affairs between himself and Elizabeth. “Have you quite finished abusing me, Anne?”

      “Not at all. My point was that once you and Elizabeth become engaged and Mother realises just how charming a wife you have chosen, she will have no option but to reconsider her opinion on class disparity in what would be deemed a good match for me.”

      Darcy coughed to disguise laughter borne of surprise. “You expect much! I believe you underestimate your mother’s indomitable opinions. She has lived by those rules since she was born and will likely die by them. You may have to content yourself with merely making your own choices without having to seek her approval.”

      “In that case,” Anne said after a pause, “I shall just have to proceed with my original plans.”

      “And those would be?” Darcy’s eyebrows rose in query.

      Anne smiled. “My secret. What you do not know, you cannot be accused of abetting.”

      “I do not like the sound of that.”

      She patted his hand as she rose and went to the door. “Just concentrate on wooing Miss Bennet.”
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        * * *

      

      Breakfast did not go as smoothly as Darcy hoped. Lady Catherine had appeared and taken a seat beside Elizabeth. Despite his worst fears, however, nothing untoward occurred. The suggestion of the sleigh ride was heartily embraced—rather too heartily for Darcy. Although Mrs Bennet managed to discourage her two youngest daughters from imposing on an outing clearly designed as a romantic gesture, Miss Bingley was not so easily dissuaded. Georgiana subsequently included herself out of necessity.

      Thus, the excursion was not the delightful tour he had hoped. The ladies were snugly settled into the seat of the sleigh, rugs firmly tucked around them so that there was no chance of the cold penetrating. Darcy was forced to ride up front with the driver. Occasionally he would look back to offer direction on some of the notable landmarks as they passed. At these times he would catch Elizabeth’s eye, seeing in them the spark of mischief he so loved, while Miss Bingley’s voice droned on in a most uninteresting manner.

      It was not the quiet, pleasantly romantic adventure Darcy had anticipated when forming the idea early that morning.

      Miss Bingley was demonstrably determined in her efforts to remain in Darcy’s company. Despite her obvious discomfort—fingers and toes clearly stiff with cold—she brushed off any suggestion of turning back towards the warmth of the house.

      Their eventual return precipitated a flurry of activity amongst the servants. Darcy saw the ladies settled in the blue saloon with the rest of his houseguests, where they shared their experiences with those who had not ventured out.
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        * * *

      

      The bountiful feast served in Pemberley’s dining room had been lovingly created by a cook whose sensibilities had been brought to tears at the promise of guests in the house for the largest Yuletide celebration in many years. Between sobs, she had stirred, whisked and vehemently scolded the kitchen maids into attending their own bowls as reverently as she did her own. The resultant bounty of delicacies presented on Christmas Day made eyes as well as mouths water with anticipation.

      Mrs Bennet was not remiss in acknowledging the efforts that had gone into the magnificent meal before them. Mr Bennet wasted no time at all in sampling a goodly portion as soon as grace had been said and propriety permitted.

      “How did you enjoy the sleigh ride today, Miss Bingley?” enquired Richard of the lady seated beside him.

      “It was very...refreshing.” She cast a glance to her right where Darcy sat at the head of the table. He paid little attention to anything beyond his right elbow where Miss Elizabeth Bennet was seated.

      Miss Bingley’s next words caused Colonel Fitzwilliam to flinch at the volume. “I had never realised Pemberley was so vast. I truly believed we would be out there all day.”

      “Yet, I understand Darcy showed you only about one-tenth of his total holdings. To see it all would take well more than a day, possibly even two.”

      “One cannot rush through a tour of an estate the size of Pemberley,” reproved Lady Catherine. “It cannot be truly appreciated in less than a week.”

      “A week!” cried Miss Bingley. Her obvious distaste for such a scheme was not lost on the diners surrounding her.

      Lady Catherine turned away and addressed Elizabeth. “How have you found Pemberley thus far, Miss Bennet? Does it suit you?”

      Darcy’s sharp intake of breath was audible.

      Elizabeth merely turned an amused eye on his aunt. “Suit me? I am sure it would suit anyone, no matter his taste. I can well imagine that come summer, with the gardens in full bloom, the real beauty of Pemberley will be magnificent, indeed!”

      Mrs Bennet’s voice rang through the room. “We have heard a great deal about your own grand estate from Mr Collins. I am sure Rosings’s gardens are equally beautiful.”

      Lady Catherine’s face slowly turned, and her head tilted as she peered over the rims of her spectacles. She held this position for a long moment before she responded. “Yes, Rosings is a splendid example of truly tasteful landscaping. The plans were drawn from my own designs and attentive supervision of the work.” Her gaze shifted to Mr Bennet, then took in the gaping countenances of Lydia and Kitty. “Perhaps when you visit Mr Collins, he will be good enough to provide you with a tour of the grounds. You may, of course, come to Rosings for tea during your stay.” This was said with such a deliberate and condescending air that in the ensuing silence came the loud clatter of a fork dropping onto a plate.

      “I beg your pardon.” Darcy’s face was red with embarrassment as he returned his fork to its place on the table.

      Lady Catherine and Mrs Bennet continued their odd discussion as general conversation resumed. Colonel Fitzwilliam drew Miss Bingley’s attention away from their host with the introduction of the latest town gossip.

      Darcy and Elizabeth shared a bemused look, but their interest in the others was short-lived. The sounds of voices faded as the young lovers whispered endearments to one another and imagined future scenes of marital felicity.
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        * * *

      

      The exchange of small gifts between family and friends at Christmas was a deeply rooted tradition. This year was to be no exception, despite the number of unexpected guests at Pemberley.

      Georgiana had been prepared even if her brother had not.

      As the ladies partook of coffee and tea while awaiting the gentlemen to join them after their brandy, Georgiana kept a watchful eye for potential trouble in the ranks. So far, the day had gone smoothly, despite an obvious tension between Lady Catherine and her daughter. Surprisingly, Lady Catherine and Mrs Bennet appeared comfortably engaged in conversation.

      Perhaps conversation was not entirely accurate. Lady Catherine was talking while Elizabeth’s mother sat listening in reverent silence. Kitty and Lydia had found a deck of playing cards and were trying to lure Miss Bingley into a game, but she resisted all efforts. Georgiana was certain she was waiting until the gentlemen returned so she could fetter herself to Darcy.

      Mary did not have her nose buried in a book but was at the pianoforte, filling the air with more melodious strains than her usual choice due to the superior collection of music at her disposal. It was possible that Anne may have influenced her, as she was not far away, perusing the selection.

      Georgiana derived the most satisfaction from the presence of Jane and Elizabeth, seated near her on the sofa. There was no doubt the two sisters relished the time they could spend together at Pemberley. The new Mrs Bingley was a good match for her husband, and Georgiana was in no doubt that Elizabeth would make her brother very happy.

      Why he was taking so long to act she did not understand, but there was no time to waste. Elizabeth and her family would soon return to Hertfordshire.
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        * * *

      

      Darcy fidgeted in his chair. The previous hour had been strange. His aunt’s behaviour during dinner had baffled him. He thought it extremely unlikely—in fact, nothing short of a miracle—that she should have altered her opinion of Elizabeth and her family so drastically overnight. This made him even more anxious to conclude the gentlemen’s session and re-join the ladies for tea and coffee. He was wary of the trouble that could be brewing in his absence.

      There were fortunately only four men in the complement, and the other three were hardly unaware of Darcy’s desire to return to the company of a certain young lady. As tempting as it was to prolong his ring-twisting and barely audible sighs of impatience, he realised that at least two of the gentlemen knew there would be even more entertainment to be had once the party was together again.

      Mr Bennet signalled an ending by rising from his chair and saying cheerily, “Shall we?”

      Darcy’s eyes instantly sought out Elizabeth’s form as they entered the room, but his mind was just as immediately disturbed by the sudden appearance of an unwanted obstruction blocking his view of her.

      “Mr Darcy,” purred Miss Bingley.

      Darcy fought the urge to growl in reply, deaf to whatever it was she continued to murmur. His attention was on one thing: keeping Elizabeth from being verbally assaulted by his aunt. He muttered something he thought was a polite excuse and continued past Miss Bingley, taking up a position between his aunt’s seat and Elizabeth’s. He heard Georgiana giggle and sent a stern expression in her direction.

      “For goodness’ sake, Darcy! Sit down,” Bingley whispered to his friend. “I cannot bear to see you standing about in this stupid manner. Look, there is a seat next to Jane. Why do you not sit there, and I shall join your sister.”

      Darcy considered this suggestion in his usual deliberate manner. Just when Bingley’s foot threatened to begin tapping a rhythm on the floor, he moved forward. Darcy did not avail himself of the space beside Jane Bingley, however. He chose to sit with his own sister.

      The advantage was twofold. From that favourable position, he could gaze upon Elizabeth more easily, and keep an eye on his aunt, should she threaten to leave her seat to spread her advice beyond the rapt attention of Mrs Bennet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      “After several weeks in the country, do you find yourself ready to return to town, Miss Bingley?”

      Caroline reluctantly turned her attention to Mr Bennet. Mr Darcy’s snub had mortified her, and to helplessly watch as he mooned over Eliza Bennet added to the humiliation. Her gaze lingered for a moment on Mr Darcy’s figure before she emitted a sigh.

      “The country holds more appeal for some, sir. I confess that town is becoming more attractive by the minute.”

      Her gaze swept the room until coming to rest on Colonel Fitzwilliam’s smiling countenance as he spoke with Miss de Bourgh. Less boisterous than the youngest Bennet sisters, the conversation was nevertheless livelier than that of the other members of the party. Caroline’s curiosity was piqued, and in an effort to soothe her sensibilities pricked by Darcy’s almost casual dismissal of her, she applied herself to satisfying that curiosity.

      “If you will excuse me, Mr Bennet,” she said in a more cheerful tone, smoothing her skirt as she walked away.

      Under the pretence of monitoring the card game underway at the table close to where the cousins sat in league, she overheard a few words of their conversation.

      Assuming a casual demeanour, she covered the few steps separating her position near the table to the settee where the couple was perched. Colonel Fitzwilliam rose at her approach, nothing in his expression to suggest that her interruption might be unwelcome.

      “Miss Bingley, you are a lady of sense and education. Perhaps you could advise my cousin where I cannot.”

      Taken aback at this statement, she looked to Miss de Bourgh wonderingly. “I cannot imagine any advice I could offer to such as yourself. Colonel Fitzwilliam must be teasing me.”

      The lady gestured for Caroline to sit next to her. “I assure you he is not teasing. Quite the contrary. He wishes you to dissuade me from an endeavour.”

      Caroline’s gaze shifted to Colonel Fitzwilliam. “Is that so? I find it hard to believe that Miss de Bourgh would even contemplate something necessitating your intervention, sir.”

      The colonel raised his hands in defence. “It is not for me to reveal my cousin’s plans. However, I highly recommend she take advantage of the availability of counsel.” He bowed to the ladies and gravely said, “I shall allow you some privacy.”

      Caroline saw him look meaningfully at Miss de Bourgh before he walked away to join Mr Bennet. She waited patiently, wondering if Miss de Bourgh would reveal anything of what concerned Mr Darcy.

      Finally, in a soft voice, Miss de Bourgh said, “This is a rather delicate subject, but in spite of Colonel Fitzwilliam’s plea for you to take his side against my plan, I would value the opinion of another woman.”

      Intrigued, Caroline nodded for her to continue.

      “I am sure you have surmised it is an affair of the heart. My cousin is persuaded I should abandon my hopes. It is quite a dilemma! Should I give up and break my heart, or continue and inevitably wound another’s? What is your opinion?”

      Caroline pondered a moment. “I feel I know too little to form an opinion. What of the gentleman himself?” It took a great deal of effort on her part not to steal a glance in Mr Darcy’s direction for she had earlier noted his cousins sending occasional looks his way during their conversation. At that moment, however, Miss de Bourgh’s eyes never wavered from Caroline’s face.

      “Oh, there is an understanding between us. That is not the problem. It is simply the complication of the other lady. She has formed an interest. I do not wish to cause pain to anyone but...you see my dilemma?”

      “Yes.” She saw only too well Miss de Bourgh’s dilemma. That it would present no cause for introspection for herself, she did not say aloud.

      Both ladies looked in the direction where Mr Darcy sat. Caroline noted his gaze was steadfastly fixed on Elizabeth Bennet.

      Turning back to the pale young woman, she said, “If you have an understanding with him, do not be put off by the folly of this other woman. She must realise disappointment sooner or later. Sooner would be better.” She added hastily, “It would be kinder, do you not agree?”

      Indicating with a nod that was her view as well, Miss de Bourgh replied, “Much better than letting her continue to build her hopes. I am convinced her feelings are little more than an infatuation, a fancy. They cannot truly be love.”

      “No, not love.” Caroline’s thoughts were less charitable. The little fortune hunter is only in love with one thing, or rather, ten thousand of them!

      It seemed Eliza Bennet might soon be relegated to the past, but what about Anne de Bourgh? It was a matter she would need to consider more carefully.
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        * * *

      

      Everyone’s introspection was interrupted by Georgiana’s clear voice announcing, “Billings, if you would please bring in the packages.” She eagerly cleared the tea items from the table, making room for the assortment of prettily wrapped parcels the servant brought in. Carefully sorting through them, Georgiana arranged the selection then looked around the room at the curious faces. She motioned to her brother to come help in the distribution.

      Darcy complied and with amusement, took the first box she offered him.

      “Cousin Anne,” Georgiana said.

      Snapping his heels together, Darcy bowed to his sister and spun about, crossing the room to offer the gift to his cousin. Richard stepped forward to accept the second mission. Careful to choose the right gifts, Georgiana made sure her brother was spared the necessity of facing either their aunt or Miss Bingley, preferring to sacrifice the colonel to that hardship. Darcy was given the privilege of conveying the final gift into Elizabeth’s hands.

      The young mistress of Pemberley gleaned much satisfaction in observing her guests as they opened the parcels. The younger Bennet sisters were delighted with the generous pieces of delicate lace revealed under the paper, while Mrs Bennet’s fine handkerchief did not disappoint that lady. As each recipient was flattered and murmured agreement on how dearly Miss Darcy was to be treasured for her thoughtfulness, none appeared more grateful or touched by her generosity than Elizabeth.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth ran her fingers gently over the cover of the book she had received, exclaiming softly at the rich leather tooling.

      “This is exquisite.” She carefully opened it to the first page where an inscription was revealed, written in a lady’s fine hand. “Your sister is so dear,” she said to Darcy, who stood beside her.

      Taking note of the book for the first time, he smiled with amusement. “I know how you enjoy reading, Miss Bennet. I have a vast collection in the library here. My mother was also an avid reader. The Pemberley library is well stocked with a variety of genres.”

      “I had noticed, actually,” Elizabeth saucily replied. Her eyes returned to the volume in her hands. “This is a wonderful gift.”

      Darcy stood silently watching her, unwilling to speak, lest the spell be shattered. Her presence in his home simply felt right. He was loath to contemplate the fact that she and her family must take their leave in another week.

      Mrs Bennet’s excited voice reached into his private reverie. “Sir, you must allow me to tell you how much we appreciate your thoughtfulness. First, the invitation to Pemberley, then your generosity in providing a carriage for us. Now the gifts. Your taste is fine indeed, sir.” With this remark her eyes betrayed her thoughts, for they slyly turned towards Elizabeth and back once more to hold Darcy’s gaze.

      He pursed his lips in contemplation of a reply. Not usually at a loss for words in any situation, Darcy had recently become aware of just how tongue-tied he could be upon any mention of Elizabeth, even merely by implication.

      “I cannot take credit for today’s favours, Mrs Bennet. That honour belongs to my sister. She has always been most attentive to the details for which I, alas, have little talent. I do thank you for the compliment on her taste, madam.” He finished with a bow, unable to meet her gaze without laughing, for her countenance had once more betrayed her. Her surprise was evident, coupled with disappointment that she was unable to find him so transparently pursuing her daughter as she had hoped. Darcy caught a glimpse of the lady’s husband across the room. That man gave him a broad wink which nearly caused him to lose his regained composure.

      Fortunately, Mrs Bennet had moved on to address Georgiana, having made little progress with her brother.

      The atmosphere was less strained for the remainder of the evening. Darcy managed to avoid his aunt and prevented any association between her and Elizabeth. Mrs Bingley seemed to attract Lady Catherine’s interest for a time, however. Knowing that young lady’s calm disposition, Darcy was not concerned about anything that might be said in that encounter.

      Richard was alternating his attentions between Miss Bingley and Georgiana, although who was deriving the greater entertainment was not certain. Darcy wondered whether his cousin had ever encountered such formidable adversaries on the battlefield as he had in his parlour. Surprisingly, Miss Bingley appeared to enjoy his attentions. Darcy determined he would speak to Richard about the dangers of encouraging that particular lady’s interest.

      On second thought…he can take care of himself, Darcy thought with a grin.

      The evening concluded too soon for Darcy. He did not want to see the end of it, yet, in due course the ladies began to retire. Anne was the first to leave them, followed by Miss Bingley. To Darcy’s surprise, Lady Catherine accompanied her. He was at once relieved that with both ladies gone, his vigilance could be relaxed.
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        * * *

      

      Lost in her own ruminations, Caroline was at first unaware that Lady Catherine was speaking. That it was herself the lady addressed was equally surprising.

      “It must be as clear to you as to myself that such a match is out of the question. Darcy is not only entitled to better, but his family demands it.”

      Wonderment seized her. That the venerable Lady Catherine de Bourgh should confide in, and credit the opinions of Caroline Bingley as highly as her own was flattering indeed!

      “You must agree that Darcy’s best interests, and the good name of our families, are ultimately served by a much more advantageous marriage.”

      Caroline found herself nodding readily. Anything would be an improvement over that Hertfordshire trollop! “Yes, yes. There is unquestionably no doubt.”

      “Despite Darcy’s momentary enraptured sensibilities, he will eventually see the folly in his present pursuit. It is this vulnerable moment that will be brief but invaluable. It will allow another, more suitable woman, to capture his attention. That is, if she plans it precisely.”

      “I see what you mean.”

      Lady Catherine smiled, more smugly than cheerfully. “I believe we have an understanding, then.”

      “Yes, we do.” Caroline nodded. If Eliza Bennet thinks she has won, she had best think again! With Darcy’s own aunt on my side, there is no hope for her now.
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        * * *

      

      Following the departure of the more patronising members of the party, the mood of the remaining guests seemed lighter. It was not long afterwards that Bingley and Jane rose, and after a series of nods and smiles between Georgiana and Mrs Bennet, the latter shooed her younger daughters off to bed while Georgiana left with their mother, each whispering to the other.

      “I believe I shall turn in as well.” Colonel Fitzwilliam finally said, seeing who remained. He gave his cousin a significant look, said good night to Mr Bennet, and bowed to Elizabeth.

      A few minutes later, Elizabeth rose from her seat, announcing she had best follow her mother’s and sisters’ examples. Darcy offered to escort her upstairs.

      Their conversation was subdued, their voices quiet. Nothing was said that could not be overheard by another without concern. When they reached Elizabeth’s door, Darcy paused and took her hand. Raising it to his lips, he pressed her fingers against them, and met her gaze.

      “Good night, Elizabeth.”

      The husky quality in his voice sent a shiver up her spine. Elizabeth could not suppress a small sigh, her lips parting ever so slightly. It was an invitation that could hardly be denied. Darcy leant towards her. Elizabeth closed her eyes and waited for his kiss.

      “I beg your pardon.”

      Her eyes flew open, and Elizabeth’s heart gave a startled leap at the sound of her father’s voice. Darcy had stepped away from her, his own eyes wide and trained on Mr Bennet. The elder man took his daughter’s hand from Darcy’s grasp and smiled. Opening the door, he gently nudged Elizabeth into her room.

      “Good night, my dear,” he said firmly. He turned and raised an eyebrow at Darcy. “Good night to you, too, sir.”

      Darcy cleared his throat. “Good night, Mr Bennet,” he quietly responded before retreating to his rooms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Darcy wondered what fascination his personal affairs held for every one of his guests. His purpose in maintaining silence regarding his betrothal to Elizabeth was to allow them some privacy—something sadly lacking in the three days since he had proposed. Ironically, when they should be enjoying a pleasant courtship, wherever they turned, there was yet another well-meaning relation appearing in their midst, eagerly suggesting their suitability for one another.

      If it were not Georgiana, Richard, or Anne, then Mrs Bennet would appear in the oddest of places, her excited conversation prohibiting any of his own. Soon after elevating his tension to an unbearable level, she would summarily leave on the pretext of needing to perform some imaginary errand. Darcy would just recover from this annoying event, settle his lady on a resting place designed to hold only two people, about to partake of some very pleasurable privacy, when Mr Bennet would appear.

      The man had an uncanny—almost inhuman—knack for interrupting at the most inconvenient times. Darcy suspected more than chance had brought Mr Bennet silently up behind him on Christmas night. Those suspicions gained in strength with each instance of the man finding them in more and more remote locations and managing to interrupt them at equally inopportune moments. Had he been anywhere else, Darcy might have suspected the servants of conspiring against him.

      But this is my own home! He was indignant at the thought of his own people thwarting his efforts. Besides, had he not already enlisted the aid of his manservant and the lady’s maid who served Elizabeth? It pained him to admit he had resorted to devious means, but it could not be helped. In order to avoid Lady Catherine’s ire and spare Elizabeth and her family from his aunt’s lethal tongue, Darcy was determined to do whatever he must. The only consolation now was that Lady Catherine had announced her departure was imminent.

      Anne had finally agreed to leave with her mother. Both Darcy and Richard were aware it was nothing Lady Catherine had said but merely economy of travel time that spurred their cousin to take her leave of Pemberley with her mother. She clearly had some items of business that could not be accomplished while in Derbyshire.

      They would stop in London for one night before continuing on to Kent the next day. Darcy was unaware of her plans, but he suspected Anne would have enough time there to make whatever arrangements she felt necessary.

      Both he and Richard were apprehensive for her. After his sister’s misadventure the previous summer, Darcy was not of a mind to be tolerant of Anne’s games, and he knew Richard was of the same opinion. It had been decided between them that some discreet surveillance was necessary, so Richard had made the arrangements.

      Darcy stood on the flagstones and could see down into the courtyard below where Lady Catherine’s carriage was waiting. He left to do this duty and bid her adieu.
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        * * *

      

      “Lizzy, he is so handsome!” Lydia cried in imitation of their mother. “You know Mama is beside herself with anxiety over how long it is taking you to secure him.” The two younger girls giggled once again, both raising their hands to their brows.

      “Behave yourselves.” Elizabeth could not help giggling, too.

      She watched Darcy’s figure as he easily traversed the steps down to the courtyard, bowed to his relations, and briefly spoke with each. From this distance, Lady Catherine appeared to be delivering her customary lecture to which he seemed unreceptive. Anne placed a hand on her mother’s arm and encouraged her to enter the waiting coach, then she turned to her cousin and embraced him, her lips moving as she spoke into his ear before casting a smiling glance in Elizabeth’s direction. With a wave to the Bennet sisters, she disappeared into the coach, and it started off down the drive.
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        * * *

      

      With the absence of Lady Catherine came a more soothing tone to the conversation during dinner. Mrs Bennet offered her endless parade of compliments on the elegance of his aunt, but oddly enough, this did not bother Darcy in the least. Elizabeth sat on his left, close enough to allow for an occasional murmured compliment to which she smiled and blushed quite becomingly. Following dinner, the ladies once again left the men to their port.

      When the door closed behind Georgiana, Richard picked up his glass and filled it. Passing the decanter to Bingley, he said with a wink, “I take it you recommend marriage for us lazy lads, eh?”

      If he was surprised, the other man did not show it. “Indeed I do!” Bingley passed the decanter to Mr Bennet after replenishing his own glass. “Of course, you two gentlemen will not be so fortunate as to find such a perfect wife as my own, but I am sure a lady suitable for each of you is out there.” He brought his glass to his lips, smirking as he took a drink.

      Mr Bennet, having handed off the port to their host, now offered a comment. “As gratified as I am to hear you praise my eldest daughter in such a fashion, Bingley, I do have four other daughters of whom to be proud. I dare say Elizabeth is as perfect as Jane, provided she has the right husband. As for the other three, I suppose that depends upon the prospective groom.” He smiled in the direction of Colonel Fitzwilliam.

      The colonel laughed. “I am sorry to disappoint Mrs Bennet, but I am afraid none of her daughters is destined to become Mrs Fitzwilliam.”

      Mr Bennet conceded. “Well, who could blame you? I, for one, cannot imagine either of my younger daughters as the wife of a soldier, no matter how enamoured they are of a red coat. They are both far too silly to be of much use to a military man. As for Mary, her wealth of advice from Fordyce would hardly be of comfort in more dire circumstances.” That induced a round of laughter from all the gentlemen. “Ah, but Colonel, your comment sounds less like a denial of interest than a profession of attraction in another quarter. Has your heart been tempted in some other direction?”

      Richard laughed again but did not speak. Darcy’s grin was lopsided as he answered for his cousin. “There is a lady who has caught his eye, I daresay. He is not keen to let on, however. If he changes his mind, it is unlikely she would let him get far.” His amused gaze met Bingley’s across the table.

      “I fear the days are numbered for both of you,” Bingley said.

      “Both?” The colonel sat up with a start. “Oh no! You will have to content yourself with Darcy’s demise from bachelorhood. I have every intention of maintaining my single status.”

      “Speaking of Darcy,” Bingley turned his attention to the man at the head of the table, “when are you going to get off your laurels and propose to that woman?”

      Darcy coughed. “What?”

      “Oh, come now,” his friend said, shaking his head. “You have played this game long enough. You are not fooling anyone, you know. What is taking you so long? Just get on with it!”

      Staring in disbelief at the audacity of the man, Darcy was momentarily bereft of words. Seeing all three men looking at him expectantly he finally cleared his throat, swallowed, and held his head high.

      “I had not intended to say anything at this time, but I have made my offer to Eliza—Miss Bennet.”

      Bingley’s brief howl interrupted this speech. After a sheepish, apologetic look from him, Darcy continued.

      “I have been accepted, not only by Elizabeth but by her father as well.” He raised his glass to Mr Bennet in a gesture of appreciation. “It was my intention to delay the announcement for a short while, so we could have an opportunity to enjoy the moment ourselves before the rush of visitors and well-wishers begins.” And after Lady Catherine was gone.

      “You sly dog!” Bingley jumped up from his chair and came around the table to slap his friend on the back. “But I shall confess now. I knew it all along.”

      “You what?” Darcy’s mouth fell open.

      “Jane told me.”

      “Jane told you. Of course.” A brief mental inventory of those currently in residence assured Darcy that at least Mrs Bennet and the younger sisters were most assuredly unaware. The reaction of Elizabeth’s mother would have been impossible to disguise had she been given even a whispered hint of the news. He glanced at his cousin, slouched in his chair, a smirk on his face. “You knew, too.”

      “Yes.”

      Darcy sighed. “It hardly seems necessary to keep it quiet now.” He looked over at Elizabeth’s father.

      “As you wish, young man.” Mr Bennet smiled.

      The change of plan held more appeal than Darcy originally thought. “There will be a great deal to prepare, and it will take time to arrange it all. The reading of the banns will take us nearly to spring.”

      “Wait a minute,” Richard interjected. “Why bother with banns at all? You could get a licence and be married in a matter of weeks! No need for all that waiting.” His words trailed off as the smile faded from the older man’s face. “It was just a suggestion.”

      Despite Mr Bennet’s obvious misgivings, Darcy latched onto the idea with enthusiasm. “I should have thought of that myself. I shall speak to Elizabeth to make sure she has no objection, of course.”

      Darcy sloshed more port into his glass, further ignoring the distressed look on the older man’s face. “This is a call for celebration,” he jubilantly decreed. “I believe before the end of January, I could be married!”
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        * * *

      

      Laughter and high spirits were also elevated amongst the ladies that evening. With the absence of Lady Catherine, a certain amount of tension had been relieved. So, too, was Mrs Bennet’s distraction. She was now free to turn her attention to what interested her most, and she did.

      “I must have a word with you, Lizzy,” she began as soon as they entered the room after leaving the men at the dinner table. Not to be deterred, she followed her daughter across the room and sat down on the settee beside her.

      “You must not waste any more time. You have only a few more days in which to capture Mr Darcy’s heart. You must try a little harder, my dear. He cannot but see how his sister approves of you. Even Lady Catherine was disposed to bestow her attention upon you.”

      “Mama, I hardly think—”

      “If his family approves, then what is there to argue against? You like Miss Darcy. Her brother is a bit quiet but tolerable, I daresay.” Mrs Bennet laughed. “It is not as though you expect a fairy tale romance, Lizzy. You are far too sensible for that. What does it signify if your husband is a bit boring and staid? Why, after that performance at Longbourn when he came to a halt at Mrs Long’s feet, I am not entirely convinced he is as prim and proper as he would have us believe!” She patted Elizabeth’s hand reassuringly. “That is neither here nor there, however. You will be able to handle him, I am sure, if only you would make more effort!”

      “Would you prefer that I throw myself in his lap, Mama? Steal into his bedchamber at night and claim I was compromised? What exactly would you have me do?”

      Her mother drew herself up indignantly. “There is no need to be so flippant and coarse about it, Miss Lizzy. A simple bit of flattery and flirtation would likely do the trick. There is no need to resort to such shallow schemes as you suggest. I am shocked that you would think such things!”

      “I am sorry. Truly I am. I promise I shall make more of an effort to be friendly towards Mr Darcy.”

      Mrs Bennet studied her daughter closely and saw regret for her words clearly expressed in Elizabeth’s face. Her excitement immediately resurfaced. “You will? You are not just trying to humour me? That would be too cruel. I am sure you will find Mr Darcy pleasant enough company, as husbands go.”

      Elizabeth assured her mother that her fears could be allayed. Mollified, Mrs Bennet left one daughter to begin working her strategy on the next one, Mary.
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        * * *

      

      The seat beside Elizabeth was not vacant for long. Miss Bingley made herself comfortable next to her, taking a sip of her tea before placing the cup and saucer on the table in front of them.

      “I cannot help but notice your mother’s interest in Mr Darcy,” she began in an oily manner which set Elizabeth’s teeth on edge. “I must caution you, however, that it is highly unlikely he would profess an interest of his own in the direction she desires.”

      Elizabeth bit her lip, rather than reply to such a spiteful comment. Her eyes must have indicated her anger, however, for Miss Bingley leant back slightly even though she was not put off.

      Elizabeth said in a tightly controlled voice, “Thank you for your concern, but I assure you my mother will not be grievously affected in any way.”

      “I hope not. It would be such a shame to build one’s hopes, then have them dashed when a small word or two might prevent the whole incident.”

      Elizabeth’s anger was replaced with amusement. Miss Bingley was clearly ignorant of Darcy’s true feelings. As tempting as the opportunity was to see the haughty woman set down by that revelation, Elizabeth’s conscience would not allow her to be so cruel.

      “You are correct. So many things are not what they seem. One must not be fooled into believing only what one wishes to see.”

      Before Miss Bingley could reply, the door opened, announcing the return of the gentlemen. When they entered it was with laughter, breaking the tension that was building in one corner of the room. Kitty and Lydia immediately petitioned Darcy to allow them an opportunity for some dancing. No one had dared suggest it while Lady Catherine was in residence, but now that her forbidding presence was removed, the younger girls were eager for simple pleasures. Darcy did not object, so Mary stationed herself at the pianoforte while her sisters pulled Bingley and Georgiana up to dance with them in a space they quickly cleared. They were still not satisfied with the number of couples, thus Lydia begged Elizabeth to join them.

      She was surprised to find Darcy instantly before her, his arm extended, and they took their places on the impromptu dance floor. Elizabeth was further astonished to see Colonel Fitzwilliam approach Miss Bingley.
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        * * *

      

      “Would you care to dance, Miss Bingley?”

      Caroline looked up at Colonel Fitzwilliam, blinking. “I beg your pardon?”

      He smiled and repeated his question. She accepted, and they lined up with the others. Mary Bennet chose a dignified song with which to begin. Nothing as stately as a pavane, but most were simply relieved it was not a lively Scottish air.

      Colonel Fitzwilliam’s cheerful discourse soon persuaded Caroline to cease casting covetous glances towards Darcy and pay heed to her own partner. If she had maintained her lapsed attention, she suspected the colonel may have been forced to employ more direct, less discreet, methods to capture her notice. His mischievous sense of humour had not escaped her notice over the past week. Her eyes focused on his smiling face.

      “You have a very elegant style in the dance, Miss Bingley.”

      Surprised, she was at first inclined to believe him merely flattering her. Quickly enough, she determined the sincerity of his remark and thanked him.

      “My sister and I were fortunate to receive instruction from one of the finest dance masters in London.”

      “You are a compliment to his tutelage.”

      It was opportune that the dance required a separation at that point, for Caroline was certain that her complexion revealed her consternation. She was convinced he was merely flirting, since his manner bespoke a familiarity with the art. However, part of her was excited at the possibility that Colonel Fitzwilliam, younger son of the Earl of Matlock, might be favouring her with his attention. These ideas traversed her thoughts, and Caroline had scarcely regained her composure when the partners were re-joined, the remainder of the dance finding her quite equal to the task of responding to him in kind.

      The dance lasted long enough for her to realise his company was quite enjoyable. Despite the inherited similarity in appearance to his cousin, there the resemblance stopped. Colonel Fitzwilliam possessed a livelier disposition and a ready sense of humour, and it was these differences that drew her interest.

      A succession of dances followed the first, each song daring to become more adventurous than the last. Partners were exchanged. Caroline danced with her brother, again with Colonel Fitzwilliam, then with Georgiana. As the activity grew livelier, she saw Mr Darcy withdraw from the floor, his amplified cheerfulness no match for the tangling of his legs during the reels. Georgiana eventually replaced Miss Mary at the instrument to allow that young lady an opportunity to dance. As the colonel led Mary to the floor, Miss Bingley felt a twinge of something—not quite envy but a sentiment that was disturbing, nonetheless. That he could seem as happy in the company of Mary Bennet as he did with her was a disquieting thought.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth soon abandoned the dancing to refresh herself with a cup of tea. Her mother was quick to sit next to her and express her satisfaction with her daughter’s efforts.

      “Just you wait. Mr Darcy is all but yours now. If he does not make you an offer before we leave, I shall be very surprised!”

      It was not long before the others were also too fatigued to continue the pursuit. Laughing, everyone collapsed into the nearest seats that would accommodate them. After such rousing and energetic activity, yawns abounded, although the hour had not grown too late. One after another, the youngest Bennet sisters retired, followed by their mother, father and the Bingleys.

      Elizabeth watched as Georgiana rose from her chair and delicately covered a yawn with her hand.

      “I am afraid I must take my leave of you, too. The dancing certainly took its toll on all of us.”

      Miss Bingley’s gaze shifted to where Elizabeth sat comfortably next to Darcy. “Yes, I am quite exhausted. Shall we go up together? Miss Bennet, are you coming, too?”

      The words hung in the air, and with no way to politely refuse, Elizabeth nodded and left her seat. Darcy and Colonel Fitzwilliam followed the ladies out of the room and up the stairs. Elizabeth’s room was the first stop in the hall, and the colonel deftly manoeuvred himself between Georgiana and Miss Bingley, taking each lady’s arm and steering them quite skilfully down the hall and around the corner to their own chambers.

      The sounds of the others had faded before Darcy spoke, his voice so quiet Elizabeth had to lean closer to hear his words.

      “I imparted our news to my cousin and Bingley this evening. I believe the rest of your family should be apprised now. It hardly seems fair to deprive Mrs Bennet and your sisters of their share in our happiness.” There was a twinkle in his eye as he watched her.

      Elizabeth laughed softly. “You may rest assured that my mother will make up for any lost time.” Suddenly conscious that it might be their last evening to relish their private betrothal, she lowered her eyes demurely and found herself staring at Darcy’s strong, elegant fingers. She recalled the many times she had seen him twisting his signet ring and smiled at the image.

      There was nothing to indicate nervousness in his behaviour here. On the contrary, Darcy took her hands in his own, and she felt the warmth of his lips press against them. A tiny sigh escaped her, and Elizabeth raised her head so she could meet his gaze.

      Clearly, it was all the invitation Darcy needed, and he brought his face close to hers. Elizabeth’s eyelids fluttered, and she felt his lips brush against her own. A thrill raced up and down her spine, and her body leant into his. She felt more than heard the resulting moan within him. There was nothing she would like more than to stay within his arms, their warmth enveloping her, but Elizabeth was dimly aware they were standing in the hall outside the door to her bedchamber. Any number of people might witness their impropriety.

      Reluctantly, Elizabeth ended their kiss but still did not move from within the circle of his arms, preferring instead to lean her head against his chest. She snuggled into his warmth and was even more reluctant to part from him. He murmured something, but she was unable to understand the words. Nothing else existed but the two of them, wrapped in each other’s embrace, their hearts beating in unison.

      “Lizzy.”

      Her heart gave a leap at the sound of her name. He has never called me that before! she thought before realising how absurd it was to believe Darcy had used her more familiar name.

      Separating from him at last, Elizabeth looked up to see Darcy’s gaze fixed behind her. She turned around to find her mother staring in rapturous attention, eyes as wide as could be. Her mouth was opening and closing in rapid succession while a handkerchief fluttered uselessly beside her face. She was leaning heavily on the arm of her husband, who with one raised eyebrow in the direction of the young couple, was endeavouring to get his wife to return to her room.

      “Mama,” Elizabeth began, but Darcy shook his head and whispered that he would see to the matter. She nodded, quietly bid her parents a good night, and disappeared into her room.
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        * * *

      

      Darcy approached the couple and offered his arm to an unsteady Mrs Bennet. Firmly positioned between the two gentlemen, the distraught mother was led to a sitting room farther down the hall. Comfortably placed on a sofa, her husband sat beside her. Darcy searched for something to help steady her nerves but found only brandy. Returning with a glass, he handed it to Mr Bennet, who offered it to his wife.

      “I think there is something of which you should be aware, my dear,” the older man said after assisting Mrs Bennet to sip the potent liquid. Despite the strength of the substance, her face did not change expression, and she gazed up at Darcy in shock.

      “Mrs Bennet,” Darcy ventured. “Your daughter and I—”

      “Oh, it is all my fault!” she suddenly wailed. Clutching the sleeve of her husband’s coat, she continued her lament. “I should have listened to her, but I did not think even Lizzy would be so foolish. Oh, Mr Bennet! What will become of us?”

      Perplexed, Darcy looked to the older man to see if he had any idea what his wife was bemoaning. Mr Bennet appeared equally mystified, but his familiarity with her turns lent amusement to his wry observation.

      “It appears Mrs Bennet has suffered a shock to her nerves that are rarely able to withstand the everyday course of events.”

      “How can you be so careless about it?” Mrs Bennet’s wails grew louder, and Darcy glanced nervously at the open doorway. “Have you no compassion for your daughter? She has taken my entreaties to heart and compromised herself with Mr Darcy. I did not think she would do it. I prayed she would not!” She collapsed against the back of the chair while her husband brought the brandy to her lips once more.

      “I fear my wife has jumped to an erroneous conclusion,” Mr Bennet said to Darcy. “Would you care to enlighten her, or shall I?”

      Darcy gazed with apprehension upon the scene. As much as he would like to leave this task to Mr Bennet, his sense of honour forbade him from abandoning that duty which, by all rights, should be his. The dilemma was in penetrating the barrier of misinterpretation. How was he to approach the subject without Mrs Bennet once again assuming the worst of her daughter?

      Darcy shook his head in partial answer to Mr Bennet’s query and turned his attention to the woman still prostrate, clasping a handkerchief fearfully to her breast.

      “Madam—”

      “Oh, Mr Darcy,” she whimpered, a soft hiccough separating the syllables of his name, “please, please forgive Lizzy for such behaviour. I would not have you think our girls have been brought up to be so forward.”

      “Mrs Bennet, I have no wish to forgive Elizabeth for any of her behaviour. It is my behaviour that is wanting. Elizabeth is to be my wife, for I have asked her, and she has accepted me. I will not hear of any objections to our union.”

      “M-marriage?” The lady hiccoughed again. “Mr Bennet, did you hear?”

      “I did, madam. I did.” Her husband smiled.

      “In light of such news,” Darcy continued, amazed at the calm that so far prevailed, “I believe I shall pour two more brandies if you will join me, sir.” Darcy left them momentarily to get the glasses.

      “Mr Bennet,” his wife loudly whispered. “Did I not tell you that Lizzy would get him? What news there will be to tell when we get back to Longbourn!”

      “Calm yourself, my dear. We have not yet left Pemberley, and I believe we may be staying on a bit longer considering how things stand now. Come, just this once, share a toast with us.” Mr Bennet placed her glass back into her hand. “I can think of no better occasion to sample such a worthy libation.”

      Darcy returned, evidencing a healthy portion of the decanter had been bestowed upon the two glasses he held. Offering one to Mr Bennet, he raised his own and addressed Mrs Bennet directly. “Thank you.”

      She looked surprised at his remark. “Why would you thank me?”

      “How could I not offer thanks to the mother of my bride?” Darcy smoothly replied.

      There was no arguing with that, and all three delightedly raised their glasses.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      When Elizabeth ventured from her room at an early hour the following morning, it was with the express purpose of finding either her father or her betrothed before she would encounter her mother. She had no idea what to expect. No one had informed her what had transpired when she left the three of them in the hall the previous evening.

      That her mother thought the worst was obvious. Propriety forbade Darcy coming to her room at that hour, and her father had apparently not considered she would be anxious to know what had happened. Elizabeth had lain awake most of the night, tossing and turning in the luxurious bed, her mind torturing her with horrible images of her mother’s mad ravings being shouted from the rooftops to embarrass them all with tales of her daughter’s ruined reputation.

      The sound of clinking tableware drew her to the breakfast room, wondering who else might be up at that hour. Upon peering into the room, she saw some of the servants setting the table. A large flower arrangement dominated the centre; the blooms she recognised as being from the orangery. On further inspection, she spied Mr Darcy in conversation with Mrs Reynolds at the far end of the room.

      He had been facing in the direction of the doorway, and looking up, he saw Elizabeth. This brought an unrestrained smile to his face, and he excused himself from whatever business he was conducting with the housekeeper, dismissed the other servants, and came forward to take her hands.

      “Good morning!” His voice was unmistakeably enthusiastic. “You have not come down for breakfast already, have you? I have not completed all the arrangements yet.”

      Elizabeth looked at him with surprise. “Arrangements?”

      “Yes, a celebratory breakfast for our engagement.”

      Suddenly recollecting her purpose in seeking him out, her expression changed to one of alarm. “My mother—what did she say last night? Was she very offensive?” she whispered.

      Darcy shook his head to reassure her. “Nothing of the sort.” Leading her out of the room and across the hall to the library where they were assured of more privacy, he saw her seated before he elaborated. “I am sure you feared that your mother suspected the worst when she encountered us last evening. Let me satisfy you that there is no cause for concern of any sort.”

      “But how can that be? She looked about to swoon. And Papa! I was not sure what he would have done if he did not have Mama to tend to first.”

      Darcy laughed softly. “Once your mother was assured that your...reputation...was unblemished and that an understanding was already in place between us, she was quite willing to put any grievances aside.”

      “I can imagine.” Colouring at his veiled reference to her virtue, Elizabeth lowered her eyes. A warm flush spread through her as she remembered their kiss.

      When she could speak once more, her voice no longer threatened to betray her thoughts, and her teasing manners returned. “I am surprised the entire house was not awakened! I suppose we have that to look forward to this morning.”

      “Well,” Darcy began, clearing his throat, “I believe you may be pleasantly surprised.”

      Before Elizabeth could ask him for an explanation, Darcy bent down and gave her a kiss. Just as quickly, he leant back, raising her hands to his lips.

      “My dearest Elizabeth, I must discuss something with you before the rest of our guests come down to breakfast.”

      “Of course.” Feeling a little dazed, she held fast to his hands.

      Darcy took a deep breath. “Today, the entire household will be informed of our engagement; however, there are few who are not already aware of it. I wished to ask your opinion—I wonder how long an engagement you wish. We could simply invoke the privilege of being married by licence, although I understand most ladies prefer a prolonged period of planning an elaborate wedding, and the fuss and attention—”

      “Yes.”

      “—but I suspect you may not mind foregoing—I beg your pardon?”

      “I said yes, I would agree to such a plan. A very short engagement.” Elizabeth’s eyes sparkled with amusement.

      Darcy pressed her hands to his lips again, murmuring against them, “We shall be married before the month is out if it suits you, Elizabeth. Just tell me where and when! I shall go immediately after breakfast to set the request in motion.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “I shall need to consult with my parents before I can suggest a date with any certainty, but I assure you it cannot be too soon to suit me.” Realising how forward she must have sounded, Elizabeth’s eyes widened in embarrassment. “I meant…well…oh dear!”

      “I am concerned only with what you wish. Of course, your parents will be consulted. I am gratified to hear that you agree to avoid any delay.” With these words, his lips gently joined with hers in a caress expressive of his love.
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        * * *

      

      With the possible exception of Mrs Bennet, no one’s enthusiasm could have been more animated than Georgiana’s at her brother’s announcement. In fact, much to the surprise of many, Mrs Bennet seemed to possess an unusually quiet demeanour.

      “Lizzy, how could you keep such a thing a secret from your own sisters?” screeched her youngest one, mouth dropping open in shock.

      “Please, Lydia. Have a little compassion for my nerves.”

      All her daughters stared in amazement. Any reaction had been expected but this. They watched Mrs Bennet wearily raise a hand to her brow and sigh heavily.

      “Papa, is there something wrong with Mama? Is she unwell?” Elizabeth said in a quiet voice to her father, who was seated beside her. He looked at her expectantly while she continued to gaze at him, perplexed.

      “Ah,” he finally whispered. “Your mother’s nerves required a bit of settling last evening. A result of the excitement, you understand. She found a spot of brandy to be of benefit.”

      “You did not!”

      “No,” he acknowledged. “Your mother drank it of her own accord.”

      “That is not what I meant, and you know it. How could you let her become—”

      “In her cups?” he supplied. “Lizzy, my dear, are you telling me you would prefer her usual nervous condition in response to your engagement? It seemed worth the effort to spare you.”

      “Oh, Papa.” She sighed.

      Georgiana appeared at Elizabeth’s shoulder, having left her seat at the foot of the table to give her brother a heartfelt embrace.

      “I cannot tell you how happy I am that you will soon be my sister. You have made both my brother and me very happy!”

      “I confess I shall be pleased to add another sister to my family.” Elizabeth’s eyes were swiftly directed at Darcy. She admired her betrothed as he sat at the head of the table—the way the mere hint of his smile was reflected in his eyes. Recollection of the warmth of his arms holding her close caused her to blush and shyly look away.

      Darcy’s servants, excited to hear of the master’s impending nuptials, had outdone themselves with the execution of the celebration breakfast. Great care was taken to provide only the finest selection from the kitchen as well as the wine cellar for his guests and for that very special woman who would soon be their mistress.

      The quality was not lost upon those partaking of the feast. Lydia, always a stout girl with a healthy appetite, enjoyed several helpings of her favourite dishes as well as several more of the new ones she discovered that morning. Kitty, often following in her younger sister’s footsteps, also had an appetite of some proportion. Colonel Fitzwilliam, seated between these two young ladies, looked on in fascination as they refilled their plates more than once. Mary was more circumspect with her eating habits, as befit her nature. However, she did not fail to comment about the champagne offered at that early hour.
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        * * *

      

      One person was not inclined to share in the enjoyment of the happy news. Miss Bingley maintained a solemn air through the meal, speaking little and eating less. At the colonel’s polite enquiry, she smiled weakly and declared herself a little overwhelmed with the enormity of the occasion.

      The shock of hearing Darcy announce his engagement to Eliza Bennet, that upstart country girl, compelled her to silent contemplation. How could she have so wrongly misinterpreted his intentions? The fact that he had waited until the departure of his aunt and cousin Anne was secured confirmed in her mind that disapproval from that quarter was guaranteed. Strangely, this did not disturb her as much as she had expected. After so many years of confidently, albeit unsuccessfully, pursuing Darcy, Caroline had believed such a defeat would have devastated her. It was an odd relief to find that his engagement had no such effect. Granted, this did not suggest any approval in his choice of wife, but it did have the advantage of allowing her to consider other alternatives. After all, Caroline realised, one attractive alternative would also be in London.
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        * * *

      

      Following the meal, Darcy and Elizabeth spoke privately to her parents about the wedding arrangements. Mrs Bennet was disappointed not to have months in which to plan a lavish affair but did not dare to contradict Darcy and requested that they return directly to Longbourn and thence on to London to arrange for Elizabeth’s gown and trousseau.

      As reluctant as they were to part from one another, both Darcy and Elizabeth realised the necessity in her mother’s request. It was agreed that the Bennets would depart in two days while Darcy would follow shortly thereafter. He also had matters to attend to before the wedding, including arrangements for the marriage settlement and the licence.

      The rest of the day seemed to pass in a whirlwind. There were no opportunities for the couple to find privacy. Using the pretext of attending to estate business, Darcy retreated to his study late in the afternoon in order to get some peace. It was there that Georgiana found him not long after he had made himself comfortable in his favourite chair. She took a seat on the chair opposite him, and they were both silent for a few moments. Finally, her brother spoke.

      “Well, what do you think? Have I lived up to your expectations?”

      “I just want you to be happy. I think Elizabeth will make you very happy.” Georgiana sat quietly observing him.

      Darcy let out a brief snort. “You are insufferably smug, young lady. I did not propose merely at your insistence, you know! And you can cease that wide-eyed innocent pretence. You have been devious and mischievous and hounding us both since our first acquaintance with the Bennet sisters.”

      “That is not true! Well, not entirely true.” A contrite expression crept across her face. “You were working too hard. You needed some distraction.”

      “You mean you needed me distracted!” He laughed. “Make no mistake, Georgiana. I may be busy for the next few weeks as we arrange the wedding, but I shall not lose sight of you or my responsibilities where you are concerned. Keep in mind that our cousin, your other guardian, will be in London with us as well.”

      “I am well aware of Richard’s plans to stay with us in town. I suppose I shall be under his care after the wedding, at least for a few weeks, I should think.” She lifted her eyes to meet his, no trace of rebellion in her gaze, only a teasing glint.

      Darcy’s face reddened almost imperceptibly. “I believe it safer to hand you over to Richard than to Anne.” He rose from his chair and walked a few steps away before turning back to look at her. “There will be much to do in the next few weeks. I am counting on your assistance.”

      “You will have it, of course,” she replied, giving him an encouraging smile. “What are your plans?”

      Darcy let out a sigh. “Elizabeth and her family will stay in Meryton for a day or so to make some arrangements for the church before going on to London to stay with their relations. We shall leave Pemberley two days after our guests and arrive in London at approximately the same time. I would like to provide a dinner or two for the Bennets while we are all in town. Naturally, you would act as hostess.”

      Georgiana’s expression brightened. “I have never planned a dinner party in London! I must sit down with Mrs Reynolds before we leave and draw up some menus.” She started to make her way to the door, then paused. “Oh, and I must know Elizabeth’s favourite flowers. I shall need to find them in town for the table arrangements.”

      Laughing, Darcy sent her on her way. He was satisfied that at least some of her time in London would be well spent.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth tarried on the front step, reluctant to enter the carriage for the three-day journey with her family across snow-packed roads to Longbourn. Darcy’s presence at her side was comforting, yet the time had come when they must part. She knew it would be only a few days—at most a week—before they reunited in London, but the thought of separation sent a ripple of anxiety through her. Bravely, she stole a glance at Darcy and felt calm settle around her once again. His fingers squeezed hers reassuringly as Elizabeth finally stepped forward.

      She was thankful for the previous evening’s opportunity of a few private moments with her betrothed. Jane and Bingley had thoughtfully arranged it and maintained a discreet distance for propriety’s sake while allowing the couple confidence in not being overheard.

      Saying goodbye had not been easy, but that brief time was not merely for words. There was more to express than parting remarks. Elizabeth’s heart fluttered at the remembrance of their embrace. What had begun slowly and tentatively soon aroused more passionate responses in each of them. The strength of her desire was a surprise, but then came the sting of disappointment when Darcy demonstrated greater restraint, releasing her and leaving her gasping while whispering softly of his love.

      Elizabeth could almost feel again the warmth of his breath below her ear and the touch of his lips against the bare skin of her throat. She smiled bravely as he prepared to hand her into the carriage.

      “I shall eagerly anticipate our reunion in London,” she said, applying gentle pressure to his fingers.

      “As will I.” Darcy’s words were simple, but the slight lift at the corners of his mouth proved he understood her perfectly, and the warmth in his eyes brought Elizabeth delight.

      As the carriage finally made its way down the long drive away from Pemberley, she suspected sleep might elude her for many nights until they met again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      If Darcy had his way, the carriage from Pemberley would have stopped at the Gardiner home before taking himself and his sister to their own townhouse, but it was not at all appropriate. Not only were the two of them unsuitably attired after travelling the better part of the day, but the hour was late and too close to dinner to be presenting themselves upon anyone’s doorstep but their own. When they did finally arrive, Darcy was not surprised to find Richard in the drawing room, a good fire at his feet, and one of his best wines in his glass.

      By the following morning, Darcy was impatient to see Elizabeth and greatly anticipated the afternoon’s visit to Gracechurch Street. Unfortunately, there were matters he had to attend to first, however much he desired otherwise. A letter over which he had laboured meticulously during the early morning hours had been sent to the Gardiners’ abode, addressed to Miss Elizabeth Bennet. He contented himself with the imagined reaction of the recipient to the words he had scribed.

      The morning passed quickly enough. Darcy finalised the arrangements for the licence, met with his solicitors to draft the marriage settlement, and returned to the house after having stopped at a few shops to purchase necessary items for his role as bridegroom. When he returned home, it was his intention to immediately change into more suitable attire for an afternoon visit with his betrothed and her family. However, when he stepped through the door, he was instead confronted by his sister who seemed more eager than himself to be away to the Gardiners’.

      “Georgiana, I cannot appear dressed like this!” Darcy protested. “Why are you so anxious to leave?”

      She looked over her shoulder towards the closed door of the drawing room. “Richard said that Mr Bingley paid a visit today while you were out. You know what that means, do you not?” Her brother shook his head, waiting for her to continue. “It means that Miss Bingley will not be far behind. I know she will not be inconveniencing you since you are comfortably betrothed, but do you truly think I want to spend an afternoon with her in conversation? Leave her to Richard, I say!”

      Darcy’s laughter filled the hall. “I am afraid you will have to wait until I have made myself more presentable, dear sister. I am not going to appear before Elizabeth like this.”

      “She will not notice, you know,” Georgiana teased. “She will only have eyes for your curls, your barely perceptible smiles, your—”

      “That is enough. Your impertinence borders on being brazen, Georgiana. It is not at all becoming.” He softened his tone as she lowered her head at his rebuke. “I shall not be long. Why not keep Richard company until I am ready?” He was relieved by her nod of compliance, watching her enter the drawing room before making his way upstairs to his room.

      Although he had promised he would not be long, Darcy was not about to overlook anything in his appearance. His valet was meticulous down to the smallest detail. It was during the finishing touches of brushing off his jacket that Darcy realised he had not checked the hall table for a reply from Elizabeth. Turning to his man, Darcy had only begun his enquiry about the post when his valet indicated a letter sitting upon the table near the door. Impatient now to complete his preparations, Darcy dismissed the servant with his thanks and hurriedly retrieved the missive. It was unmistakably Elizabeth’s hand.

      
        
        My dearest Fitzwilliam,

        It has been a mere six days since we parted, and I cannot believe how much the separation has affected me. Your letter this morning brought such joy to my heart that I find myself counting the minutes until we are once again in one another’s presence. It seems so unlike me to feel thus. I fear I am unable to attend to a word that is spoken to me or to comprehend what my mother desires me to do.

        We have busied ourselves with the choosing of fabrics and my wedding attire. Although I cannot inform you of the particulars, I am most assured you will approve of my choice. It is still astounding to me that I am selecting such a garment—a wedding gown! A few weeks ago I would not have dreamt it possible. Do you know how happy you have made me? I do not think my feet have touched the ground since I left Pemberley.

        Words are inadequate. You must wait until we meet this afternoon to know how much I have missed your comforting presence.

        All my love,

        Your Elizabeth.

        

      

      Darcy’s fingers caressed the paper upon which his beloved had inscribed her name. He brought it to his face, inhaling the faint scent of her fragrance—the delicate floral he had come to recognise as distinctly Elizabeth. Closing his eyes, he could bring her image before him with perfect clarity.

      Thank goodness we need not wait long. I will have Elizabeth under my roof as my wife—my wife—before the month is out! Has anything before so tempted me? Has anything been so sweet in contemplation? Nothing has brought me such satisfaction or such anticipation in its culmination.

      Recollection of his surroundings brought Darcy’s mind to note the time. With desire stoked in his breast, he rapidly returned to the front hall, calling for his sister to join him as well as for his coat and hat. Georgiana did not keep him waiting. They were in the carriage and on their way to the Gardiners’ home before he could school his desire into something more honourable.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth was completely bemused. If only her mother would stop fussing about! After initially suggesting—then insisting—that she change into her most flattering gown, Mrs Bennet was not content with the more revealing nature of that dress and continued to comment upon the probability that this gown or that gown would be more attractive to a man of Mr Darcy’s status. Her mother obviously believed him to be a man of exacting standards and did not want her to disappoint him in any way.

      The announcement of the Darcys’ arrival relieved Elizabeth of the necessity of performing yet another change of dress for her mother’s benefit. Darcy would have to content himself with what she had on.

      The gentleman greeted Elizabeth with a respectful bow, his hand lifting hers to his lips before the bow was complete. His eyes lingered on her figure for a moment, then returned to her waiting gaze.

      “Good evening, Mr Darcy.” Elizabeth was surprised by her sudden discomposure at this first encounter since their parting at his home in Derbyshire. Her hand still rested within his grasp, the warmth of his touch sending her heart pounding. She wished they were alone in the room, and especially that her mother and Georgiana were not present. It was a foolish wish, however. Although Elizabeth had every faith in the constancy of Darcy’s heart, she knew her mother would risk nothing until they were safely married.

      “Elizabeth.” Darcy greeted her politely, then continued in a whispered voice for her alone. “You are more beautiful each time I see you.”

      She felt absurdly self-conscious at the compliment, aware it was not mere flattery. By this time, she knew Mr Darcy spoke his mind and did not offer empty praise. “You will make me a vain woman with such words.”

      He merely smiled, tucking her hand into the crook of his arm as they entered the drawing room.

      Mrs Bennet was already settled into a comfortable chair, from which position she could easily direct all conversation. She looked expectantly at the couple.

      “Now that you are here together the final particulars can be decided about the ceremony. Shall we begin?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The following day, Georgiana watched her brother as he stared out of the window next to his desk, his mind obviously elsewhere. She gave a small cough to attract his notice. Smiling, Darcy looked over and motioned her forward.

      “I wished to ask you if I might visit with Anne today,” Georgiana said once she was sure his attention was on her. “Richard tells me she has taken a house in town.”

      “Has she? When would you like to leave? I have a few things to finish up here but—”

      She quickly interrupted. “There is no need for you to disturb yourself on my account. Richard has offered to escort me.”

      Darcy was pleasantly surprised. “I trust you will have an enjoyable visit, then. Please extend an invitation for Anne to join us for dinner tomorrow evening.”

      “I am sure she would like to see Elizabeth again.” Placing a kiss on her brother’s forehead, Georgiana waved her hand to him as she left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Anne was delighted to see her young cousin and took advantage of the opportunity to show off her new London home. Following a tour of the house, the ladies settled into the drawing room where Anne eagerly provided details of her time in London so far.

      “It is the first time I have ever been to town, you know. Mother would never allow it.”

      Georgiana was in awe. “Anne, how did you manage all on your own? I would be so frightened!”

      Anne laughed lightly. “I was not frightened in the least. It was all so exhilarating! I felt free for the first time in my life. Mother, I am sure, is the one who is afraid. She will not budge from Rosings. It is a shame, really. I think a little theatre and the society in town would do her good.”

      “It certainly seems to have done well for you.”

      The clock on the mantel chimed the hour, and Anne glanced at it, as though to verify the time. “I have an appointment for a fitting, and I must leave now if I am to arrive on time.”

      “Would you mind if I accompany you?”

      Within a few minutes, they were out of the house and in the carriage towards the shops. The day was not cold, although there could be no claim to sunshine. They were punctual for Anne’s appointment, the fitting was accomplished in an efficient fashion, and Georgiana suggested a stroll through the winter gardens of Hyde Park before returning to the house. With a footman following at a discreet distance, the ladies took their pleasure in the afternoon air.

      “It is much more peaceful in the park at this time of year than in spring,” Georgiana said as they walked.

      “I shall have to accept your opinion, as I have not spent any time in London and do not know one end of town from the other,” Anne replied with a smile. “I must confess to such a deliriously happy feeling, though. I doubt you can imagine what a luxury it is to have the freedom to do as you please.”

      Her cousin frowned. “I am not as free as you think. Fitzwilliam is very strict.”

      “It is for your own good, my dear.” Anne stopped and gave her young cousin a stern look. “Being a guardian is a difficult task, and Darcy is a good brother. I suspect you have tested his limits a few times, have you not?”

      Light laughter floated in the air. “He can be so dreadfully serious, you know. It was very amusing to see his composure shaken whenever he encountered Elizabeth.”

      “No doubt you arranged for those encounters.” Anne laughed, too.

      Georgiana’s eyes grew wide. “Why does everyone suspect the worst of me?”

      “Perhaps it is because you enjoy mischief so much,” came a voice from behind them. Both ladies turned to see Mr Wickham sketch a polite bow towards each of them. “It is a great pleasure to see you again, Miss de Bourgh. Miss Darcy.”

      Georgiana’s breath caught in her throat, and she glanced at her cousin to see her reaction. Anne was smiling and had offered her hand to the gentleman in greeting. Georgiana felt a twinge of jealousy as Mr Wickham brushed his lips against the back of the other woman’s hand. Not to be outdone, Georgiana offered her own hand in turn, and he graced it with a kiss, too.

      With nary a pause, he said, “How fortunate to meet you here, for I have heard it rumoured your brother is soon to be married, Miss Darcy! Is this true?”

      Mr Wickham met Georgiana’s gaze with a look of amused curiosity. When she did not immediately answer, he smiled. “Ah, so it must be true! I do not see your faithful guardian by your side, and I trust he is not loitering in the shrubbery about to leap out at unsuspecting gentlemen.” He lowered his voice and leant closer to the ladies. “No doubt he is courting his beloved as we speak, no? That is what I would be doing in his stead.”

      Anne remained silent, while Georgiana was undecided how to reply.

      Wickham needed no encouragement to continue. “I understand Darcy chose one of the lovely Bennet sisters. Miss Elizabeth Bennet was it not? I cannot imagine how he actually came to offer for her, let alone get her to accept him. He is just so...stiff.”

      “He loves Miss Bennet very much!” Georgiana hotly defended her brother. “Love can effect a change in the most stalwart of tempers.”

      Mr Wickham grinned. “Ah yes. I am very much aware of the changes which may overcome one due to that emotion.”

      For a moment longer, Georgiana retained her anger, but older, deeper feelings soon overrode her annoyance. As she considered his words, suddenly Anne voiced a greeting to someone approaching from behind Mr Wickham.

      “So, it appears Georgiana is not as unprotected as you thought,” she said as Colonel Fitzwilliam joined them.

      He scowled at Mr Wickham. “I thought you had left for Canada. What are you doing in London?”

      The lieutenant assumed a military bearing as befit addressing a senior officer as he replied, “I leave for Portsmouth in four days, sir. It will be another few weeks before we set sail.”

      “And how long are you in London?”

      “But another day. There are some matters which needed tending before my departure.”

      “We would not wish to keep you from your business, then,” Richard said in a low voice, leaving no one in doubt of his meaning.

      Mr Wickham’s lips twitched with amusement, but he made no argument. “Just as I should not wish to keep these charming ladies from your company. Good day, Miss de Bourgh, Miss Darcy.” Mr Wickham executed a respectful bow towards each before taking his leave.

      “There was no cause to be rude, Richard.” Anne pulled her cloak close about her and busied her hands with drawing on a pair of fine kid gloves. “One might think you believed us devoid of any sense at all. What did you fear would happen out here, in a public park?”

      “Well—”

      “Well, what?” Georgiana prompted impatiently.

      He turned his attention to his ward. “You, my dear, can abandon that tone of voice with me. While your brother is preoccupied, I am your sole guardian, and I will not tolerate any mischief.”

      Rolling her eyes heavenward, Anne groaned aloud. “You sound just like my mother.” She laughed at the stunned expression on his face. “Ah, I have managed to frighten you into silence.”

      “Not at all,” Colonel Fitzwilliam replied, adopting a more military bearing. “You will learn that freedom often comes at a price if one is not careful.”

      On that sombre note, the ladies and their chaperon turned back towards the carriage.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning was equally bright and refreshingly brisk. Few people ventured out early in the city, other than servants and tradesmen. They could not be found frequenting the park where a young lady took an eagerly anticipated ride. Upon reaching the appointed place, safely secluded within a small grove of trees, she quickly dismounted and left her horse to graze upon what little grass had been spared winter’s withering effects.

      Almost immediately she was rewarded with the company of the gentleman she had come to meet. They joined hands and shared a moment of happy reunion.

      “There is much to arrange,” she finally said, enjoying the warmth of his embrace in the chill air.

      “I wish I could help, but alas, it would not be prudent.” His lips gently brushed against the softness of her cheek.

      She raised her head to look into his eyes, searching for more reassurance. “You are right, although I wish it were not so.” Burying her face in his heavy woollen cloak she mumbled, “I can do this.”

      “Of course you can! You are clever and resourceful.”

      “And cautious.” She clung fiercely to him. “I will not fail.”

      He smiled at her determined words, offering comfort in the shelter of his arms. “We will not fail,” he whispered.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of the knocker at the front door of Darcy House heralded the arrival of the Bennets and the Gardiners. Darcy adjusted his cuffs, brushed the front of his jacket, and awaited his guests to be announced. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Richard slip into the parlour through the door to the dining room. There was no time to wonder what he had been up to, however, as the rattle of the handle directed his attention to the entrance of Mr and Mrs Bennet, followed by the rest of their party.

      Polite greetings were exchanged, Darcy and his sister welcoming the family of his betrothed into their London home. Georgiana was only too eager to offer a tour of the house, which the ladies were quick to accept. Darcy hesitated, aware that the rest of his guests had not yet arrived and cognisant of his duty as host to be present to receive them.

      “Go on,” Richard reassured him. “I shall stay here to greet Anne and the Bingleys. I am sure they will not be offended by your engagement elsewhere.”

      Darcy was quite pleased with the arrangement and, taking Elizabeth’s arm in his, followed the rest of the party into the hall. Georgiana drew attention to various treasured artworks that decorated the walls and the alcoves, and spread along the mantels in each room. Well versed in their histories since she was a child, the young hostess entertained her guests with tales of acquisition by Darcys of years past. Elizabeth listened with genuine interest, while her companion heard none of it, having eyes and ears for but one lady. From their position at the rear of the party, it was easy for Darcy to indulge his interest while still appearing to pay proper attention to the rest of his guests.

      While assisting Elizabeth up the stairs, he took the opportunity to compliment her with a whispered comment in her ear. The lady coloured with a delighted embarrassment but was not too overcome to forsake a reply in kind.

      “I must remark upon the exquisite tailoring of your clothing, sir. The colours are eminently suited to you. Yet, it cannot be the reason that each time we meet I find you to be more handsome, both in appearance and manner.”

      Her comments proved sufficient distraction for him to miss the words of his sister, now leading the party through the rooms of the upper floor. The others had moved on, yet Darcy was disinclined to re-join them and drew Elizabeth into a bright and cheerfully decorated parlour. She sent a questioning gaze towards him.

      “This was my mother’s sitting room. It was recently repainted for Georgiana to use while she stayed in town last year.” In a softer tone, he added, “This will be for your use if you find it agreeable.”

      “It is a most delightful room. It pleases me very much. Thank you, sir,” she shyly replied.

      “Enough of formalities. Elizabeth, you have been in my thoughts since you left Pemberley. Our wedding is but one week away.” He could not restrain himself and brought his lips to hers. His arms wrapped around her and held her tightly against his body. “We have not much time before your mother notices our absence, I am sure, but I could not wait a moment more to assure you that my ardent love for you has in no way diminished.”

      “If I harboured any fears of that, believe me, it would have fled when you first spoke my name.” Elizabeth’s voice faltered with emotion as she returned his kiss with equal passion.

      As Darcy suspected, it was not long before the sound of Mrs Bennet’s voice was heard in the hall outside the parlour door. The lady was good enough to provide this announcement of her arrival and allow time for the young couple to attain a more appropriate pose. Upon her entrance into the room, Darcy was certain their flushed countenances did not escape Mrs Bennet’s notice.
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Fitzwilliam looked at the clock, willing it to move faster. Had he known Miss Bingley intended to quiz Anne about the dimmest days of his childhood, albeit in a clever and discreet manner, he would have resisted the impulse to grant Darcy more time with Elizabeth.

      Darcy should be the one suffering the attentions of Caroline Bingley, he grumbled silently. A sulky glance in the lady’s direction, however, brought a more palatable thought to mind. No effort was required to let his gaze linger on her features. He had said it before, and his opinion had not changed. Miss Bingley was a striking woman.

      What does Darcy find so objectionable in the lady? Ah yes, he mused. She is insatiably curious about the most obscure and personal details of one’s life.

      He heard Anne giggle again and saw the ladies directing glances towards him. Even Bingley seemed amused with whatever had been said, but one challenging look from the colonel stifled his mirth.

      More laughter filled the room as the wayward ladies returned, Mrs Bennet in full cry as she crossed the threshold. Directly, she went to her husband and began enumerating the many delights to be found in Mr Darcy’s house, much to the mortification of her second daughter. There was no sign of the gentleman, but before Richard could speculate as to his whereabouts, Darcy appeared, and the door closed behind him.

      Now that all the guests were assembled, a fond reunion of sorts took place. Questions were asked and details divulged for the rapidly approaching nuptial ceremony. Colonel Fitzwilliam took advantage of the preoccupation to move unnoticed into the dining room. Standing with his back to the door, he surveyed the table, pursing his lips. Something did not look right. His eyes came to rest on a single flower which lay across one of the plates.

      He muttered and shook his head as he crossed the distance to the table in three strides. He picked up the flower and placed it gently on another plate, the same one he had laid it on originally. “There you have it, Mrs Bennet! A token of affection from your daughter’s beloved.” With a low chuckle, he left the room by the secondary entrance so that he could return to the drawing room from the hall.

      The topic of conversation had not varied since he left, although the focus had shifted slightly from the bride’s family to the groom’s. Georgiana was now addressing enquiries about the eligible gentlemen likely to attend from amongst Darcy’s relations. The queries were by no means so calculatingly expressed. They did, however, realise their potential in Georgiana’s replies. She did not fail to satisfy the other ladies’ curiosities as to the age and eligibility of the Fitzwilliam brothers. As no other relations of Darcy would likely be attending the ceremony on such short notice and at this particular time of year, the colonel knew that he and his brothers were destined to be denied any opportunity to be bored.
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        * * *

      

      From the safety of the outside edge of the party, Darcy was highly amused at his cousin’s discomfort. The interaction of those assembled was fascinating to witness. Richard, who appeared at first the master of his destiny, soon struggled to keep up with the rapid-fire volleys from the younger Bennet sisters and Miss Bingley.

      Elizabeth joined Darcy, determined to offer an apology for her family’s behaviour, but he waved it off.

      “It is nothing less than he deserves. Despite his military career, the colonel seems to spend less time with his regiment than in attempting to regiment his relations’ lives.” He smiled mysteriously. “The tides may turn soon, however.”

      Elizabeth’s eyebrow rose in that arch manner Darcy so loved. “I suppose it would be a waste of breath to enquire as to your meaning?”

      “Ah, my love, I would not put you in such a position as to have to resort to subterfuge should you be questioned. Will you be content with knowing that no harm will befall any of the parties concerned?”

      “Parties? You have a curiously devious nature of which I was previously unaware.”

      Darcy looked intently into her eyes. “I hope this does not displease you.”

      Elizabeth replied in an equally earnest tone. “On the contrary, I expect you to continue the practice without reservation as to my approval and with my sincere participation.”

      Bestowing a kiss upon her hand, Darcy said, “Thank you, my dearest. I fear this is one trait that is shared within the family. I am relieved at your acceptance of our frailties. However, I must beg your indulgence, as I have something to attend to. I shall return momentarily.” His eyes twinkled with mischief as he quietly left the room.

      Elizabeth sighed happily and turned back towards the room to see Colonel Fitzwilliam following the progress of the ladies’ mission with an expression of growing apprehension. She chuckled upon concluding that his behaviour was reminiscent of the cornered mouse just before the cat pounced. Within minutes, Darcy had returned, smiling warmly at Elizabeth and leading her to a seat near her aunt and uncle where they both joined in conversation.
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        * * *

      

      Richard listened in ever-increasing alarm as he began to comprehend his situation, surrounded by such a quantity of eager and unmarried ladies in one place. This would not be the end of it, either, for there was still the wedding to come, an event which would add even more impetus to their hunger for a husband and increase the number of willing females ogling his attributes. Aghast at his lack of foresight, the colonel vowed to resist all efforts to persuade him to appear in uniform as such a display was guaranteed to inflame the sensibilities of those ladies already afflicted with the romantic idea of capturing him. If that were not disturbing enough, he had also observed Darcy’s exit and return to the room and was now impatient to extricate himself from the clutches of the fairer sex in order to correct any alterations to his arrangements in the dining room.

      He managed to politely remove himself from their presence, escape the room, and once again inspect the table settings in the empty dining parlour. The migrant flora was now draped across yet another diner’s plate. Richard reached for it and had just lifted it by the delicate stem when the door opened to admit the others. Cursing his ill luck, he hurriedly let go of the flower and stepped away from the table, attempting to appear nonchalant while inwardly tallying up the names of the diners to determine who was about to receive the windfall.

      Darcy sauntered past, escorting Elizabeth to her place, and throwing a smug look in his cousin’s direction. The colonel mustered up his dignity, strode towards his own seat, and waited for the ladies to take theirs.

      With forbearance, he beheld the lady whose eyes lit up at the sight of the rose adorning her plate. Her gaze immediately met his with perfect understanding, and he knew she had witnessed him releasing the flower. Richard gave an imperceptible sigh. Taking his own seat, he tried not to glance again at the lady but could not help himself.

      Miss Bingley appeared besotted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      In what seemed to be the blink of an eye, it was her wedding day. Elizabeth lay in her bed, staring at the ceiling familiar to her since childhood. Yet again, she marvelled at the events of the last month. Everything had happened so quickly. In a matter of hours, she would become the wife of Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley!

      Already the sounds of activity in the kitchen reached her ears, and Elizabeth drew her blankets up over her head. It was not an attempt to ward off the approach of the day but a childlike desire to restore some sense of calm to the excitement fluttering in her stomach.

      “Lizzy?” The voice unmistakably belonged to her mother. “Lizzy, are you awake?”

      Elizabeth threw the blanket back from her face. “Yes. Come in, Mama.”

      The door opened, and her mother entered the room, closing the door and turning towards her daughter, still bundled in the bedclothes.

      “Why are you not up yet? You must have some breakfast before the church, or you will end up fainting on the flagstones. What will become of you, then? You will hit your head and lose your memory. Mr Darcy will not want to marry a woman who does not know him, and all will be for nought!”

      Elizabeth laughed.

      “You think it is amusing, do you? I assure you I am quite serious,” Mrs Bennet continued unabated. “Mrs Long told me about her friend’s cousin’s nephew who was engaged to marry a young lady from a very old, titled family. Moments before their wedding, the bride slipped on a loose rug at the top of the stairs, fell down the entire flight, struck her head upon the bannister, and not a moment of her life could she remember afterwards. Well, you know that the young man simply could not bear to think of marrying a woman who could not remember her name, let alone his. She had no recollection whatsoever. Of course,” she added, sniffing disdainfully, “had she eaten her breakfast that morning, she would never have been so light-headed and taken a misstep. Alas, she died an old maid, unwilling to accept any other man after being jilted on her wedding day.”

      Elizabeth sat through this recitation with serious attention. Even had Mrs Long related such a tale, she knew her mother would have glorified it to suit her own purpose.

      She sighed at the conclusion. “Mama, I shall not die an old maid. Mr Darcy will not abandon me at the altar. I shall go down to breakfast as soon as I am dressed.”

      Mrs Bennet, apparently satisfied on this point, was about to leave the room when she turned back again. “Oh, there is one more thing. I know I should have spoken to you sooner about this.” She took up a seat on the bed and stroked her daughter’s hand. “The truth is that I was not entirely sure how to approach the subject with you. When Jane was to be married, it was easy enough. She is so quiet and was attentive to everything I said. But you! You, Lizzy, will be full of questions. Questions of every kind!”

      “Mama—”

      “No, I must make the effort if only my poor nerves will hold out. I did not bring any of my smelling salts, but I beg that you will not quiz me too closely.” She paused and took a deep breath in preparation to begin her speech.

      Elizabeth quickly interjected, hoping to save them both some embarrassment. “Mama, please. There is no need for you to speak of this.”

      “No, Lizzy. I would be doing you a great disservice if I failed to properly prepare you for what awaits. I will not allow any of my daughters to be ill prepared for the completion of their marital duties.” Diligently, Mrs Bennet folded the edge of the quilt back and smoothed out the surface.

      Elizabeth slid her hand across the cover and took her mother’s in her own.

      “Jane spoke with me. We had several long talks while in London.”

      For a moment, Elizabeth was not sure of her mother’s reaction, but she let out a relieved sigh as Mrs Bennet praised her eldest daughter’s ingenuity. Patting the blushing bride’s hands, Mrs Bennet smiled and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Netherfield was as busy as Longbourn at that early hour. The ballroom was already cleared of the larger pieces of furniture to make room for the guests that would descend for the wedding breakfast following the ceremony at the church. Servants ran this way and that, and flowers and various decorations by the armful were carried through the various rooms to be arranged and displayed. Not a detail was to be left untended. Jane Bingley was personally directing activities in the liveliest section of the house.

      “A little to the left,” she said to the servant holding a large floral swag above the lintel. “That is perfect.” She watched as he held the decoration steady while another servant secured it in place.

      Turning her attention to the next project, she caught a glimpse of her husband walking past an open doorway and disappearing around a corner.

      “Charles?” Jane set off after him, catching up before he had gone far. “Charles, has Mr Darcy come down yet?”

      “I have not seen him,” her husband replied. “I did hear him shouting for his man an hour ago, though. He did not sound as composed as usual.”

      Jane smiled. “Were you composed on the morning of our wedding?”

      Bingley’s eyes took on a far-off look. “No, I was not. Perhaps I shall go and have a word with him and see how he is progressing.”

      Jane heartily approved of this plan, returning to her own tasks after observing her husband as he made his way upstairs to their guest’s room.
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        * * *

      

      A cautious approach was needed, for Bingley could hear Darcy’s voice before he gained the perimeter of the landing leading to the guest wing of Netherfield. Recalling his own nervousness in preparation for marriage to Jane, Bingley felt some sympathy for his friend but even more for the unfortunate servant trying to dress a master who did not seem satisfied with his appearance. He knocked firmly at the door, and in answer to the summons from within, opened it to see a harassed gentleman’s gentleman, vainly attempting to soothe his master’s already tattered nerves. The servant looked at Bingley hopefully.

      “How can I appear in such an unacceptable state, Bingley? It is preposterous to think that I have come this far to be forestalled by a neckcloth!” Darcy threw the offending piece of fabric onto a chair where it joined a collection of others that had suffered a similar fate for defiance of orders.

      Bingley was unable to suppress his amusement. “Here, Darcy. Let me ease your mind,” he said, reaching for the fresh neckcloth on the outstretched hand of the manservant. As he arranged the ends of the cloth into intricate folds, Bingley felt the time was right to offer some advice to his friend. “I hardly slept the night before my wedding.”

      “I remember,” Darcy said, his eyes trying to follow the other man’s fingers as they manipulated the material.

      “I was nervous, of course,” Bingley continued. “I had no other man from whom to solicit consolation for my anxiety or to look towards for advice. Hurst was the only married man amongst the party.” He caught Darcy’s eyes with a knowing look. “And I could hardly approach Jane’s father with my concerns.”

      “I appreciate your thoughtfulness.”

      “You are more than welcome to any knowledge I can impart, my friend.” Bingley put the finishing touches on the knot and stepped back.

      Darcy glanced at his man, still waiting behind him. The servant quickly went to retrieve a mirror from across the room.

      “I assure you,” Darcy said to his friend in a hushed voice, “my father was quite thorough in seeing to my education in all matters. Quite thorough.”

      Bingley stared wordlessly. The servant returned and the mirror was produced. Darcy glanced down briefly, then he leant in for a closer examination of his image. His friend continued to stare but at last found his voice.

      “I say, Darcy, I was referring to the sort of adjustments one has to make when sharing a home with a new wife. I was not speaking of...” He coughed discreetly into his hand.

      Darcy coloured, although the reason was clearly twofold. Not only was he embarrassed to have brought up such an intimate subject, but he was about to split with laughter upon seeing the most hideous excuse for a knot resting at the base of his throat.

      “What is this?”

      Raising an eyebrow to complete his smug expression, Bingley challenged his friend with one look. “And you thought your man did not do an adequate job? Do not be so fastidious.” He signalled to the waiting servant to put away the mirror and take over while Darcy collapsed into a chair, laughing.
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Fitzwilliam contemplated the polish of the buttons on his sleeve and berated himself for allowing his cousin to persuade him to wear his dress uniform. His younger brothers, as attractive prospects as himself, would be more fortunate to blend into the background of guests in their more sombre-coloured attire.

      It was Georgiana who had finally persuaded him, but the suggestion was Miss Bingley’s. Richard flattered himself that he would not have given in to that lady’s request no matter how alluring her batting eyelashes became, but he knew it was a lie. In the last four days, he had spent enough time in Miss Bingley’s company to know he was dangerously close to following in Darcy’s footsteps. It was his last hope, a chance to redirect the lady’s attentions towards his brothers—either of them, or both. There was only one problem with his plan.

      He did not like it one bit.
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        * * *

      

      Georgiana was about to knock upon her brother’s door when she heard a voice. It was a familiar one, and it was coming from the direction of the stairs. It was a most unexpected and perhaps equally unwelcome voice on this, of all days.

      “Where is my nephew? I demand to see him. Darcy!”

      Georgiana fled across the hall to one of the empty rooms, closing the door just enough so she could hear and see without being seen herself. Her formidable aunt came into view almost immediately, a throng of servants scurrying ahead, around, and behind her.

      “Darcy? Where are you?”

      The door to the gentleman’s chamber opened, and he stood, impeccably attired, frowning at the woman who bore down on him.

      “There you are!”

      With a wave of his hand, he dismissed the anxious servants. When they were gone, he addressed his aunt. “May I ask what it is you are doing here? It is a unique manner of seeking me out, I must say, travelling great distances without warning.”

      “Darcy, you must put a stop to it.” Lady Catherine’s walking stick punctuated her sentences with a rap on the floor. “It is distressing enough to see anyone disregard proper form and conventions so blatantly but when it is my own—”

      “Lady Catherine, I have neither the time nor the inclination to listen to such narratives. What is your point?”

      “Well! I am not accustomed to such rudeness from you, however, I shall overlook it this time. I must appeal to you as a member of the family. The honour of our names is at stake. You must come with me to London and put an end to this nonsense. She cannot be allowed to continue this ridiculous pretence.”

      Georgiana shrank back from the edge of the door. The look on her brother’s face was one of fury. She, herself, could hardly fathom how Lady Catherine had the presumption to speak so. Although she could no longer see what was transpiring, the voices were clear enough to reach Georgiana’s ears.

      “My only destination at this moment is the church in Meryton. Today is my wedding day, and I shall be married within the hour.”

      The silence lasted a full ten seconds before a stammering voice repeated, “M-married? What is this? Why was I not informed?”

      It was Darcy’s turn to be speechless, Georgiana found, as she put her eye to the door once again.

      “Speak up, boy!” snapped their aunt, regaining control of the situation. “You are to be married today? To whom?”

      Darcy drew himself up and squared his shoulders. “Miss Elizabeth Bennet.”

      Lady Catherine’s eyes closed briefly then resumed their intense scrutiny of her nephew. “Why was I not told?”

      “I—”

      “Obviously you cannot assist me now. I cannot understand the thoughtlessness of young people these days. You simply will not wait.”

      “If you did not come here to object to my marriage to Elizabeth, what has brought you?”

      Lady Catherine sighed. “It is Anne. She has made the most dreadful decision.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Darcy fidgeted with his cuffs. The skin on the back of his neck itched. He dared not lift a hand to scratch it and expose himself in such undignified behaviour. A cool draught blew across the transept, too low to bring any relief to his heated face.

      The pews were filled with many of the Bennets’ neighbours. At a sound from the doorway, all heads turned as one to see Elizabeth emerge, a radiant figure, sunlight filtering from the window creating a halo over her head.

      Darcy was transfixed, barely remembering to breathe. He watched his bride walk towards him, each step sending his heart palpitating wildly.

      Bingley whispered something in his ear, but Darcy heard not a word as Elizabeth came to stand beside him. The couple smiled warmly at one another, then turned to face the altar.
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        * * *

      

      The wedding breakfast was an extraordinary affair. Despite the brevity of her time between becoming mistress of Netherfield and hostess for her sister’s nuptial celebration, Jane Bingley’s efforts left nothing wanting. Not even Lady Catherine found anything to criticise.

      Colonel Fitzwilliam managed to free himself from the cloying attentions of several young ladies with the excuse of a family obligation pertaining to his aunt, and he sought her amongst the throng to sit in one of the vacant chairs which surrounded her.

      “I understand that a matter of urgency brought you here, Lady Catherine.”

      “Yes, and it is fortunate that I arrived in time. I cannot understand such want of attention to protocol as your cousin had demonstrated. It must be made plain to the others that any future marriages will follow the dictates of form.” She glared pointedly in the direction of the two Fitzwilliam brothers who suffered the fate Richard had just escaped.

      “What is this urgent matter?”

      She turned her penetrating gaze on the colonel. “As you well know, my daughter forsook her place at Rosings Park to take up residency in London on her own! Such shameless behaviour is an affront to any decent gentlewoman, and I am appalled that some have seen fit to receive her! I came to make Darcy aware of the very real danger in which Anne has placed herself. She must be made to understand that she cannot continue in this manner. She will be easy prey to any and every fortune hunter in the country! Her health is delicate at best. She has no notion of her susceptibility. Darcy must speak to her before it is too late, and I am only fortunate enough to have arrived here before he left the county.”

      The colonel sighed. “You must see it would be impossible for Darcy to undertake this task for you now. Therefore, I volunteer to go in his stead. I shall speak to Anne.” And see what alarms you so.

      Although still visibly displeased that Darcy was unavailable, Lady Catherine accepted her nephew’s offer. “I shall have my carriage readied at once.”

      He raised a hand, forestalling that order. “Tomorrow morning will do just as well. Georgiana is to be in my charge while Darcy and his bride are away. I shall not remove her from the celebration too early.”

      Tight lipped, his aunt nodded in compliance. “Never in all of my thirty years as mistress of Rosings Park have so many people defied my wishes. This is not to be borne!”
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        * * *

      

      Jane’s smile was warm as she watched her sister and Mr Darcy bid farewell to family and friends. Mr Darcy’s carriage was at the door, the four matched greys standing quietly in the cool afternoon air. There was still enough daylight to reach their destination.

      Georgiana drew near to Jane, her own expression displaying the genuine happiness she felt for her brother and friend. “You will miss her, I know. Mr Bingley will simply have to bring you often to Pemberley.”

      Jane looked fondly at the younger woman. “Yes, I shall miss Lizzy, but as you say, there is consolation in knowing there will be extended periods when we shall be together. And we shall still have letters. Lizzy and I have always written frequently when apart.” They were both silent for a moment. “What of you, Georgiana? This will be quite a change for you as well.”

      “I enjoy seeing my brother happy,” she said in a quiet voice. “I know Elizabeth will ensure he is. How could I want anything more? I knew before he did that Elizabeth was the lady for him.”

      They watched as the newly wedded couple said the last of their goodbyes. As he helped his bride up the steps of the carriage, Darcy looked towards where his sister was standing. Bowing his head, he acknowledged the presence of both ladies with his final farewell before disappearing inside. Jane and Georgiana remained in place until the carriage was out of sight, then they returned to the warmth of Netherfield House.
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        * * *

      

      The carriage rolled onward, its occupants paying no attention to the passing landscape. Of course, Darcy knew the destination, for he had directed the coachman most particularly. Thus, he could pay close attention to the lady beside him, and it was exceedingly satisfying to hold Elizabeth in his arms, her head resting softly against his shoulder. She had settled into that position shortly after their journey had begun—once the advantage of privacy was acknowledged, and longed-for kisses had been shared.

      After a few hours of travel and a stop at an inn to refresh themselves and heat up warming stones, Elizabeth took note of the changing countryside beyond the carriage windows. She remarked on the unfamiliar sights and asked their whereabouts. Darcy smiled, kissing her brow, and pulling her to rest against him once more.

      “Cambridgeshire, my dear.”

      “Oh!” she said, shifting a little to peer out the window again. “I confess I had no expectation of our destination but had not considered Cambridgeshire.”

      “And neither will anyone else, particularly my aunt who seems to unerringly find me when I least wish it.” Darcy allowed his own gaze to linger on his wife’s lips as he considered redirecting her attention. “While in London, I happened upon the father of a friend from my days at Cambridge. He graciously offered his home to us, as the family is in town for the winter. We shall be staying at Wimpole Hall.”

      Elizabeth’s astonishment was great, and her interest was thoroughly apparent. She asked about her husband’s friend and his family, how often he had stayed at Wimpole Hall, and how much longer it would take to get there.

      He was amused by her sudden wakefulness and unceasing questions. “Tomorrow we may explore the grounds, or perhaps the day after that.” Darcy brought his mouth close to her ear, continuing in a husky voice, “Although I may not wish to share you for quite some time.”

      It was then that the great house came into view and but a few minutes more, the carriage came to a stop. Darcy quickly alighted, assisting Elizabeth’s descent from the compartment.

      The door opened as they approached, the butler welcoming them inside. Footmen stood at the ready to receive their winter garments.

      “Welcome to Wimpole Hall, Mr Darcy. Mrs Darcy.”

      “Thank you, Harte,” Darcy acknowledged.

      “Cook has prepared a cold supper for you, which has been laid out in the sitting room of your apartments. If you would please follow me, sir.”

      The butler led the way through the entry hall to a grand staircase. Above stairs, the hall seemed to stretch endlessly, until they came at last to a set of open doors. A fire blazed in the hearth of a substantial sitting room. It was finely furnished with ample seating and a small dining table at one end of the room, near enough to the fire to feel the benefits.

      Darcy observed the generous number of dishes set out for their meal as Harte indicated the doors leading to each of the bedchambers. The butler asked if there was anything else he might require, and Darcy thanked and dismissed him. He wanted only to be alone with his wife.

      The door closed behind Harte. Immediately, Darcy joined Elizabeth at the window where she was admiring the view of the gardens in the fading light and attempting to make out their compositions beneath the light covering of snow.

      Arms encircling her waist, he brushed his lips against her ear, whispering, “Would you like some wine or something to eat?”

      She shook her head ever so slightly.

      “Are you pleased with the arrangements?”

      “I am more than pleased. Only Pemberley itself could surpass this. I am just beginning to comprehend the enormous responsibility of being Mrs Darcy.”

      “You are more than equal to the task, for the first challenge was to win my heart. I can hardly remember my life before you, Elizabeth.” He placed a lingering kiss below her ear, then another. Her response encouraged him, as she relaxed in his arms and exposed the bare skin of her neck.

      When she spoke, it was halting, words separated by small, unsteady gasps. “Are we truly alone?”

      A rumbling chuckle emanated from Darcy. “Absolutely, blessedly alone.”

      Elizabeth turned in his arms to face him, her mouth seeking his. The kiss they shared was fervent with desire long suppressed while under the watchful eyes of others. Darcy felt as though the fire had leapt from the hearth and into his body, scorching his lips where they touched hers. He raised his hands to cup her face, relishing how soft her skin felt under his fingers. Burying his face in her hair and inhaling the delicate scent of her, Darcy felt intoxicated.

      “Come with me,” he murmured against her cheek. “Mere words cannot convey my feelings. Dearest Elizabeth, join with me to complete our union, and know what it is to be my wife.” He took her hand, placed his lips upon it, and turned his yearning gaze on her. “Do not be afraid.”

      She inhaled sharply, yet her own gaze did not waver. “I am not afraid,” she whispered. As though to prove her declaration, Elizabeth drew his head down until their mouths nearly touched. “Show me,” she urged and kissed him eagerly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Richard was no longer in any doubt of Anne’s reasons for staying in London. More than three hours confined in a carriage with Lady Catherine espousing from her book of infinite wisdom was enough to have him desiring a cheery holiday on the Continent, perhaps France. Even Georgiana offered nothing in the way of an alternative, for she was clever enough not to draw their aunt’s attention.

      It made for an altogether unpleasant journey for two of the carriage’s occupants.

      Once he and Georgiana were safely deposited at the step of Darcy’s townhouse, the colonel assured Lady Catherine that he would see to her daughter’s well-being as soon as possible and inform her of the result just as efficiently. Lady Catherine then continued onwards to Kent.

      Georgiana flung her bonnet onto a sofa and sat down beside it. “Are you truly going to spy on Anne?”

      Richard laughed. “Spy? Have you been reading those dreadful novels again? Of course, I am not going to spy on her.” He rang for a servant, turning to face Georgiana with his back to the wall. “Lady Catherine has some valid concerns, and I shall visit Anne tomorrow morning to make sure that her mother has no cause for worry. Once I am satisfied, we can move on to Matlock as originally planned. I am sorry for this alteration. I hope you do not mind.”

      “Of course not,” Georgiana cried. “I have seen Anne far too infrequently over the years, so I am quite happy to enjoy her company as often as we have of late.”

      “I would not be so quick to think of this visit as one of enjoyment.”

      “Would you rather I not accompany you tomorrow, then?” She appeared genuinely disappointed to be left out.

      “I would not recommend it.”

      “Very well.” Georgiana rose from the sofa, taking up her bonnet. “I shall retire to my room for some rest and see you at dinner.”

      “Mm...yes,” the colonel replied absently. His mind was already busily occupied with devising some plausible phrases to employ with his crafty cousin to gain her confidence.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Elsewhere in London...

      The hushed conversation of the young couple drew no notice in the quiet corner of the tired inn. It was an ideal location for a private discussion.

      “I cannot stay long.” The man shook his head impatiently. “I must be back before I am missed in the morning.”

      “I am sorry,” she replied hurriedly. “The arrangements are taking longer than I thought. I did not realise how difficult it would be to avoid arousing suspicions.”

      “Then you believe you have been successful?” There was a touch of pleased surprise in his tone.

      “So far, yes.” She giggled. “I have been watched, you know.”

      “Of course. I did warn you.”

      “But I have become very good at confusing him.”

      He reached out his hand and touched the end of her nose with one finger. “I always said you were a clever girl.”

      A blush swept her cheeks. “Another two days and all will be ready.”

      “Perfect timing, then. I must confess, I was getting a bit anxious.”

      Taking his hand, she whispered, “I would not have disappointed you.”

      “I know.” He brought her hand to his lips and pressed them against her soft skin. “You must be getting back now.”

      “Yes, before I am missed,” she said, sighing. “My faithful watchdog would raise the alarm quickly enough.”

      They rose from the table where they sat, briefly embraced, and he saw her to the door of the establishment. It was too public a setting for anything more. As she slipped out into the afternoon sunshine, he slipped back into the dim interior until he could safely make his own escape.
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        * * *

      

      The next day Colonel Fitzwilliam was a sorry sight, standing on the step of his cousin’s house requesting admittance. The butler eyed him carefully, loath to receive any solitary gentleman into his mistress’s parlour. Had it not been for Anne’s personal maid, the good colonel might have found himself with the door shut in his face. The woman, however, recognised him immediately and scolded the man for not acknowledging a gentleman when he saw one. Thus, he was ushered into the parlour, and there he waited.

      “Richard, I could hardly believe my ears when I was told you were here,” Anne cried upon opening the door. She greeted him with a warm embrace and a kiss on his cheek. “What on earth are you doing back in London so soon? I thought you were staying with Mr and Mrs Bingley for a few days before going to Matlock. Where is Georgiana?”

      As they sat down, Richard explained that their young cousin was at Darcy’s London house while he was visiting with her.

      “She wished to visit you, but I suggested she wait. I needed to speak to you alone first.”

      “Is that so?” Anne’s expression was amused. “I cannot imagine what you might have in mind.”

      The colonel grinned. “If you are thinking your mother has put me up to something—”

      “Has she?” Anne laughed. “She reconciled herself to not winning Darcy over as my husband. An earl’s son, though! Must keep the fortunes in the family, you know. Tell me the truth. Has she been pestering you to do the honourable thing and marry me?”

      “No, no. Truthfully, I did not have much opportunity to make sure you are managing well enough on your own. Is there anything I can do for you? Have you had any problems or concerns?”

      “Well, not really.” She thought a moment. “I have no carriage, yet. That is something that I have not had an opportunity to acquire.”

      “Could you not have one sent up from Rosings?”

      “I suppose I could.” Anne appeared quite pleased at his suggestion. “I shall tend to that immediately. Thank you, Richard.”

      He considered his next words, then cautiously asked, “Are you quite sure that there is nothing I can do? You have not been imposed upon by certain…types of gentlemen? A young woman of fortune, alone in the city, can be very tempting to some rather undesirable kinds of people.”

      “Let me assure you that I have not become the victim of a fortune hunter. I am not without protection, Cousin.”

      He recalled the difficulty he had experienced in trying to gain admittance to the house. “It pleases me that your servants are trained to keep out strangers, especially young men. I trust that those are their instructions?” At her nod of assent, he relaxed. “I have done my duty, then. I could not rest easy knowing that you continued here while I was up north and Darcy away. For the short time that we are both absent, I am satisfied that I need not worry.”

      Anne’s smile widened. “You may tell my mother she need not worry, either.”

      A sheepish grin spread over Richard’s face. “That I shall.”
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        * * *

      

      In a darkened tavern not far from his cousin’s house, Colonel Fitzwilliam passed a tankard of ale to the man who joined him. Hunching over his own glass, he asked in an offhanded manner, “What have you to report?”

      “Aye, you didn’t deceive me. She’s a clever one, she is.” He took a long draught of the ale, downing half the contents of the mug. “She got past me a couple of times, I’ll admit. Apart from that, there was nothing unusual, only trips to the shops, the bank, her solicitors.”

      “The solicitors?” The colonel pondered the information for a few moments. “Did she go there often?”

      “’Twas the first place she stopped when she come to town. Since then, I’d say it was a regular weekly visit until this past week.”

      “What was different about the last week?” Richard signalled for another pint.

      “She were there nearly every day.” They paused as the server brought another mug. “Aye, every day.”

      “What about the bank?” the colonel asked when they were alone again. “Did she increase the frequency of her visits there, too?”

      “I’d expected the same, but no.”

      “Correspondence?”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

      Richard leant forward. “What does that mean?”

      The other man shrugged. “Tradesmen’s bills, mostly. Gowns, hats, the odd letter from Kent.”

      “What about visitors?”

      “Apart from you and Miss Darcy, there’ve been few others to call.”

      Still puzzling over the scarcity of information, Richard persisted. “Any gentlemen?”

      The other man shook his head decisively. “No, only ladies. Mrs Brookfield, Lady Renton, and her daughter. Nobody else.”

      The colonel tapped his fingers on the table. “She is up to something. I know it. Where has she managed to elude you and when?”

      “Three or four times while going in and out of the shops in High Street. Once she hailed a hackney, and I was left standing in the street with no way to follow. I haven’t found out where she went, but she always got home well before dark and by hired carriage.”

      Shaking his head, Richard grumbled, “Where did she learn all of these tricks sheltered away at Rosings?” Rising from the table, he dropped a few coins onto its surface. “I shall join you for the next few days. Two pairs of eyes may be better than one.”
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        * * *

      

      When he returned to Darcy House and gave Georgiana the news that their stay in London would be extended, she expressed her feelings quite simply.

      “Oh.” The single syllable conveyed surprise, disappointment, and relief all at once. Richard felt his young cousin watching him while she waited for his explanation.

      “Some minor issues have arisen. Nothing urgent but they may as well be taken care of while I am in town. I am sorry, Georgiana, but I promise we shall leave for Matlock before your brother and his wife return here next week.”

      “I shall hold you to that promise.” She placed a kiss on his cheek and asked if he would like to hear some music. His smile was all the encouragement she needed. Georgiana sat at the pianoforte while Richard made himself comfortable by the fire with a glass of brandy in hand.

      As the notes filled the room, he soon found his mind wandering from the day’s preoccupations to the pleasure of the music. Georgiana’s playing was proficient and her selections soothing. He began to think that there was a great deal of pleasure to be had in spending many evenings occupied thus. A quick shake of his head dispelled most of that notion.

      Even when that woman is nowhere near, I am being lured into thoughts of domesticity!

      Richard schooled his concentration into planning for the next day’s activities.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      After two days of skulking in the shrubbery in the late January cold, Richard was rethinking his notion that espionage was exciting. There must have been a reason why officers left that sort of thing to the regulars to tackle, and now he knew what it was.

      Deuced unpleasant sitting in a tangle of thorny bushes freezing one’s tail off!

      He tried stamping his feet to restore some circulation to his numbed toes, but it was for nought. That particular technique had lost any benefit several hours earlier.

      A voice in his ear made him jump in alarm. That it was his own man and not a patrolling constable—or worse, one of the lumbering footmen from the house—brought him little consolation.

      “Good lord, Adams! That would get your throat slit on the battlefield!” he hissed.

      The other man shrugged. “She’s never left the house after dark. You may as well leave this shift to me.”

      The colonel needed no further urging. With a promise to return the next morning, he stretched his stiffened muscles, flexed his unyielding joints, and carefully made his way onto the public path. It was a good fifteen minutes before he felt he was walking naturally again. A brisk pace it was not, yet he covered the distance between his two cousins’ homes in a respectable time and even arrived without arousing any suspicion as to his own whereabouts for the greater part of the day. Georgiana was at her pianoforte, the notes of her music filling the hall with a cheery air, and he thought it a delightful welcome after a full day. Taking the stairs as quickly as he dared, he headed for his room to bathe and change for dinner.

      His man was efficient, the ordering of the hot water was immediate, and before long the colonel was sighing contentedly in a steaming bath, all thoughts of the frigid January air behind him. Mindful that he had not much time before dinner, he tarried in the hot water as long as he dared, then called for the towels.

      Many years of military service had taught him expediency in dressing himself, and the lessons were not wasted here. Even the indoor air was cooler than he would have liked. Richard drew on his shirt and trousers, allowed his man to put the finishing touches on his attire, and slipped into his jacket. Presentable at last, he went downstairs, listening pleasurably to Georgiana’s final concerto until it came to an end as he entered the room.

      He was astonished to discover the lady seated at the pianoforte was not his young cousin but Caroline Bingley. Georgiana sat nearby, politely applauding the performance. Both ladies looked towards the door when he appeared.

      Colonel Fitzwilliam was quick, but Miss Bingley was quicker. Before he could advance more than a few steps, she was beside him, greeting him with delightful smiles that he found completely distracting. He allowed her to lead him to a settee, urged him to sit down, and placed herself beside him.

      “I was not aware you had already returned to town,” he finally managed to say. “It is a pleasure to see you again, Miss Bingley.” He cringed inwardly at the insipid nature of his words.

      His less than eager greeting seemed to lend more energy to hers. “Mr and Mrs Hurst brought me with them only this morning. I could not wait to see dear Georgiana and called upon her immediately.” She turned her smile in her friend’s direction before continuing. “It is a great pleasure to see you here, Colonel.”

      He could not tear his gaze from her eyes. The memory of the music still played in his head, and the comforting effect lingered. “You are staying for dinner?” Blast, man! Have you completely ignored common courtesy?

      “Yes, she is. I have informed the servants.” Georgiana stifled a giggle.

      “Oh. Well, good.” He nodded stupidly, his eyes at last coming to rest on the sheet of music at the instrument. “That was a delightful piece you were playing a moment ago. You have a remarkable talent, Miss Bingley.”

      She seemed a bit surprised by his compliment. “Georgiana and I have dabbled with a duet or two. Perhaps we could play them after dinner if you are amenable?”

      “Yes—if it is of no inconvenience to either of you ladies, that is.” The colonel was rescued from further embarrassment by their confirmation it was no imposition.

      Miss Bingley’s presence turned the tide of usual conversation to more feminine topics. While the two ladies spoke, the gentleman was free to observe, and to that end he took advantage. Colonel Fitzwilliam could enjoy the animation that became evident as they spoke enthusiastically on things that can only be of such delight to women. It was puzzling but not something that he spent any time considering. There were far more pleasant things to consider, after all, such as the way a lady’s hair was swept up away from her neck, exposing the slimmest portion of skin possible between the nape and the lacy trim of her gown. A few tiny strands of hair had escaped the imprisonment of the pins and curled teasingly behind her ears. The ears themselves were delicately formed, curving elegantly and drawing the eye along the smooth surface of her cheek to her warm red lips.

      Lips that had stopped moving. Lips that were now facing him!

      “I am sorry. My thoughts have wandered,” he said rather sheepishly. Blast it, man! You are not a schoolboy. Get hold of yourself.

      “Dinner has been announced. Shall we go into the dining room?” Georgiana admirably maintained an innocent expression.

      He rose swiftly and offered an arm to each lady. Georgiana placed her hand lightly upon him, but Miss Bingley’s grip was firm. Strangely enough, he found it rather comfortable—comfortable enough to push away any thought for the undoubtedly cold man who sat outside the residence of Anne de Bourgh, and would be there through the long, frigid night.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, the ladies played and sang several songs until the hour grew late, and it was time for Miss Bingley to depart. Upon realising she would have no proper escort for her trip back home, Richard promptly offered to accompany her. It was not acceptable to allow a single young woman to travel alone at night, particularly in the city.

      Georgiana saw them to the door and watched as her cousin assisted Miss Bingley into the waiting coach. He carefully handed her up the steps, then ducked inside to take a seat on the opposite side. The driver closed the door and climbed to his perch, taking up the reins, and clucking to the horses.

      Inside the carriage, the two passengers were quiet for the first few minutes. The night air was cold and the warming bricks at their feet were most welcome. At last, the colonel felt he must break the silence.

      “Thank you for paying a call on Georgiana so soon after your arrival in town. I am sure that after the rush and the festivities of the last weeks, she is feeling a bit abandoned with her brother away. It was kind of you to call on her.”

      The lady looked flustered by his words, but she soon recovered. “It was a delightful evening, Colonel. Georgiana did appear a trifle melancholy when I first arrived, but I do believe that practising the duets improved her spirits. She was certainly more animated during dinner.” Silence threatened to descend upon them again before she added, “Georgiana mentioned the probability of leaving for the north soon?”

      “We are to go to Matlock, my father’s home, in another day or so. I have some business to finish up here, tomorrow, I hope, then we shall be off.”

      “Oh.”

      The single syllable spoke volumes. There was something resembling a sigh in its tone, while the word seemed to linger in the air.

      Richard felt a sudden and absurd reluctance to leave town as planned. It would never do, however, to be at Darcy House when Mr and Mrs Darcy arrived. He attempted to assure himself that he could return soon enough, after seeing Georgiana safely to Matlock. The reason behind that desire was not something he wished to immediately examine, though. He preferred examining the object of that desire while she was present.

      “I may be returning to London shortly thereafter,” he offered, watching her reaction to his words. “Georgiana will remain with my parents.” Her expression brought him satisfaction and encouragement. “Would you object to my calling upon you?”

      The sudden halt of the carriage interrupted the cosy conversation, and she gave no reply. Instead, Miss Bingley looked out, and upon seeing they had reached their destination, said unnecessarily, “We are here.”

      They alighted from the carriage, the colonel discreetly waving aside the coachman who retreated to a polite distance. Offering his arm to Miss Bingley, he escorted her to the front door of the Hurst townhouse. There they paused, neither seeming ready to voice a final parting. Aware that they could not stand there much longer before the door would open, the gentleman released the lady’s arm and raised her hand to his lips.

      “I do hope we meet again when I am next in town.” He pressed his lips against her fingers and lowered her hand, although he did not relinquish his hold.

      “I hope it is not too long before you return.” Her face was illuminated in a soft glow, which brought such colour to her cheeks that he wondered if he had done something amiss. A bright sliver of light suddenly sliced the darkness, causing both of them to squint.

      “Caroline!” Mrs Hurst cried on seeing them both upon the doorstep. She quickly ascertained the nature of her interruption and attempted to remedy it.

      “Colonel Fitzwilliam, how thoughtful of you to see my sister safely home. The streets of London can be so perilous after dark. Would you come in for a few minutes? Surely, you do not need to return to Darcy House immediately.”

      Miss Bingley had stepped through the open doorway and looked back, an inviting smile upon her face. The expression in her eyes was soft and understanding of the moment they had nearly shared but for the untimely arrival of Mrs Hurst. Richard, who realised he had been staring instead of answering the question, shifted his attention to the elder sister. He was suddenly reminded of the long cold days he had recently spent and that another one awaited.

      “Alas, my dear lady, I cannot. I have some early morning obligations tomorrow.”

      Seemingly crestfallen, Mrs Hurst replied, “Perhaps another time.”

      Richard caught Miss Bingley’s eye and grinned. “Yes, another time. Good night, Miss Bingley.” He bowed to the ladies. “Mrs Hurst.”

      “Good night, Colonel.” Miss Bingley’s voice followed him down the pavement as he walked with a jaunty step back to the waiting carriage.
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        * * *

      

      Georgiana had gone to her chambers, closed the door firmly behind her, and dismissed the maid. Once alone, she drew a sheet of paper from the bottom of the sheaf in her stationary drawer and read the lines already written upon it. When she reached the last words, she silently thought for several minutes, chewing on the end of a fingernail. At last, she picked up the pen, dipped it into the ink, and began.

      She wrote steadily though not quickly, the words clearly and neatly scribed. Occasionally, she would pause, searching for a word or phrase, or perhaps something more. She signed her name, sanded the letter, and while the ink dried, she rose and stretched, then set to walking about the room. Returning to the desk, she folded the letter and with great deliberation, sealed it using the stamp her brother had bought for her three years ago when they had parted for the first extended period since their father’s death.

      When she was finished, a tear rolled down her cheek and splashed upon the still-drying ink on the paper.

      My Dearest Brother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Cheerfully whistling his way down the street the next morning, Richard met Adams in the usual place just outside the view of the de Bourgh house.

      “Beautiful day, eh?” He slapped the other man’s shoulder and grinned. “Anything new?”

      Eyeing the colonel suspiciously, he replied, “No. Been all quiet.”

      Peering around the branches, Richard regarded the house. “It does seem quiet.” He stared a little longer. “Too quiet.”

      Pursing his lips, he considered what he saw before him. There was smoke from the chimneys. The windows remained shuttered—nothing unusual in that. Then he realised the shutters on the ground floor windows were not open either.

      “Have the servants been up and about? Have you seen them? Beating the rugs, dumping pots, hanging laundry—anything?”

      Hastily, Adams straightened up and joined him. “You’re right. It’s too quiet.” He set off for the stables with a lengthy stride, and Richard ran to catch up.

      “Did you not see anything unusual during the night?” he demanded as they neared the buildings.

      “There’s never anything going on during the night. I reckon I must’ve dozed for a few hours.”

      “You what?”

      Richard abruptly changed direction and headed back towards the front door of the house, muttering to himself about incompetents and blunderers. He reached the door and grasped the knocker, soundly rapping it upon the solid wooden surface. It was not long before an astonished footman opened it. He stared at the colonel, plainly startled by the severe expression on the man’s face.

      “Where is your mistress? I would like to speak to my cousin.” He pushed past the servant and stood in the hall.

      “Miss de Bourgh is not here, sir,” the footman bravely replied.

      “Not here? Where is she?” Colonel Fitzwilliam assumed his finest military posture and tone, observing with satisfaction that the servant showed symptoms of nervousness. His fingers twitched, and he shuffled from one foot to the other.

      “Well? I asked you a question.”

      “I-I do not know, sir,” the servant managed to stutter.

      “Useless!” Richard growled, then spun on his heel and shouted, and servants came running from all directions.

      “Quiet! I want some answers. I have been charged with the responsibility of making sure Miss de Bourgh does not come to any harm, and I cannot do that without knowing where she has gone.” Faces turned to one another and back again, but not a word was uttered.

      “All right, we will try this another way.”

      With more patience than he thought possible, Colonel Fitzwilliam began an interrogation of his cousin’s servants; it took up the better part of the rest of the morning. When at last he was done, he had amassed a small amount of information but was not much closer to finding Anne’s whereabouts.

      Apparently, Anne had quit the house early that morning in the carriage she had brought up from Rosings. She took her maid and a small trunk, which seemed to indicate she expected to be gone for some few days at least.

      The early hour of departure was what bothered the colonel most of all. It was not at all usual to leave before sunrise. The more he learned, the less he liked it. He sent Adams to discover which route Anne had taken out of town, or if she had even left town at all, and he had not yet returned.

      Whether or not this was a good sign, Richard was not sure. By mid-afternoon, he was tired of waiting for any report from Adams and took himself off to Darcy House, which he decided was a far more practical base of operations.

      So preoccupied was he with plans to broaden his search that he failed to detect the presence of the lady in the front room when he entered.

      “Colonel Fitzwilliam! At last!”

      He started at the sight of a distraught Miss Bingley, now seemingly relieved that he had come home.

      “Caro-Miss Bingley!” he blurted out. “Whatever are you doing here? What is the matter? Please, let us sit down.”

      Richard took her arm and led her farther into the room, assuring she was secure on the sofa before he sat beside her. Drawing her hands into his, he looked into her face and asked once more, “What is the matter? What has brought you here in this state?”

      “No, no. You are mistaken.” She took a quavering breath.

      He crossed the room to pour out a large measure of sherry which he handed to her. “You appear to need this.”

      She gratefully accepted the glass and sipped at the liquid until she felt easy enough to relate the information without delay. “There is no easy way to tell you this. Georgiana is missing.”

      For the second time that day, the colonel was struck a blow. It felt physical; his knees buckled, and his stomach lurched.

      “I am sure I did not hear you correctly. Georgiana is where?”

      Miss Bingley shook her head. “She is not here. She was not here when I arrived earlier today.” Pulling a folded sheet of paper from the pocket of her gown she handed it to him. “This was on the writing table in her room.” As he took the paper she continued. “When I arrived and asked for Miss Darcy, it was discovered that she was not in her room, nor had her bed been slept in. The servants’ distress was apparent, as they had no idea she had left or where she had gone. I questioned her maid. The woman had been sent away last night by Miss Darcy and told not to wake her in the morning as she wished to sleep late. She waited for the bell to summon her, but it never rang. Until I arrived, there had been no one to check on her.”

      Richard was incensed—with himself, with the servants, with the entire situation. Darcy is going to kill me. No question about it. He will kill me. Slowly and painfully.

      He sprang from his seat and began to pace the floor. “Tell me everything you know. What has happened since you discovered Georgiana’s absence?”

      “The servants have searched the entire house, top to bottom. I, myself examined her room to determine what, if anything, she had taken. It was then I found the letter.” Miss Bingley directed his attention to the paper still in his hand.

      Staring at it, uncomprehending for a moment, he read the words delicately inscribed across one side. “It is for Darcy,” he said tonelessly.

      “Surely, you are not going to wait to open it until he returns? Who knows what may befall Georgiana in that time?”

      “Of course not!” he replied, coming to his senses. “I am also one of her guardians.” He tore open the seal and unfolded the note. His face fell as he read the contents. “There is not a moment to lose. I must put a stop to this!”

      Reaching for his arm, Miss Bingley met his determined gaze. “What is it? What does she say?”

      He looked into her eyes, unsure of how much he could reveal. “I-I cannot say anything yet, but there may be hope.” Colonel Fitzwilliam took her hands in his own. “I would ask a great favour of you, though.”

      “How may I be of help?”

      “Would you stay here? Should Georgiana change her mind and come back, as I can only hope and pray that she does, I would like her to have a friend in the house, someone who will listen to her, and keep her here until I return.” He gave her hands a squeeze as if they, too, were pleading his case.

      “Of course, yes, I shall stay. It is the least I can do for my friend. I wish you Godspeed wherever it is you must go.”

      The colonel bowed his head over her hands. “Thank you. I cannot say when I shall return but I shall send you word if I find—when I find her.” Looking up into her face he took her chin in one hand, bringing her gaze to meet his own. “I must go.” He brought his lips to hers and placed a kiss upon their softness. Then he stood and left her sitting in the drawing room looking as affected as he felt.
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        * * *

      

      After dashing off a note and commanding a reliable footman to make the necessary arrangements to have it sent express, Richard gathered up a few clothes and vital items into a kit bag and mounted his horse, taking only enough time to stop at Anne de Bourgh’s house to see if any further information had arrived there. It was too coincidental, he thought, that both ladies had chosen the same night to disappear. He did not like the direction his thoughts were leading him.

      If you have abetted Georgiana in this foolish and dangerous exploit, Anne, I will personally stand back and let Darcy at you.

      There was, in fact, new information awaiting him. The man he had hired to watch Anne since she had come to London had redeemed himself somewhat by discovering the direction her carriage had taken. Richard could not determine whether he was encouraged or disheartened to learn that it was the road south, one that would eventually lead to Portsmouth. Cursing the wasted hours that gave Anne such an advantage, he set off immediately on the same road, jaw set and a determination that rivalled Napoleon’s.

      He rode through the late afternoon and continued on, even as darkness fell, pressing onward until he knew that he must rest his horse and himself. At a suitable inn, he stopped, took a room, and slept for a few hours. Once rested and fed, he was off on his mission again.

      At each turnpike, he questioned the attendant about other travellers, carriages, or ladies who may have passed. He was satisfied he was on the right trail, for Anne’s carriage was described quite clearly at each stop. She was still several hours ahead of him, but he was gaining ground. He anticipated catching her before she reached Portsmouth.
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        * * *

      

      An express arrived at the Darcy townhouse just as Caroline was eating breakfast. She had stayed there the previous two nights, assuaging the curiosity of her sister and brother-in-law by telling them that the colonel had been called away and did not wish to leave Miss Darcy alone. This fiction was happily accepted by Louisa.

      Caroline fingered the seal briefly before breaking it.

      
        
        My dear Miss Bingley,

        I regret to report that I was unable to intercept Miss Darcy as hoped. I can only cling to the prospect that she is safely at home once more and under your care. I am currently making arrangements in Portsmouth for regular information and will depart for London in another day.

        Until then, I remain yours,

        Col. Richard Fitzwilliam.

        

      

      Caroline’s feeling of warmth at the salutation and the closing were unhappily pushed aside at the distressing news that her friend was still missing. Colonel Fitzwilliam might return in a few days, but he would be faced with the disappointment of a house still devoid of the presence of his young cousin. That in itself was traumatic enough, but the knowledge of the imminent return of Mr and Mrs Darcy only added to the anxiety of the situation. When Mr Darcy discovered the absence of his sister and that her whereabouts remained unknown, Caroline was certain that she did not want to be present, let alone bear the brunt of his wrath.

      Things did not bode well for Colonel Fitzwilliam.
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        * * *

      

      An anxious Miss Bingley met Richard immediately upon his return to Darcy House. His initial delight in seeing her was quickly dashed by disappointment upon learning Georgiana was not with her. It seemed likely the vague information he had obtained in Portsmouth would be correct, and he was glad for the arrangements he had made there.

      Miss Bingley’s attempt to ease his worried thoughts was welcome, and he was mindful of how much he owed her.

      “I cannot thank you enough for agreeing to stay here while I was away.”

      “I only wish there was better news to give you,” she said with genuine sorrow.

      Richard took her hands in his as they sat together in the morning room. “Knowing you were here should Georgiana come home was a comfort to me these past days. I, too, wish the news was better, but that was not within your power.”

      How he was to tell Darcy about his sister, he could not imagine. His cousin was due to return with his new bride in a few days, and he had nothing to relate that would ease Darcy’s mind.

      Miss Bingley’s sympathetic gaze was upon him. “What do we do next?”

      “’We?’” he said with a grim smile. “I shall remain here until Darcy arrives, then I shall be off to Portsmouth again—hopefully, to await some promising news.”

      “But is there nothing I can do? I must be able to help you in some way.”

      “For now, I shall ask you to say nothing of this to anyone. Until I can speak to Darcy, the risk is too great.”

      “You have my word.”

      The colonel was reassured, offering his thanks again and placing a light kiss on her hand. “There is one thing,” he said, his hand still clasping hers. “Would you mind indulging me with some music? When you played after dinner that night, I enjoyed it very much.”

      Miss Bingley happily agreed, her selections allowing Richard to put aside more serious concerns for a little while.
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        * * *

      

      Darcy softly kissed Elizabeth’s cheek as she slept curled against him in the carriage. They were almost at their London home, and he knew she would want a few minutes to fully awaken before they arrived.

      She stirred slightly, lifting her head to offer her mouth for another kiss. Darcy lovingly obliged, the now familiar manner of rousing her from her dreams affording pleasure to them both.

      When the carriage came to a stop, he was impatient to escort his wife into her new home. It was with some surprise that he saw Richard awaiting them as the door closed behind them.

      Elizabeth smiled and greeted the colonel warmly, quickly exchanging a look with her husband. She then excused herself to follow the maid to her rooms and change from her travelling clothes.

      The gentlemen entered the drawing room where, as soon as the door was closed, Richard apologised for his unexpected presence. Darcy thought his cousin appeared tired.

      “You seem rather grim. Have you suffered terribly with the attentions of Miss Bingley while we were away?” Darcy did not completely disguise a smirk.

      “If it were only that simple.” The colonel sighed.

      Taking a seat, Darcy became serious. “There is a problem? Come. Out with it.”

      “It is Georgiana.”

      Darcy’s eyes flew open, the languid humour replaced with sudden fear. “Where is she? Why did she not greet us when we arrived? What has happened?”

      His cousin inhaled deeply and began to explain. “A few nights ago, Georgiana departed the house, leaving this on the writing desk in her room.” He held up the letter, addressed in the fine hand that Darcy immediately recognised as his sister’s. Snatching it from Richard’s fingers, Darcy devoured the contents.

      
        
        My Dearest Brother,

        I know I have caused you pain with my actions. Please do not despair. Please do not be anxious for my welfare. As much as I love you and Elizabeth, there is another that I love more. You do not want to hear it, I know. That is why I waited as long as I could, until you and Elizabeth were married. I ask your forgiveness for the trouble I shall undeniably cause you.

        Elizabeth will comfort and support you with her strength over the next weeks. Be assured that I shall write as soon as possible to let you know where and how to contact me. I hope you will not be too angry.

        I am sure you have many questions. As stern as you were with me after last summer’s events, I bear you no grudge. Although I was very resistant and said some terrible things to you at the time, I do fully understand your objections. I simply cannot put aside my feelings as easily as you would prefer.

        George is due to leave for Canada in another few days, and that is where I am bound. I have already drawn enough funds to get us a start. Do not ask how I managed to obtain them. That would only make you angrier with me.

        By the time you read this letter, I shall be aboard a ship and en route for Canada.

        Please, please do not worry about me. I am determined to be happy. You know that George is the man I set my sights on from the time I was ten. I wanted no other. We shall make a new life together in a new country. Wish me well. Your good opinion is the only other thing in this life that I need.

        I shall miss you. I shall especially miss seeing the children that you and Elizabeth will have. I love you dearly. God bless you both.

        Your loving sister,

        Georgiana

        

      

      Darcy’s expression reflected the anger, sorrow, and regret Georgiana’s words evoked. When he reached the end, however, his fury was fully engaged.

      “What was she thinking? How could you let this happen?” he roared. “I left her in your care. How dare you allow this!”

      “Darcy, I—”

      “There is no excuse,” Darcy interrupted impatiently. “You knew what happened last summer. You knew! How could you be so lax, so careless? Good God, how could you let my sister throw her life away?” His rage carried him back and forth across the room until finally, collapsing into a chair, he wearily faced his cousin and asked the question, awaiting the answer he dreaded most. “Are they married?”

      “No.”

      Darcy’s face fell into his hands. “Where is she?” Darcy’s voice cracked. “She must be brought home.”

      “That will not be easy.” Richard squirmed under Darcy’s piercing stare. “Do you not think I have looked for her everywhere? Do you think I have not pulled in every favour, every contact I have?”

      Darcy sprung from his chair and began to pace again. “He will not be so difficult to trace!”

      “No, he was not. At least, not once I knew where to look.”

      Darcy pointed to the letter on the table. “You knew where to look. She said so right there.”

      “That is where I started. When I discovered Georgiana was gone and read her letter, she had already had several hours’ advantage.”

      Darcy stared in amazement. “She was gone for hours before you knew?”

      “Perhaps I should start at the beginning.”

      “Yes, you should! Let me hear just how incompetent you were, Richard.”

      “It began on your wedding day. Lady Catherine was determined to have you come to London and talk Anne out of some foolish plans she believed were brewing. I offered to do the job instead, and she accepted. When Georgiana and I returned to town, I met Adams, the man who had been watching Anne for those weeks she had already been in London.”

      Darcy nodded impatiently. He already knew of the surveillance of their cousin. He had helped to make the arrangements.

      “There were some suspicious behaviours, so I also maintained watch for a couple of days. When I joined Adams one morning, Anne was gone.”

      Darcy’s mouth hung open. “Gone? Do not tell me you lost both of them!”

      Richard shook his head. “Hardly that, but you must see that I was preoccupied. When I finally arrived here, I found Miss Bingley in the house and she—”

      “Miss Bingley?” The tale was getting more and more bizarre as it unfolded.

      “She had come to visit Georgiana, and it was she who discovered your sister’s disappearance.”

      Darcy’s eyes closed. “What have you done to find her?”

      “I immediately set out for Portsmouth, sure that Anne had taken Georgiana to meet Wickham. I was either too late, or I had missed them on the road. Wickham had left Portsmouth already. Neither Georgiana nor Anne was to be found. I sent out every man I could find to scour the roads between here and all the ports along the south coast. Nothing. Every ship’s manifest was checked, but Wickham’s name was not on any of them. I tracked down his regiment. Not surprisingly he was not there, either. What I found, though, was even more disturbing. He had apparently purchased a commission in a cavalry unit in the north.”

      “Scotland!” Darcy whispered savagely.

      “Once I had that information, it was simple enough to find evidence of his route along the northern road.” He hesitated briefly. “Wickham was not travelling alone.”

      “Georgiana,” Darcy groaned. “Then the letter was a ruse.”
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      Richard shook his head at Darcy’s words. “That is what I thought, too, but I was wrong. The woman was not Georgiana.”

      “Then who?”

      “Anne.” Richard continued in the absence of any reaction from his cousin. “Anne had purchased Wickham’s new commission. They had apparently been arranging this elopement for months. Her recent visits to her solicitors have been to arrange this new commission for him and to search out accommodations for them following their marriage. Wickham met her in Portsmouth, and from there they travelled along the north road to join his new regiment. They were married on the way. She left no detail untended.”

      “This is what Lady Catherine feared.” Darcy sighed. “Well, Anne could have chosen worse.”

      “Yes. Wickham, at least, is not a fortune hunter. Otherwise, he would have run to Scotland with Georgiana last summer when she lured him to Ramsgate.”

      That caught Darcy’s attention. His eyes narrowed, and he fixed his cousin with an ominous glare. “Where is my sister?”

      Richard started, his momentary relief at resolving one issue overshadowed by the inability to offer a similar conclusion to the other. “I had the ship manifests thoroughly checked. Georgiana was not on any of them. As far as my investigation concludes, she did not go to Canada.”

      “Then her letter was a ruse!”

      “Not necessarily. She may simply have boarded the wrong ship, perhaps made a mistake in the darkness. A young woman answering her description was seen on the deck of one of the outbound vessels, just not any on its way to Canada.” The colonel began to fidget like a raw cadet.

      “Where has she gone, then?”

      “Darcy—”

      “Why has she not contacted me?”

      “That ship was bound for the West Indies.”
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth watched her husband pace the floor in her bedchamber. After informing her of his sister’s and cousin’s defiance of every respectable manner of conduct, Darcy had nothing more to say, although it was obvious from the ensuing silence and his dour expression where his thoughts were directed. Wishing she could offer some encouraging words, Elizabeth knew it to be impossible, and her fingers worried at the lace trim of her sleeve.

      There was nothing that could be done for Anne, but Georgiana’s situation was of immense concern. Colonel Fitzwilliam, with great discretion, had secured the services of a naval captain, who would attempt to intercept the West Indies-bound ship before it left Tenerife to cross the Atlantic. Hopefully, Georgiana would realise how untenable her situation was, would allow reason to prevail, and return to England and her family.

      At that moment, however, Elizabeth’s concern was for her husband. His anger with the colonel paled in comparison to his anger with himself. She knew he felt responsible for leaving his sister in the care of another, even for a few weeks. At last, unable to bear his silent torment any longer, Elizabeth went to him, drew him into the comfort of her arms, and set about soothing the raw edges of his pain.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The days that followed were filled with anxious hope that at any moment an express would arrive, confirming Georgiana’s safe arrival on English soil. Darcy’s calculations, reviewed daily, merely emphasised the tension, as it was evident they could not expect news so soon. If good fortune were with them, it would be at least another week before the ship returned to Portsmouth, and Colonel Fitzwilliam would certainly send word immediately.

      The household routines were maintained, providing comfort in the knowledge that some things remained constant. The couple breakfasted together in the privacy of their chambers and spent the morning hours engaged in their respective responsibilities. Elizabeth familiarised herself with learning the running of their London house, getting to know the housekeeper and the cook, with whom she would need to meet regularly, while her husband retreated to the study to attend to letters from Pemberley’s steward, some of which had arrived in the weeks they were away.

      Afternoons were more pleasant, as they could set aside formality and be alone again. At times they even forgot their immediate concerns, indulging in more personal pleasures as the late day sun waned.

      Evenings, however, often brought visitors who, while not unwelcome, made enquiries which merely served to bring unhappy thoughts to the fore. Jane and Bingley were, of course, aware of the situation and eager to offer support. Miss Bingley, for some unknown reason, must have felt the need to occasionally accompany them. Darcy civilly endured the lady’s presence, but Elizabeth suspected she hoped to glean more information than the details of Miss Darcy’s recovery.

      It was on one of these evenings that the anticipated express letter arrived. Darcy hastily excused himself, and Elizabeth followed him to his study, impatiently asking before he finished reading the missive, “Well? Is Georgiana returned? When may we expect her home?”

      Darcy collapsed heavily into a chair, holding out the paper to his wife. She snatched it up, quickly reading the words scrawled across the page. Sighing, she was immediately at her husband’s side.

      “This is good news! Oh, my love, she will be home tomorrow.”

      He nodded in agreement, but his countenance reflected uncertainty.

      Elizabeth was determined to reassure him. “She will not leave again. I am certain she has learned a lesson from this.”

      Darcy’s eyes fixed on hers, seeking the hope she professed. “I pray to God you are right.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning was grey and cold, extending its cheerlessness into the afternoon. Elizabeth attempted to lighten Darcy’s spirits. He had resumed pacing the floor in his study soon after breakfast, voicing concern that the roads would be treacherous in places and that the carriage’s progress would be slow.

      For her part, Elizabeth could not bear to think what might pass for conversation between its occupants—Colonel Fitzwilliam and the young woman whose flight was interrupted, albeit for the best of intentions. Georgiana’s temper, witnessed only once by her friend, was fiery when crossed.

      Despite this undesirable direction of thought, Elizabeth knew Georgiana to be a generous and loving sister, who would be genuinely remorseful for the pain and worry she had caused her family.

      The sound of the knocker, followed by voices in the hall, brought Darcy’s gaze to meet his wife’s. He extended his hand, and she gripped it firmly in her own as they left the study to welcome the weary travellers home.
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        * * *

      

      “He will never trust me again, and I cannot blame him.”

      Watching Georgiana circle the room would have been amusing at any other time, her brother’s anxious pacing being a familiar sight to Elizabeth, but the previous two hours had been difficult and tense. The ladies were eventually excused to ready themselves for dinner, while Darcy and Colonel Fitzwilliam removed to the study to debate the decisions to be made.

      Elizabeth gestured to Georgiana to sit beside her. “Come, it is our turn to talk now.” When the younger woman complied, reaching for the comfort of Elizabeth’s hand, the discussion which followed bore no resemblance to what had transpired earlier.

      “I trust you realise how foolhardy you have been, Sister. I shall not admonish you further. However, there is something I must ask. Your brother and the colonel would not broach such a subject, but I feel I must. Have you been harmed, imposed upon, or compromised in any way?”

      “No.”

      Elizabeth feared the reply came too quickly. “It is you I am concerned for. You cannot shield the truth from your brother and Richard, or they will be anxious and imagine the worst. You can confide in me.”

      Visibly relieved, Georgiana let out a sigh. “I have been stupid, and my behaviour was unforgivable. I so wanted George to love me! I thought if I persisted in showing him how much I cared, he would feel the same. Fitzwilliam tried to make me understand that I could not compel him to love me, just because I wanted it to be so, but I refused to accept the truth of his words.” She wiped away the tears that rolled down her cheeks. “He loves Anne, and she loves him. I had no idea, and when I arrived at Portsmouth and I saw them embrace...” Her voice trailed off as more tears flowed.

      Elizabeth drew the girl into the comfort of her arms. “I am sorry you were alone at such a time, with no friend or family to turn to for solace.”

      “I could not bear to see them together and ran away. There were so many people on the dock. Soon, I was caught up in the throng, and I was being carried along as the crowd of people made to board a ship. I was pushed onto the gangplank, and all I wanted was to get away from the crush of people. I went below, and the first door I opened was to an empty cabin. It was dark, and I could cry without anyone seeing me. I was exhausted and must have fallen asleep. By the time I was aware of my surroundings again, we were at sea.”

      Once she had begun, the rest of the story tumbled forth. Georgiana’s relief in confiding in Elizabeth was evident as the tears subsided, and she spoke of the ordeal with more composure.

      While Georgiana considered what to do, and how she would arrange to return home, she was shocked by the return of the cabin’s occupants. The young couple, Mr and Mrs Tanner, quickly realised the young girl’s distress and offered to find her companions, who would surely be concerned about her. A fresh bout of tears was their reply. Mrs Tanner’s sympathetic manner soon drew from Georgiana the details of her plight. There was no mistaking the potential danger for an unchaperoned young woman on a long sea voyage. Mr Tanner discussed the situation with his wife, then he left to speak to the captain.

      “I was never so terrified, Elizabeth. Not even Fitzwilliam and Richard frightened me as much as being alone on that ship, not knowing if I would ever see home again.” Georgiana appeared as though she would break into tears again. “I thought I was so clever by fooling them. How vain and arrogant I was! Everything my brother said, all that he tried to make me understand was true, but I thought I knew better and did not listen to him.”

      “Your actions put you in the gravest danger, not your thoughts.”

      “I will never again doubt Fitzwilliam’s wisdom. I will never give him cause to worry about me.” There was nothing but sincerity in her tone and expression.

      Elizabeth felt relief wash over her. “We will always worry about you, my dear, but I believe you have learned a hard lesson, and are not likely to contradict your brother again.”

      They spoke for a while longer, until it was time to change for dinner. Elizabeth wished to speak to her husband before they all met again, and with this in mind, she hurriedly dressed before knocking on the door to his room.

      It opened immediately, Darcy looking tired and concerned. He dismissed his valet, then gathered his wife into his arms. For a moment or two, neither said a word. Elizabeth soothed him with gentle kisses at his temple and across his brow.

      “She is safe, she is home, and all will be well,” she finally whispered.

      Darcy relaxed his hold and looked at her intently. There was doubt in his eyes.

      “We spoke at length. I asked her the question neither you nor Richard would voice. Her heart is broken, her pride has been mortified, but her virtue remains intact. She was well looked after by a couple she met onboard the ship.”

      “Thank God.” Darcy breathed the words, then fixed his gaze on Elizabeth again. “Thank you, my love, for having the temerity to pursue that information where I could not. No doubt you approached it in a more compassionate manner.” He brought her hands to his lips and softly kissed them. “Richard told me of the couple who befriended her. They recognised the danger she was in and took it upon themselves to protect her from harm.”

      “Georgiana understands how fortunate she has been and has solemnly promised never to behave so recklessly again.” She brushed his lips with her own. “Shall we see if she is ready to go down for dinner?”

      At his nod, they made their way to his sister’s chambers that they might descend together as a family.
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      Contrary to her brother’s apprehension, the ears of London society had little interest in Miss Georgiana Darcy’s misdeeds. There were too many other recent events of greater importance. Firstly, Mr and Mrs Darcy had returned from their wedding trip, and curiosity could not be contained by those who wished to make the lady’s acquaintance. The couple had not been receiving visitors until the gentleman’s sister returned, which caused a few eyebrows to be raised knowingly.

      However, an exciting scandal was even more entertaining and drew audiences to those in possession of details, true or not: Miss Anne de Bourgh had eloped with a man of no background or fortune whatsoever!

      Clearly, she had taken advantage of the occasion of her cousin’s wedding while the family was distracted to undertake the foolish escapade. Now that they were married, her fortune was his. Her mother, the venerable Lady Catherine, had been consigned to the dower house at Rosings Park.

      Oh, how the tongues wagged and the heads turned!

      The occupants of Darcy House were pleased to have escaped society’s notice of Georgiana’s trials, even if their cousin’s situation cast a pall on recent happier events. The few people who knew the truth of the young lady’s unfortunate incident were blessedly discreet, although Darcy had voiced his doubts about Miss Bingley’s reliability in that regard. His cousin, however, vouched for her secrecy.

      “She gave me her word,” the colonel had said, as though such a promise was as binding as a contract.

      Elizabeth looked at him curiously but said nothing. Miss Bingley had thus far proved to be as circumspect as the rest of them, for which Miss Darcy and her brother were extremely grateful.

      As for Anne’s situation, Darcy had no qualms about leaving that in Richard’s hands. His time was better spent attending to his new wife and maintaining a strict vigilance of his young sister. They would soon remove to Pemberley, away from the prying eyes of society, and settle in the contentment of their family circle.
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        * * *

      

      In the dimly lit corridor at Rosings Park, the physician emerged from Lady Catherine’s chamber and shook his head at Mr Collins.

      “She is resting comfortably now. I do not want anyone disturbing her. I shall return in the morning to see how she fared through the night.”

      The clergyman thanked the doctor profusely, closed the door, and followed the man down the stairs.

      In the lady’s chamber, there was quiet. The fire burned low but steady, and the maid went about her duties silently. The figure in the bed watched these movements with hooded eyes. Although she was still, her mind was racing. The events of the last week had been unlike any she had experienced.

      Darcy marrying Elizabeth Bennet was not so terrible. At least he was spared being ensnared by that upstart Miss Bingley!

      But Anne! Oh—my poor darling Anne! Nothing can rectify that situation. She has made a most grievous choice, indeed. It is small consolation that this Wickham is no reprobate—even though his father was only a steward and for my sister’s husband, no less. I am not fooled by Darcy’s placating manner. He was raised with Wickham. Of course he would defend him like a brother.

      A sharp cough caught the attention of the maid, who hurried to her mistress’s bedside. “There, there now, my lady,” she soothed. “Do not distress yourself. Everything is being taken care of.”

      Taken care of? What is that supposed to mean? It is far too late to be ‘taking care’ of any of them. That odious little toad, Collins, takes a great delight in conveying the worst bits of information and does not know when to be quiet.

      The maid was becoming alarmed at the increasingly agitated motions of her charge. “Please, ma’am,” she begged. “You must remain calm. This will only do you harm.”

      Lady Catherine’s eyes closed, and she willed herself to appear as relaxed as possible. Anything to make that twittering fool of a woman go away! When at last the room was quiet once more, she opened her eyes and confirmed that the maid was safely occupied with some needlework in a chair by the fire.

      Anne. Anne Wickham. I shudder to think of it. No title. An officer’s wife. What does it matter that he has rank and good character? He has no money! Anne may be happy, but she will not be moving in the first circles with such a husband. She will be spending her time amongst the common wives of the other officers!

      I know all of this is Darcy’s fault. If he had not been so besotted with Miss Bennet, he would have come to London when I asked. He would have convinced Anne to wait, then I could have made her see reason.

      Oh, poor Anne! What will become of her?
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        * * *

      

      Mr Collins hurried back to the parsonage. He had been gone for most of the day, tending to Lady Catherine. Upon finding his wife in the front parlour, he began by apologising for his lengthy absence.

      “There is no need for concern for me, my dear. I am perfectly fine, but the most dreadful thing has happened!”

      Charlotte closed the door behind her husband and made herself comfortable in a chair, folding her hands in her lap. “Calm yourself, my dear. Have you come from Rosings? I presumed you were there all day.”

      He took out a handkerchief and wiped his forehead. “I came as quickly as possible. It is Lady Catherine. Oh, the most terrible scene—”

      “Colonel Fitzwilliam has informed her about Mrs Wickham, then.”

      “Yes! She did not take it well.” He shuddered and closed his eyes in remembrance.

      Charlotte checked the absurd laugh that threatened to emerge. “I should imagine she did not.”

      “That is when she began to twitch.”

      “Twitch?” Despite herself, she leant forward to hear more.

      “Yes, twitch. And moan and groan in the most horrible manner!” Mr Collins began to squirm in his seat. “I attempted to soothe her, but it seemed not to help. And then…and then it happened!” He leant closer and put a hand to one side of his mouth as though to impart a secret. “She swooned.”

      Charlotte sat up straight and repeated the word, disbelievingly.

      Nodding his head vigorously, her husband raced through the rest of his tale. “She fell back in her chair. I have never seen such a sight! Her eyes rolled back into her head. Her arms were twitching. I thought she would twitch right off the chair to the floor!”

      “What did you do?”

      Puffing out his chest, he said, “I called the servants. The doctor was sent for, and you will not believe what he told me.” He waited while she watched him impatiently. “It was apoplexy, he said.”

      “Apoplexy!”

      “Yes, and what is worse.” Once again, Mr Collins paused for effect. “It seems to have left her without the power of speech!”
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      Life provides myriad lessons, both welcome and uninvited. Young ladies of a certain age, whether blessed with the means to pursue their heart’s desire or thwarted by the lack of it, are not all necessarily of the same mind.

      Georgiana Darcy, having survived that trying age and near disasters of her own making, reached a more mature understanding of love and marriage with the help of her new sister. Introductions to more suitable and handsome young men also played a significant role. Despite the initial misgivings of her brother, Georgiana did not disappoint him, and her behaviour was a compliment to her family.

      Anne Wickham could not secure the same degree of happiness in her own situation at first. While her husband was handsome and attentive, the couple was obliged to return to Rosings Park to assume the responsibility and burden of her mother’s care. Lady Catherine eventually regained the ability to speak, but she had already discovered new and powerful methods to communicate her wishes and opinions, interfering with the tranquillity sought by those who surrounded her. Possessed of a new, heavy walking stick, it had been put to good use commanding attention with resounding thumps on floors, walls, furniture, and the occasional head. When even that failed, she contrived recurring bouts of weakness which served to excite the sensitive nature of her daughter. The charming Mr Wickham managed to stay out of her way with uncanny ease, and when Lady Catherine’s health permitted, he frequently spirited his wife away.

      Having upended his aunt’s austere and orderly existence by imparting the news of her daughter’s elopement, Colonel Fitzwilliam returned to London, seeking respite from the chaos the past months had wrought. Just thinking about the spate of marriages that had taken place in so short a period of time was enough to make his head spin. Bingley, Darcy, Wickham, and his cousin Anne—all married! He thanked every force in heaven above that his young cousin Georgiana was safe and supervised at Pemberley.

      It was extremely fortunate, for he had little time to spare for the task himself. He was more agreeably engaged with Miss Caroline Bingley, whose company he found far more satisfying—so much so that Richard suspected it would not be long before he joined the ranks of his married friends.

      Elizabeth took delight in her new role as wife to Fitzwilliam Darcy and all that it entailed. Being the mistress of Pemberley brought many challenges as well as pleasures, not the least of which was the loving attention bestowed upon her by her handsome husband.

      Darcy acknowledged the good fortune that had brought Elizabeth into his life precisely when he needed her. With each passing day, his admiration for her grew, and their love for one another built upon a foundation of mutual respect.

      The two presented a picture of domestic felicity that was the envy of many.

      

      
        
        The End
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      The authors and Quills & Quartos Publishing thank you for choosing this book. The favor of your rating or review would be greatly appreciated.

      You can receive a free collection of short stories by signing up for the Quills & Quartos mailing list! This collection is not sold in stores and is available only to subscribers.

      Get your copy HERE. Quills & Quartos will never spam you or sell your information to others. Thank you!
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      Bitter Mournings

      The deaths of his wife and sister weighed heavily upon him, and there was little left in life to enjoy…

      IT IS SUMMER’S END OF 1821 when the ladies of Longbourn learn that Netherfield Park has been let at last, to two wealthy young widowers. The news is elating to Mrs Bennet, who has never given up hope that her beautiful eldest daughter Jane will one day marry a rich gentleman. For the former Miss Elizabeth Bennet—now Mrs Matthews—the news is less exciting. A widow herself, she is more interested in caring for her two young children and settling her recently widowed mother into a new home than with thoughts of husbands.

      FITZWILLIAM DARCY HARBOURS NO THOUGHTS of acquiring a wife, only entering into the society of Hertfordshire on behalf of his friend. Yet, the more he sees of Mrs Elizabeth Matthews, the more she draws his eye and the more his dreams of Pemberley becoming a house of warmth and laughter and love prick at his mind.

      BUT A LIFE LIVED IN THE SHADOWS of grief has become too comfortable for them both. Falling in love will require both Darcy and Elizabeth to recover their lost hopes, reignite long-forgotten dreams, and regain the courage to give their hearts to one another.

      

      Reflections

      When Will Darcy finally succumbed to his feelings and proposed to Elizabeth Bennet, he had no idea what he’d started.

      Scorning his feelings and refusing to believe any good of the man, she summarily dismissed him as deluded, and that in no time at all his love would be forgotten.

      Stung, Will began a path of self improvement that would eventually prove to Elizabeth that he was worthy of her love. A perfect ending was within reach when a family crisis and misunderstandings interfered, separating the couple and leaving one with a secret that will change both of their lives.

      Inspired by Jane Austen’s most beloved couple, Reflections takes a modern journey through mistaken opinions, wounded pride and discarded prejudice.

      

      A Tarnished Image (Reflections Book 2)

      Is there anything more perfect than a romantic wedding and a honeymoon in paradise? The happy ending that began in Reflections continues as Elizabeth and Will Darcy settle into married life. Their rambunctious two-year-old son, Elizabeth's new job, a meddling mother-in-law, and Will's daily lessons about fatherhood are among the inescapable challenges that are simultaneously frustrating and amusing. The newly married couple discovers the complexity of family life and their need for one another when past ghosts unexpectedly return, casting a shadow on the happy life they are building.

      

      Parallels (Reflections Book 3)

      Love, heartbreak, and self-discovery are life’s greatest challenges, no matter who your parents may be.

      Will and Elizabeth Darcy faced those challenges twenty years earlier, yet marriage taught them patience, understanding, and most importantly, the irreplaceable value of one another. Now their children are about to embark upon that path, hopefully to learn those lessons more gently and avoid the mistakes of their parents.

      This third book in the Reflections series brings to a conclusion the story of a couple whose love drew them together in spite of themselves and continues to test them when least expected.
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