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      Darcy covered his eyes and drew another deep sigh. “Please, Georgiana, you must—“

      His sister hurled herself into the corner of the carriage, whimpering piteously with her hand shielding her head.

      “Come, sweetling, we are nearly there. A few moments more, that is all.”

      She made no response, but the weeping continued.

      Darcy leaned closer to the shade so he could peer out the crack afforded as it fluttered in the summer breeze. Oh, to have a little fresh air in that stuffy coach! But Georgiana could not bear the flickering light through the trees as they drove, so he kept the window covered. “Georgiana, would you like to hold my pocket watch?”

      She quieted somewhat but did not move.

      “I can see where we are,” he continued. “From here, we will be home in a quarter of an hour.”

      She raised herself slowly. Great, limpid blue eyes searched his hands, but her expression remained broken and distressed.

      Darcy extended his pocket watch. “Here, take it. At half-past, we will be at the door.”

      She blinked, then accepted the watch. She clasped it greedily to her chest and rocked, her knuckles white and her jaw clenched. “Half-past,” she repeated. “Home at half-past.” She jerked up the watch to examine the position of the minute hand. “It is not moving.”

      “It will move more quickly if you look at it less often,” he chided gently. “It is a beautiful day today. Would you like to look out for a moment?”

      He knew better than to expect an answer to that. She was rocking again, staring at the squab behind him, and chanting, “Home at half-past.”

      Darcy let his head drop back against the wall and released a long breath. He had hoped they could have got home before the misery struck. Traveling always troubled his sister. The movement, the change, the lack of certainty in her surroundings, and especially the random shocks of light from the window as they passed wooded areas. Even the different food from the coaching inns would unsettle her, so he had learned to keep a few familiar provisions from Cook in a basket.

      The first day was usually tolerable, and sometimes the second. She had been getting more comfortable in recent years, and a year ago, they had managed an entire journey from London to Pemberley without suffering. That was before George Wickham scared the life out of her.

      Now...

      Darcy closed his eyes and permitted himself a guilty moment of peace. If they arrived home without further mishap, and he left her to rest until her nerves could be eased, she should be calm again. And he would be deviled if he took her anywhere else the rest of the summer.

      Besides... there was nothing south of Derbyshire for him, anyway.

      The wheel struck a bump in the road, and Georgiana emitted a cry. “The watch! Half-past, is it half-past?” She scrambled down to search the floor for the lost watch, trembling as if the dropping of it meant that time would spin backward.

      Darcy bent to pick it up, and he dangled it before her. “Not yet. Five more minutes, and you will see the house.”

      She was panting, her eyes franticly darting around the carriage. “I want to get out, William. I need to get out, please!”

      “But I told you, darling, we are not yet to the house. Very nearly. Wait just another moment.”

      She shook her head, and her entire body followed with a great wave of denial. “No, no, no,” she muttered. “Out now! I need to get out!”

      Darcy swallowed and glared at his boots for a split second. “Out now,” he grumbled. If he refused, she was likely to have a bad spell that would last all night. Discouraging, to say the least, particularly since she had held together so very well until the last ten miles. “Very well. John? Let us out to walk, please.”

      It was a vast improvement over the inside of the carriage, he had to confess it. The fresh air, the sun warming his shoulders, and the look of relief washing over Georgiana’s face. Her frame sagged, and she closed her eyes, then dropped to the grass and lay flat out.

      He permitted her to remain. What were a few grass stains when it was the most relaxed she had looked all day? He could grant her a few moments to collect herself before he made her get back into the carriage, and he could do with a moment of quiet in his own head as well.

      Pemberley. A small ache ripped in his breast as he looked out over the rolling lands, the ancestral grandeur of his home. It was more than a house; it was family and honor and tradition. It was twelve generations of dignity and heritage, of duty and expectation, and a light passed on from father to son.

      A pity it would all end with him.

      Georgiana was stirring now—well, not precisely. She was luxuriating in the feel of the grass, stroking her cheek along the velvety blades and smiling to the heavens with closed eyes. At peace, for once. Darcy gazed down at her with a swelled heart. Dearest girl!

      She was the world to him. It would be impossible to love anyone quite the way he adored her—although one had eclipsed her in sheer power of feeling, with a different kind of love altogether. But Elizabeth Bennet was not here, and never would be here.

      His life was to be bound up in the needs of the present, in caring for what was his. None other could inspire such a swirl of devotion and terror in him as the sister he had raised. No one had ever touched that deep well of protectiveness.

      Nor had anyone ever tried his patience so much.

      “Come, Georgiana,” he announced at last. “Time to go. But a few moments more, and we will be home.”

      She opened her eyes and glared.

      “Georgiana,” he warned, “I will not have it today. Please get up and let us go.”

      She scrambled to her feet, but she was shaking her head and backing away. “No. No more carriage, William.”

      “Georgiana,” he commanded more sharply. “Give me your hand.”

      That was his fatal error. She hated taking his hand and could not bear to be sped along until she was ready. Georgiana was staring at the ground now, her feet stumbling backward as she clutched his watch. “No!”

      Darcy dropped his hand and bit back his frustration. He knew, he knew not to let his impatience get the better of him, but there, he had gone and done it again. Been short with her when a little moderation, a little negotiation, would have served him better. “Very well, we will wait a few moments. Come, dearest, will you sit down a bit, and take a breath?”

      She spun about and ran.
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      “Oh, no, I could not possibly! Would it not be a very great imposition? It is unpardonably rude!” Elizabeth Bennet balked at the door of the Lambton Inn, her heart galloping wildly at her aunt’s suggestion.

      “Why, you were not so reluctant to see Buxton yesterday, and you said you would be eager to tour Matlock tomorrow,” Mrs. Gardiner protested. “Why would you object to seeing Pemberley today?”

      Elizabeth darted her eyes to her uncle, who was gazing back in puzzlement. “I... I would not wish to disturb the family. That is all.”

      “Oh, come, Lizzy!” Mr. Gardiner laughed. “These great men are never at home. Houses are open for tours all season, and why should they not be?”

      “Believe me when I say you will not find a more beautiful house nor lovelier grounds than Pemberley,” her aunt added. “I know you will be more interested in the walking paths and the flower gardens than the gallery or the architecture, but Pemberley is such a rare gem that it can boast the finest of all these and more. Truly, Lizzy, you would not deny us all the chance to enjoy one of the most stunning houses in the county, just because you dislike the owner!”

      Elizabeth’s hand wandered toward the carriage as she fumbled reluctantly up the step. “I did not say I disliked Mr. Darcy. I said that he and I are not friends.”

      “Well, well, and I daresay most who tour Pemberley cannot claim friendship with Mr. Darcy,” Mr. Gardiner grunted. “Come, Lizzy, let us be off, or I shall require another breakfast before we finally get underway.”

      Elizabeth relented, but not without a sinking dread. No, it was silly to be afraid of encountering Mr. Darcy himself! Ridiculous! But seeing his house would be almost as bad. Walking the grounds that she might have known intimately by now, approaching his housekeeper to ask for a humble tour when the woman might have already been her right hand.

      And how would she endure the portrait gallery her aunt so longed to see? Saints preserve me! Elizabeth closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing. It was just a house. Just a fine estate, big and old and lavish, and...

      And everything perfect.

      “Oh, Lizzy! Did I not tell you it was magnificent?” her aunt breathed. “I have dreamed of seeing it again. I was only twelve when last I was here, you know, and so often our memories embellish the truth. How glad I am that it does not seem dull or small after all these years!”

      Elizabeth gulped and gave her uncle a trembling hand as he helped her down. There was simply too much to look at, too much to wonder about. And the instant her mind had fixed on an object of curiosity, she trembled with the knowledge that he would have touched that place. He trod those marble steps. He had ordered the exact arrangement of the gardens, and those horses being led around the stable yard belonged to him.

      Those liveried men at the door knew his face and voice; some probably remembered him as a boy. Was he the sort of man to give terror to his servants, or did they respect their employer? She was gawping most unforgivably when her aunt and uncle presented themselves at the door to request a tour.

      She said not a word as she followed the others. How could she? The housekeeper gushed nothing but praise and affection for the man Elizabeth had once known as “above his company.” Mr. Darcy was a positive mystery, one which a mind such as hers could not hope to put away without satisfaction. At one time, it had been easy to despise his arrogance, his careless offenses toward herself, but not since April...

      Since April, when she had learned to see herself differently—even more than she had learned to understand Mr. Darcy’s character. She had been insufferably conceited; it was true, though perhaps not without some cause. That he had been worse was a slight consolation, but one seed of a notion had lodged in her heart and done its work. It was as thrilling as it was humiliating.

      Through it all, over any objection, Mr. Darcy had chosen her.

      The idea had begun to wreak some small degree of pleasure in her. Indeed, no one could be insensible to the compliment of such a man’s affections, but Elizabeth, who desired them the least, was discovering their worth too late.

      He chose me. Me!

      What a dashedly foolish thing for him to do.

      She saw it now. With great round eyes and gaping mouth, she saw it. His house alone was statement enough that Mr. Darcy wanted for nothing, had only perfection and splendor to fill his life. People who admired him. Every sign of good fortune and luxury and ease. Why on earth had his judgment slipped so grievously that he fancied her, even for a moment?

      “Aunt.” She touched Mrs. Gardiner’s sleeve and then tugged on it when her aunt did not respond immediately. “Aunt!”

      “What is it, Lizzy? Why, you look fearfully pale! Are you well?”

      Elizabeth shook her head and put a hand to her chest. “I am well. I just... I need some air.”

      “But of course! Shall we ask to see the gardens?”

      “I...” She wetted her lips, and her eyes shot to the nearest window. “There is a pond out that direction. Are the walking paths open to guests?”

      “Oh, I am sure of it, but I do not feel equal to such a long walk.” Mrs. Gardiner called her husband over, and they consulted briefly. Her aunt and uncle decided to loiter in the rose garden, and their guide, Mrs. Reynolds, offered a footman to follow Elizabeth at a distance.

      Elizabeth thanked the housekeeper with flushed cheeks and a breathless voice. She knew not what relief she would find walking Mr. Darcy’s grounds—a setting as close to Heaven as any place on earth could be. Surely, if anything could make her love Pemberley and wish it was her home, it would be walking the grounds!

      All she knew was that she could not stay in his house, breathing his air, with all her gnawing doubts and regrets to suffocate her. What good was it to gaze at what might have been hers and try to convince herself that it would not have been a most beloved home to her?

      Worse, she was faced most brutally with her own inadequacy. That she, Elizabeth Bennet, could have been for a moment considered a suitable mistress of all this! No, she had to get out of this house, so she could stop tormenting herself over what was surely the worst mistake of her life.

      And probably his, as well.
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      That had been an idiotic mistake.

      Darcy muttered imprecations of himself under his breath—what was left of it—and clumsily dodged a tree that his sister had slipped around as easily as a nymph. Whatever had persuaded him to stop the carriage so close to the house? Stupid, foolish idiot!

      “Georgiana, wait!”

      She was still refusing to look at him. She had clawed her bonnet off moments earlier, and now her shining head ducked low in a dogged chase. It was not that Darcy could not have outrun her or overpowered her. He could force her back if he chose, but that would be a worse mistake than the last. It was an error he had only made once, and would never repeat.

      “Please, Georgie, all is well!” he panted. “I will not take you back to the carriage. Look, we can walk to the house from here. Would you like to do that?”

      She blundered on through the shrubbery, entirely deaf to him for the moment. Darcy followed closely enough that he could have grabbed her hand, but he dared not reach for her. Not when she was like this. There was nothing to do but keep her from harm and to be there when she tired.

      And then, it happened. Georgiana lurched to a halt, quivering and gasping for air. She froze, her eyes fixed on something toward the house. Darcy looked and saw an unfamiliar carriage. A group of travelers was touring Pemberley.

      As if he needed another problem.

      “Come, Georgiana,” he coaxed hopefully. “It is all right now. Will you walk with me?”

      This was his only chance. If she would go with him, let him tuck her hand over his arm, and walk with some composure toward the house, the day and his sister’s dignity might be salvaged. But if she ran again...

      “Georgie, dearest, please come away. Cook is probably ready with tea. I am hungry, are you?”

      She was motionless still—only her eyes moving warily about as her mind screamed with a torrent of feelings.

      “Georgiana? You wanted to try the new pianoforte.” Why had he not tried this notion before? It was sure to work! “It is already tuned and waiting for you. I daresay you will like it better than the one in London. Hmm?”

      Her body softened, and she had resumed blinking normally, but she still did not look his way. Instead, her slim fingers brushed a lock of hair behind her ear, and her head tilted as she stared at whatever had caught her interest.

      Darcy sighed in relief. She was calmer now. Another moment or two, letting her adjust herself in her own way, and he could escort her back to the house. She would be rational again—composed.

      Able to fool almost anyone.

      Hope rose when she looked over her shoulder, meeting his gaze for the first time in more than an hour. The side of her mouth dimpled in a crooked smile, but as was so often the case, the look in her eyes did not match the expression of her lips.

      “Georgiana?”

      She stiffened, then turned away. Seconds later, she was plunging through the bushes again. Directly toward the house.

      Darcy groaned. He could not follow through her bramble path, so he raced the long way around. He did not even dare call her name this time, lest he be overheard so close to the house. Heaven help them if she caused a scene!

      He could hear her footsteps ahead but had not caught sight of her again. Just there—a flash of muslin through the branches. “Georgiana!” he whispered fiercely. “Georgiana Darcy, stop, I pray you!”

      An instant later, she did, in the most hideous way imaginable. Darcy heard a gasp, another cry, and then a sequence of thumps and grunts as his sister collided with something.

      Another woman.

      His world fell dead around him, and his heartbeat was all that thundered in his ears as he pounded the turf to catch up. At last, he stumbled through a clearing in the bush. There was Georgiana, staring and silent, moving as if mired in molasses as she pushed herself up and away from the lady she had knocked down.

      And it was a lady, no mistake. Darcy’s silent prayers that it was one of his own people were all for naught because the lady just sitting up from the ground was dressed in a gentlewoman’s bonnet and pelisse. A pelisse exactly like the one worn by...

      Good heavens. It could not be!

      Georgiana’s chest was heaving as she gaped at the newcomer. She had brought her hands together before her, holding them as if they carried a teacup, and her expression was all wonder and fascination. She had not yet offered a word of apology or concern, but neither was she running away again. She was just... transfixed. After a glance to see that she was well, Darcy ran to the side of the fallen woman.

      And the finest eyes in all the world shone up into his own.

      “Miss... Miss Elizabeth!” He stopped, swallowed hard, and cut a bow before offering his hand. “Are you well?”

      Her cheeks were bloodless, her lips moving soundlessly as she stared back at him. “Wha—wha—M-Mr. Darcy!” she managed at last. “We—we were told you were away from home, and not expected back—they said the house was open!”

      He nodded. “Yes, yes, I was away. I came back early.” Georgiana had included him in her glassy stare now, and he glanced her way, then back at Elizabeth Bennet.

      “Miss Elizabeth, allow me. I fear you took a nasty tumble.”

      She blinked, then looked down to survey the ruin of her walking dress. “I am unhurt, sir. Pray, do not trouble yours—”

      Whether she realized she had done it or not, she had accepted Darcy’s hand mid-sentence, and allowed him to pull her to her feet. They stood there, less than a foot apart and gawking at each other. And all the blood rushed from his head to pool somewhere around his heart. It was Elizabeth! Here, at Pemberley, and she was still holding his...

      Darcy cleared his throat and dropped her hand. “Ah, Miss Elizabeth, are you certain you are not hurt?”

      “Oh...” She put her hand behind her back, shifted her feet, and seemed to be looking everywhere but at him. “No, nothing to fear.”

      They heard someone else running up to the clearing, and one of Darcy’s footmen appeared. “Miss Bennet, are you quite well?” The lad drew up and sucked in his chest when he saw his master.

      “Mr. Darcy! I beg your pardon, sir!” he cried. “Miss Bennet said I should not follow too closely. I did not think any harm could befall her.”

      Darcy made a staying gesture. “It is quite all right, Foster. Please, escort Miss Darcy back to the house and wait with her until Mrs. Reynolds can attend her.”

      Foster bowed to his mistress and indicated that he would follow her, but Georgiana thrust out her jaw and stared back at Darcy.

      “Georgiana, I believe it is time for tea. We must keep to our proper routine, mustn’t we?”

      She blinked, as if awakening from a terrible dream at last, and let go a low groan. Her arms dropped gracelessly to her sides, and she stomped toward Foster, veering away from him in a wide, skittering arc when he moved to walk after her.

      Darcy closed his eyes and felt his teeth sinking into his bottom lip. It had finally happened. Someone outside the family had been treated to one of Georgiana’s displays, and the truth about her could no longer be kept quiet. And the identity of the one to whom all the most frightful things of his life had suddenly been revealed?

      Why, none other than the cleverest woman alive, the only one who would not buy any excuse or placation he could offer. The one who was staring at him with her glorious eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      He offered her a tight smile. “Miss Elizabeth, may I invite you and your party in for some refreshment? There is... something we must speak of.”
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      Could this be the same Fitzwilliam Darcy she had known in Hertfordshire?

      He was fidgeting with his gloves, offering quick, nervous smiles, and seemed hardly capable of forming a word or thought that was not some jumbled inquiry after her family, her health, or her travels. If he was the same man, perhaps she could trace a slight resemblance to the Mr. Darcy she had met in Kent—at least, the man she recalled from one miserable occasion. But the Darcy of the Meryton Assembly was nowhere to be seen.

      His fists were knotted now. He seemed to be nerving himself up for something more than a dozen syllables, but no sounds had yet emerged. And so, she took pity on him and tried some words of her own.

      “I am so sorry for intru—“

      “I must apologize again for my sis—“

      They both stuttered to a halt, turned various shades of red, and looked away from each other. “Please,” she urged. “You speak first.”

      He was kneading the back of his neck—an undignified mannerism that she would never have imagined him capable of—and he released a long rush of air from his lungs before making a stilted attempt at speech.

      “You are very gracious. I merely wished to beg your pardon once more. On behalf of my sister, I mean. It was terribly rash of her to run... to run into you, that is.”

      “Well, as you can see, Mr. Darcy, I am quite well. No harm done at all.”

      “Harm... I am afraid there was,” he muttered.

      “What did you say, sir?”

      He thinned his lips and nodded toward her. “I meant your gown, Miss Elizabeth. I fear my sister’s antics have spoiled it.”

      She glanced down. “A bit of a stain, that is all. I have been accused of far more mud on my hems than this mere trifle. Surely, you recall that.”

      A strange softness played about the corners of his mouth. His eyes darkened, and his voice lowered. “I remember.”

      “Then you must also remember enough about me to do full justice to your sister. How, sir, are you to know that she was the one at fault? It might well have been me, you know.”

      His cheek tightened into a near-smile at this. “As you say, I remember well enough. Enough to recall your native grace and the light, easy way you comport yourself. If you mean to rob the fault from my sister, you must find a more convincing tale before you will persuade me.”

      “Then, you leave me little choice. I will have to make up an entirely new story to explain the whole situation. I think something involving barking dogs would serve nicely.”

      His lip twitched again, though his eyes were still locked forward, refusing to look at her. “The dogs were shut up.”

      “Dreadfully inconvenient! Let me see. I cannot very well say I twisted my ankle, for I should not like to play the part of the wounded warrior for days on end. Perhaps—yes, that will do. Frogs! Everyone knows that I startle easily, especially for something like a wild creature leaping out of nowhere. Lost in my own world, you see, and I have been known to jump at least eight inches in the air when I am properly surprised. Mary measured it.”

      “No good.”

      Elizabeth tipped her head, hoping to catch his expression, but he remained stubbornly in profile. “Why not?”

      He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Too far from the pond. No one would believe it for a moment.”

      “I tell you they will. And what do you care? It is my story.“

      “I care because disguise of all sort is my abhorrence.”

      Elizabeth crossed her arms and stepped into his path. “Very well, then. We tell the truth. Just as soon as I know what that is.”

      Mr. Darcy’s shoulders dropped. The rigid hauteur with which he had always carried himself was long gone, and when he lifted his eyes to her at last, they were so haunted that it was all she could do not to touch his cheek in consolation.

      “The truth.” He sighed. “All of it.” Another heavy sigh and his hands circled in the air as if he meant to frame his thoughts, but the frame was empty.

      “Georgiana is... well, she is... She is quite young, Miss Elizabeth.”

      “Fifteen,” Elizabeth supplied. “You told me that.”

      He swallowed, then something in his expression caught on her and held. “You read my letter,” he whispered.

      Before she could answer that not only had she read it but that she nearly knew it by heart, he shook his head and stammered on. “Yes, fifteen—sixteen, now. She just had her birthday. I had meant to remain in London with her afterward, but my duties... Well, Georgiana and I both preferred to come back to Pemberley. For an extended stay.”

      Elizabeth smiled and rolled her gaze over the surroundings. “I can see why. I think no more beautiful spot exists in all this earth, Mr. Darcy.”

      His eyes instantly became soft, and he took an eager step toward her before catching himself. “You approve of Pemberley?”

      “I think no one could not. There is such peace in the country anyway, but here... it is as if someone poured all the beauty from the whole of Derbyshire into one valley, and then this gracious home simply grew out of it. I believe I have never seen a house more happily situated.”

      A warmth was threatening Mr. Darcy’s face now, but then his brow darkened again. “I thank you for the compliment, Miss Elizabeth. Yes, it is peaceful here. Far more so than in London, which is why I found it necessary to...”

      He stopped and fixed her with an intense stare. “Miss Elizabeth, have you ever heard of a person who becomes... restless?”

      She arched a brow. “How so? In company, do you mean?”

      His look grew pained, and he turned to pace a small circle. “In company, yes. Sometimes when they are alone. Or when facing change, or... sometimes for no discernible reason at all.”

      “Are you speaking of fits?”

      His head wagged back and forth, and his eyes drifted up. “No, not exactly. Not of the sort where there is a loss of mobility and paroxysm.”

      “Then, I am afraid I—”

      Mr. Darcy startled her then—well and thoroughly, by wheeling toward her and grasping her shoulders in his large hands. Elizabeth jumped, as she always did, and her instinctive reaction brought her very close to bumping his mouth with her own.

      As it was, Mr. Darcy was leaning near enough that the aroma of his exquisite shaving lotion fairly burned her senses. His eyes were blazing strangely, and he had lowered his face within inches of her own. Was... was he about to kiss her?

      “Miss Elizabeth,” he begged, “I must ask something very great of you—the greatest thing I have ever asked of anyone!”

      She blinked. It was the only relief available to her, for if she did not break the heat of his gaze, she risked falling into it. “What is this thing?”

      “You are too generous to trifle with me. I know you saw her—how she is, the odd ways she was acting.”

      She would have shrugged, but if she had, his hands might have fallen. Or might have held her closer. She could not decide which prospect was more dreadful.

      “Well,” she answered weakly, “what is that? I have a younger sister for whom I frequently blush, and her fault is a weak character, which is far worse! Surely, you cannot think I would mock yours for a bit of awkwardness.”

      “You? No, you would never. It is what others would say and do that terrifies me, Miss Elizabeth. If it spread abroad... I could lose her forever.”
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      Elizabeth.

      His heart should have been singing with hope. She was here! She approved of his home, she had read his letter, and she was even speaking to him! But that was where his joy careened to a dismal collapse. She was looking at him as if he were a madman.

      “I beg your pardon, Mr. Darcy, but I do not understand,” Elizabeth gasped. “Lose her? How?” She shrank before him, pulling subtly away, and Darcy finally looked down at his hands.

      Curse him, he was fairly embracing her! She would have every reason to slap him and run... but she had not done so. He lifted his fingers from her shoulders and stepped back. “Forgive me, Miss Elizabeth.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and winced—waiting for his fate, perhaps, or merely gathering his thoughts and his courage, as he so often found necessary around Elizabeth Bennet.

      “Sir, you seem quite overwrought. Perhaps I should be asking if you are well.”

      “You are more gracious than I deserve. It is only a headache. Common these days, I am afraid—at least when we travel.” He sighed. “Miss Elizabeth, if you can overlook my boorish manners, perhaps you will permit me to walk with you to the house.”

      That enchanting curl appeared at the corner of her mouth. Oh, how many times had he dreamed of tracing it with his finger? He clasped his hands behind his back to keep them in order.

      She followed his lead and fell into step beside him. “I accept, but only because you have yet to hear my apology for the impropriety of being found here.”

      “As you desire for me to hear it, I shall, but think no more of it. You may choose not to believe it, but for my part, I am... pleased.” He looked up.

      Her brow creased, and those speaking eyes filled with doubt. “You are?”

      Darcy nodded. “I cannot think how grave matters could have been if Georgiana had stumbled into anyone else.”

      Her shoulders drew back. “I see.”

      “And...” He stopped walking and turned to face her. “It is good to see you again, Miss Elizabeth.”

      It was a daring confession, and if pressed, he could not say why he had done it. It was not as if he hoped to soften her to his plight. It was a simple whisper from his heart—that seeing her, of all people, had brought more cheer to him than anything in the world could have.

      Her throat worked, and she held his gaze for a second before looking down. “I... am... glad to see you again, too,” she whispered. Then she walked away from him as if terrified of what she had just said.

      Darcy hurried to catch up again. She seemed to welcome him, even smiled directly at him, but neither of them had much to say. What could they speak of that would not give pain? They were nearing the gardens bordering the house now, and his heart thumped more quickly. He was running out of time to think of a way to explain.

      “What is Miss Darcy’s trouble?”

      He blinked in surprise. Trust Elizabeth Bennet to come to the point. He cleared his throat and tugged at his collar. “Ah... no one is precisely sure. My parents noticed it when she was about three, I should think. There were days they could not soothe her, and she was slow in learning to speak. She is clever enough—quite too clever in many ways, to own the truth. But she was... especially in those days, she could be quite difficult.”

      Miss Elizabeth’s lips puckered in thought. “Did they consult a doctor?”

      “Several, but what were they to do? My mother refused to subject her young child to bloodletting. Eventually, my father persuaded her to try some medicinal draughts, but they only made Georgiana sleep all day, and she was worse when she would come out of that state.”

      She was watching the ground carefully, nodding as he spoke. Listening—for the first time in far too long, someone was listening. Darcy removed his hat briefly to make a nervous swipe through his hair and resumed his tale.

      “By the time she was five, she had been through six or seven nurses. They could not manage her when she took a turn, which was at least once a day. What you saw was nothing! As a little one, she demanded to be walked about in her pram until she was far too large for it, and she would scream for hours whenever she was out of its confines. I think it made her feel safe. When she was a little older, she used to relieve her anxiety by going to her room and throwing things. Over and over, just throwing pillows or books or toys against the wall. Or humming—usually the same tune over and over. She still does that.

      “My parents were at the end of their nerves. After so many nurses, all that upheaval, my mother determined to care for Georgiana herself.” He stopped and gazed at the front door of the house, which was now in view. “My father always believed that was what weakened her health, though no one else would agree. My mother died when Georgiana was eight.”

      No quick platitudes did Elizabeth Bennet offer. He heard a soft moan of pity and glanced down to find large eyes glistening in earnest sympathy. “That must have been very hard.”

      “I was away at University, and my father would not permit me to suspend my studies. We... carried on.” He smiled tightly. “He loved Georgie—really, he did, but to the end of his life, I think he truly believed she just wanted for discipline.”

      “And what do you believe?”

      What did he believe? That was a difficult question.

      “I wish I understood her. She likes order—cannot abide change well. She is learning, always maturing, but in different ways than are expected of a girl of her age. She is wiser than her years, but not everyone is privileged to see that side of her. She will express herself if you let her, and she is steadily learning better ways to do that. And to hear her on the piano! The music touches a part of her I cannot reach. It is like she feels and hears and sees too much, and her mind will not stop. That is what happened today—too much to think and feel, and no proper outlet. She cannot snuff out her thoughts to rest, and she reacts by closing out people.”

      “But you still have not told me what you believe, Mr. Darcy.”

      He turned aside, and this time he did not stop himself when he ached to smile at her. He deserved to smile at Elizabeth Bennet, just once.

      “What I believe? I believe that through all her ways, her little oddities, and her greater trials, I believe my sister is a gift, Miss Elizabeth.”

      “A gift that you are afraid of losing?”

      Darcy glanced up at a flash of movement in the gardens. It was a fine-looking couple, still some yards away, but walking toward him and Miss Elizabeth with interest. He was out of time.

      “You have met my aunt, Lady Catherine.”

      Her cheek flinched. “Oh, Lord...”

      “Indeed. She and my uncle, the earl, are both of the opinion that Georgiana ought to be put away. Out of the public eye—they would have her ‘disappear’ in an asylum of some kind, where she cannot embarrass the family.”

      “But surely, they cannot enforce their will! You said yourself that you and the colonel shared her guardianship, not the earl.”

      “Indeed, but there are... complications. I have been exceedingly careful these last years, training her how to conduct herself, and painting a handsome illusion for our relatives. We have already suffered a recent... setback. An outburst, of which the countess was the unfortunate victim. She has not belabored the matter… yet. But one breath of suspicion from someone outside our family, that there are rumors about her behavior, and I may find my hand forced.”

      If he could narrow it down to one thing about Elizabeth Bennet—one thing that he could claim with confidence was the defining quality that had fixed his feelings for her, it would have to be the way her courage rose. It bubbled and simmered in those flashing eyes and lifted chin; even the coy twist of her mouth as she set her gaze on him told that no challenge would daunt her. And never had he yearned to kiss her so much as now, when she slipped her hand over his and locked eyes with him.

      “Mr. Darcy, you may place the utmost confidence in my discretion.”

      “Miss Elizabeth,” he replied in a husky voice, “I knew that even before I asked.”
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      “Lizzy, you cannot be serious!” Mrs. Gardiner breathed.

      They were trailing behind Mr. Darcy and Mr. Gardiner now, as the two men shared a lively conversation about trout fishing. Mrs. Gardiner was still blushing from the honor of the introduction, and she leaned close to whisper to Elizabeth—“I thought you and Mr. Darcy were not friends, yet here he is, inviting us all to tea! And he only just arrived with the dust still on his boots.”

      “They did not look dusty to me,” Elizabeth observed dryly.

      “But he has not even refreshed himself, and he is inviting strangers to tea? Lizzy, I believe there is something more to your history with Mr. Darcy than you have said. Either that or Mr. Darcy is the most hospitable man in all England.”

      Elizabeth flushed. “He is very hospitable. Mr. Darcy has proved to be a man of... many surprises.”

      Mrs. Gardiner shot her one more narrow glance, then subsided.

      Mr. Darcy did prove to be a perfectly gracious host. He saw to their every comfort in a way that would have put even Mr. Bingley to shame, and he found lively and interesting things to say to each of them. And he listened as if he truly wanted to hear about his guests. More than once, Elizabeth found herself staring at him and wondering just where this articulate, congenial man was last autumn. Had he only been like this in Meryton...

      More women would have been hanging on him than were already doing so. And now, Elizabeth thought she understood a small part of his reason for keeping others at a comfortable distance.

      “Why, Mr. Darcy, you are all kindness, but we could not possibly impose,” Mr. Gardiner was protesting. He looked imploringly to his wife and Elizabeth, with an expression that begged permission to accept whatever Mr. Darcy had just offered.

      Lamentably, Elizabeth had been too occupied in studying the man’s straight jawline and... well, how did she never notice those curls at the nape of his neck? At any event, she had lost track of the conversation and could not answer when the others looked to her.

      “Miss Elizabeth will, I hope, endorse the idea.” Mr. Darcy said, with the most open, artless smile as she had ever seen from him. “As Mr. Gardiner is such an avid angler, and he will not find a fairer prospect than the trout stream or the lake here, would it be a great disappointment to postpone your tour of Matlock town on the morrow? I think we could arrange a pony cart for you and Mrs. Gardiner to amuse yourselves about the estate if you like. Of course, Mrs. Reynolds will send a hamper.”

      Elizabeth tried to make some light chuckle, but it came out as an astonished squeak. Why, after he had begged her to keep certain matters in confidence, would he be proposing more intimacy with their party? Should he not have wished them well and thanked heaven when they went away?

      “Well, there you have it, Mr. Gardiner,” Mr. Darcy said. “It must be a dreadful idea indeed, if one so eloquent as Miss Elizabeth Bennet cannot even find the words to denounce the scheme.”

      She coughed slightly. “You mistake me, sir. I am merely humbled by your invitation.”

      “I should hope not,” he replied. He rested his gaze on Elizabeth, and a hint of that softness from earlier warmed the darkness of his eyes. “You should be humbled by no man.”

      She felt the heat climbing further in her cheeks. If her aunt and uncle had been struggling to guess at the reasons for Mr. Darcy’s friendliness, they could no longer be so. Good heavens, that was nearly a declaration! And... not... not entirely, anyway... not that horrifying of a prospect.

      No one had an opportunity to answer this statement, for Mrs. Reynolds herself appeared at the door. She asked if anything was wanted, and then she gave her master a peculiar gesture; upturned palm and inclined head—a question of some kind that only he understood.

      He stiffened. “So soon?” He looked at Elizabeth with what could only be called pleading, glanced apprehensively at Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner, then visibly swallowed and nodded to his housekeeper. “Yes, show her in.”

      Georgiana Darcy peeked slowly around the corner. She revealed half her face, paused when she sighted Elizabeth, and seemed to deliberate. Several seconds later, her decision was made. Her jaw clenched in the way of one steeling her courage, and she walked to her brother’s side. Her gaze rounded the room, following the line of the exquisite Indian rug on the floor, then flickered and stayed on Elizabeth’s hands.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner,” Mr. Darcy said, “while Miss Elizabeth has already had the pleasure, I should like to introduce you to my sister, Miss Georgiana Darcy. Georgiana, this is Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner from London.”

      The girl was still staring at Elizabeth, but at a nudge from her brother, she straightened and then performed a perfect curtsey. “I am pleased to meet you.” Her tones were crisp and cultured, her manner perfectly correct, save that she looked at everyone’s stomach or shoulder.

      “Mr. Gardiner plans to come tomorrow for the fishing,” Mr. Darcy informed her. “I was just inviting Mrs. Gardiner and Miss Elizabeth—”

      “Do you play the piano?” Miss Darcy interrupted.

      From the edge of her vision, Elizabeth caught a glimpse of Mr. Darcy closing his eyes.

      “Very poorly, Miss Darcy,” she confessed with a laugh. “As your unfortunate brother can attest, for he has been obliged to listen to me on a few undoubtedly miserable occasions.”

      “If anyone was miserable, it was not I,” Mr. Darcy replied quickly. “You must be thinking of Mr. Collins.”

      Elizabeth stifled an unladylike outburst. She would have rallied with something most impertinent, but Georgiana Darcy looked... lost. As if the cart full of her thoughts had rolled away without her.

      “I beg you will forgive my jest, Miss Darcy,” she offered. “I do play the piano, but not nearly so well as you do, I understand.”

      Miss Darcy opened her mouth, but then looked at her brother and closed it.

      “It is all right, Georgiana,” she heard him murmur—for she was close enough to hear what Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner could not. “You may speak as you like to Miss Bennet.”

      Miss Darcy beamed and twisted in obvious pleasure. “I do play very well. I play for hours every day, and my brother just bought me a new piano. Would you like me to play it for you right now?”

      Elizabeth caught Mr. Darcy’s hopeful look—the way he held his breath, then the beseeching gaze he turned on herself. He shook his head faintly but then lifted his shoulders, as much as to say, Whatever you please.

      “I would like that very much, Miss Darcy, but I fear everyone else must be tired after such an eventful day. May I hear you tomorrow instead?”

      The girl looked crestfallen, and there was a flash of stubbornness in her eyes as if she would have liked to argue, but then she brightened again and nodded with enthusiasm. “Tomorrow.”

      Elizabeth bestowed her warmest smile on the girl... but somehow it wandered to her brother.

      The man who was silently mouthing, Thank you.
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      Mr. Gardiner was an agreeable man.

      This much, Darcy had determined within the first minutes of their introduction. Polite and unassuming, dignified and apparently a man of taste and self-respect, he was pleasant company. However, when the London merchant presented himself the next morning, and Darcy went himself to point out the best fishing spots, he learned something else about Elizabeth’s uncle.

      He was gentle.

      Not gentle to say “cultured,” in the way of nobility—no, that was merely evidence of a privileged upbringing. Mr. Gardiner, rather, was a man in whose presence Darcy could be at ease. One who listened a good deal more than he spoke, one who weighed his words before sharing his thoughts, and one who had a fair enough view of his own faults and virtues that he did not undertake to judge those of others.

      “I tell you, Mr. Darcy,” he enthused, his face flushed with delight after he pulled his second trout to the bank, “this is such an unexpected pleasure. I have never seen a finer stream in all England—and I have paid my compliments to more than a few. Truly, sir, I am honored by your kindness.”

      “Think nothing of it, for the pleasure is all mine. We were most delighted to find your party in the area.”

      Gardiner played his line, his attention on the water. “You are very good, sir. I hope it is no imposition on Miss Darcy to entertain guests so soon after returning home.”

      Darcy clenched and unclenched his fist. There was nothing for it—he may as well have it done. “She was happily expectant when I spoke with her  this morning. However, sir, it would behoove me to inform you that her sentiments can be... changeable. Mrs. Gardiner and Miss Bennet may not find her as hospitable today as they did yesterday. I assure you, her desire for their company remains constant, but other feelings occasionally have their way.”

      Gardiner flicked his lure expertly and nodded. “Nothing short of understandable. Young ladies may have the right to their feelings.”

      “I am afraid it is a good deal more complicated than that. She... Well, occasionally, she feels a bit off. She means nothing by it, and I would not wish for Mrs. Gardiner or Miss Elizabeth to be made to feel unwelcome by anything in my sister’s manner.”

      Gardiner smiled at the water, pulled in his line, and turned to face him. “Distressed by company, is it? Not to worry, Mr. Darcy, for we should be the last to take offense. Mrs. Gardiner had a younger brother who often felt the same. Cared little for looking you in the eye, could not bear to be touched, and frequently spoke out of turn. Do you know—”

      There was a twinkle in the man’s eye, and a softening to his voice. “My wife adores Fred. Took no end of pains in loving him, always at hand to steady and guide him, teaching him how to read people like you might read a book. That was how I lost my head and heart to my wife, for, I thought, ‘mayhap she will have the patience to bear with me!’ So, you see, it would take a great deal to put her off. And Lizzy! Well, sir, I imagine you know how... ah...”

      “Fierce?” Darcy supplied with a grin.

      “Just so! But not entirely, of course. No more than is to be hoped for in a lively young lady.”

      Indeed. Darcy felt his chest warming. Elizabeth Bennet’s sort of ferocity was just what a man would desire to spice his life.

      “If I may ask, sir,” Darcy ventured, “what came of Mrs. Gardiner’s brother?”

      “Fred? Oh, he is a horse breaker in Hampshire. A capital situation it is, working under a good master and all. He has such a way with the beasts, as if he can listen to their own language. Uncanny! The head horse master says Fred is the best he has ever had under him. I should not be surprised if he did not receive offer soon to move up, but I do not think he would be half so content as a groom, saddling horses and driving coaches for others. No, he has found his purpose with his colts.”

      Darcy was watching Gardiner with a half-astonished smile. “Indeed. And he is quite independent?”

      “Entirely, save for his wife. Aye, he was married last year! Oh, my poor Mrs. Gardiner fretted so over him, but it has come out beautifully, for all that. He only wanted a chance to shine in his own way.”

      Darcy shook his head in wonder. Could it be possible?

      “Mr. Darcy, I am honored by your company and would not wish to deny myself more of such pleasant conversation, but I could not be such a selfish creature. If you have other duties to attend, I am quite capable of amusing myself.”

      Darcy blinked. “Of course. If you can be diverted for some refreshment, I hope you will join us for tea later.”

      “Thank you, sir! I daresay my wife and Elizabeth will be agreeable. They were most eager to wait on Miss Darcy this morning.”

      There was a sly glint in the old fox’s eye as he said this. It was all Darcy could do not to laugh at the cagey Mr. Gardiner and bolt away to the house. He restrained himself just enough to make a graceful excuse and walked away as fast as his long legs could carry him.

      Mr. Gardiner’s words had inspired more hope than Darcy had known in a miserably long while. To think that there might be others who felt like Georgiana! Could it be possible that she, also, might continue to grow and flourish in the gloriously wonderful way that was all her own? If others had done so, could not she? But more than that, it was a blessed comfort to think that she was not alone.

      And that meant that he was not alone.

      He sped to the house, his head and heart full of more questions—not all of which had to do with Georgiana. What if all was not lost with Elizabeth, after all? What if... what if she would consent to be the answer he had so long sought? One look, one word from her would be enough to tell him if he was wrong, but what if he was right?

      When he came into the house, he could hear the piano singing its arias as only Georgiana could coax it to do. He went directly to the music room, his chest hammering.

      And there she was. Sitting beside his sister, her fine eyes sparkling and delicious mouth laughing, she was a vision bathed in the golden summer light from the window. He paused long enough to swallow the ache in his throat before trying to speak.

      Georgiana looked up, and the music died as she jumped to her feet. “William! Miss Elizabeth can play!”

      “I know she can, my dear girl.”

      “But she says she is not very good. I think she is. You have to stay and listen to us.”

      “Suppose Miss Elizabeth does not like being forced to play?”

      Elizabeth chuckled, her cheek dimpling as she rose to greet him. “If it pleases Miss Darcy, I shall be happy to oblige.”

      Darcy permitted himself the chance to feast on her loveliness, gazing down longer and a bit more warmly than he had ever done before. “Then, I am duty-bound to listen. Raptly, I assure you.”
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      “You play exquisitely, Miss Darcy. I feel I am slowing you down and getting in your way!”

      Elizabeth’s praise was genuine. She had never heard anyone pour so much feeling into the music, nor seen fingers so light and deft. It was as if Georgiana Darcy had tossed out the rules of fingering and invented her own. And they worked.

      The musician made no response for several seconds. When she did acknowledge Elizabeth’s compliment, it was with a sideways glance and an uncomfortable shrug.

      “It is true, Miss Darcy,” Mrs. Gardiner agreed. “I have never heard your equal.”

      Georgiana squirmed and kept her eyes fastened on the music. “Well, I just go up when it lifts and follow it down when it rolls.”

      “Do you mean here?” Elizabeth asked, her finger tracing an arpeggio on the music.

      “No, not that. When it builds, you know—right here.” She played a segment of the music where there was a change of keys building to a crescendo. “It gets bigger. Like it’s turning red. Then there is a ledge where it rides and spins, then it twists and slides down and runs up again there. And then here, it feels smooth—purple, but after, it gets hot. I don’t like that part, but it has to be there for it to cool down. There it all goes gray. It is peaceful—falls like snow, and then down at the bottom, everything is sunshine and grass.”

      Elizabeth blinked. “You... you feel and see all of that?”

      Georgiana let her eyes touch Elizabeth’s for an instant. “Don’t you?”

      She could only gape back at the girl in wonder. “I wish I did,” she whispered.

      Mr. Darcy had been watching in silence all this while; his hand curled over his mouth and his expression guarded. But his eyes—those were declaring a thousand things, not one of which she trusted herself to read. He rose from his chair and drew near at last.

      “Georgiana, perhaps we ought to let Miss Elizabeth have a rest. You have kept her in that piano seat for almost an hour.”

      Elizabeth was about to protest that it had been one of the most inspiring hours of her life, but her aunt spoke first. “That is a wonderful idea, Mr. Darcy. If you do not mind, I would very much like to hear more of Miss Darcy’s playing, but I believe Elizabeth might appreciate a bit of fresh air.”

      Elizabeth shot her aunt an incredulous look. Devious Aunt Madeline! Mrs. Gardiner only smiled sweetly at Mr. Darcy.

      The gentleman looked satisfied with the arrangement. He bowed to Mrs. Gardiner and swept a hand toward the door. “May I have the honor, Miss Elizabeth?”

      She accepted with a bashful smile and a glance over her shoulder as she went out. Miss Darcy had already bent over the keys again, entirely lost to her music.

      “She will carry on like that all afternoon,” Mr. Darcy murmured. “I hope your aunt has a stout constitution.”

      “It is hardly a punishment to be treated to such a rare talent. She truly is a marvel.”

      Mr. Darcy was quiet until they reached the front door, then softly— “She is, is she not?”

      “She is wonderful! I have never met anyone like her. It is so refreshing to know exactly what she thinks, without varnish or prevarication. She cuts to the heart of whatever she is speaking of, like anything else is a waste of time. Would that we could all be so honest!”

      An amused rumble sounded in his throat. “I have often felt the same.”

      “Do you know, the first thing she said when we came to the door was not, ‘Good day,’ or some meaningless inquiry about the weather. She immediately asked us into the music room to hear her, and I think if I had declined, she would have taken me by the hand and held me to my promise by force!”

      “She would, indeed!”

      Elizabeth laughed, enjoying, for once, the spark of humor in Mr. Darcy’s face and manner. She had little known he possessed it, but now, she could not imagine him without a ready smile or playful retort. And she sensed herself in some very great danger regarding her heart.

      She cleared her throat, and purposely looked away. “Does she often enjoy having an audience?”

      “Sometimes. Fitzwilliam has got her used to him turning the pages for her, and she will tolerate that. She likes it when I read in the same room, but facing another way, so she does not feel me watching her. Today, asking you to play with her—that was a first, Miss Elizabeth.”

      “Oh. Then, I am honored.” She rubbed her hands briskly over her forearms as if she had taken a chill. “Deeply honored.”

      “She has had little in the way of female company. You might imagine the difficulty there. I have brought in a few companions for her, but none of them have remained long. The worst was the infamous Mrs. Younge.”

      Elizabeth narrowed her eyes and then looked up in horror. “Oh! The trouble you told me about with Mr. W—” She broke off and glanced about to be sure no one could overhear her. “That was true, was it not?” she hissed. “He is even viler than I imagined!”

      He nodded tightly and offered her his arm. “Let us walk the maze, Miss Elizabeth.”

      She accepted his escort, blushing at how warm and near he felt. When, precisely, had it become a pleasure to be close to this man? Whatever the answer, she only knew she wanted more of it. More of him.

      “Yes,” Darcy continued as they gained the sanctity of the maze. “All of it was true. I had not been in the habit of leaving Georgiana at all, but she had been doing so well. I was less eager to keep her in London, where the streets are crowded, and our relatives might frown upon her at the least little gaffe. A trip to the shore, away from it all, seemed just the thing. She loves the ocean, you know, and I thought I could trust Mrs. Younge.”

      Elizabeth frowned at her feet, unable to bear watching the pain in his face. His voice was excruciating enough. “Did he hurt her?”

      “Not in body. Not like... not the way you mean. But he left her in shambles. He little knew Georgiana, apart from glimpses of her as a girl and whatever Mrs. Younge told him. When she was young, my parents were careful to keep only the most trusted people around her, and later, I continued that arrangement. I was happy to let others think she was prideful and above her company, merely to keep them at a distance. Wickham saw her only seldom, but it was enough in her mind to form an association. She met him in the company of people she trusted, and when he tried to deceive her, he found his task all too easy.

      “That is until he got her into a carriage. I have learned how to keep her more comfortable when we travel, but Wickham knew none of that, and I doubt he would have cared in any case. You may imagine how she reacted.”

      Elizabeth tightened her arm unconsciously through his as if trying to offer comfort. “It must have been dreadful for her!”

      “When I found them, they were three hours from Ramsgate in a shabby inn. Wickham was at the bar drinking off a head-ache, and Georgiana he had wrestled into a room upstairs. Mrs. Younge had charge of the door, preventing her from escaping. Not that she could have.”

      Elizabeth looked up and found the towering, dignified Fitzwilliam Darcy blinking a sheen from his eyes. His lip trembled and his voice, when he risked using it, was more unsteady than she had ever heard.

      “It took me two days to calm her down enough to leave that inn. When she became afraid, he forced her. He raised his voice to her and jerked her arm behind her back to make her do as he wished. It was a month before she would let anyone touch her again!”

      Elizabeth’s own eyes filled with tears. “The brute! I wonder that you did not run him through! Poor Miss Darcy.”

      He sucked in a long draught of air. “If I had been less occupied with her, I might have done. He ran, but Fitzwilliam tracked him and extracted one or two things. Wickham knew Georgiana was an innocent, gently raised and all, but he was unprepared for her to fall apart as she did. He said he had begun to think of rushing her to Scotland to secure her dowry, then dropping her at the nearest asylum to wash his hands of her.

      “Fitzwilliam came close to killing the blackguard. Instead, he made him join the militia and threatened things I do not care to repeat if he ever dared even to breathe my sister’s name again. I think—” here, he offered a bitter laugh— “Wickham will find himself on a slow ship to Australia if Fitzwilliam ever hears of him again.”

      “And what of Miss Darcy? How did she manage after such a fright?”

      “It was not easy. Thank Heaven for Mrs. Reynolds! She was like a mother to us after our own died. Georgiana wanted no one else near her, not even me, for a time. However, of late, she has begun to settle, even to wish for a friend. I have a woman coming to meet her next week named Mrs. Annesley. She is not a companion but a music teacher. Not that Georgiana needs instruction, but...”

      “But someone with shared interests would be just the thing,” Elizabeth finished.

      Mr. Darcy turned to face her, sliding his hand along the length of her arm until he cradled her fingers. “Precisely. I think everyone could do with a companion for their soul.”
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      Darcy brushed his fingers over Elizabeth’s. He had not imagined it—she flexed the tips of her fingers in return, and her lips had parted, ever so softly, as her eyes lifted to his.

      They were quite alone. He could speak now before there were other interruptions. He could ask for another chance, and this time, it would be a fair question because she would know all the blessings and complications he offered her. He even had a feeling she would accept, or at least consider warmly, what he had to say.

      But before he had discovered the words that might change his life, Elizabeth spoke first. “I would imagine it has been difficult for you to maintain friendships.”

      Well... he would speak soon enough. He might even learn to turn the conversation to his liking once he had met her thoughts and answered her doubts. “Because I am… what was it? Arrogant and conceited? Careless of the feelings of others?”

      Elizabeth reddened and pulled her hand away. “Oh, I wish you would not repeat what I said then! It was monstrously unfair of me, for I knew so little!”

      “You knew what I had shown you, and to that point, you could not have been more accurate.”

      “But you had perfectly good reasons to erect barriers, to protect yourself and Miss Darcy.”

      “Did I?” he countered. “Would it have harmed anyone in the least, had I treated you with the kindness you deserve? Do not mistake mitigating circumstances for an excuse, Miss Elizabeth. Not a day has gone by since April that I did not reflect on my treatment of you with the deepest remorse. And to imagine that I believed you to be expecting my address! I ought rather to be surprised you will still speak to me.”

      She blushed again and turned to walk, and he fell into step beside her. “What about Mr. Bingley? Does he know Miss Darcy?”

      He studied her face—the way she was purposely looking away, the nervous workings of her teeth upon her soft lips. She had changed the subject for a reason, and he would be wise not to return to it too quickly. He cleared his throat and followed her lead.

      “Yes, Bingley has met Georgiana, but not often. He stayed here for a month, two years ago, for the shooting, but they were seldom in each other’s way. She did consent to play for him a few times, and the impression of that, I believe, is what led Bingley to praise Georgiana to his sisters so highly.”

      Elizabeth’s mouth twitched. “I wondered at the nature of Miss Bingley’s acquaintance.”

      “There should be little to wonder at. Caroline Bingley is the last person I want in the same room with Georgiana. She would drive my sister into a terror-stricken frenzy as soon as she opened her mouth.”

      Elizabeth bowed her head to disguise a snort of laughter, then looked up with her hand over her mouth. “I am sorry! I should not laugh at Mr. Bingley’s sister, I know, but—”

      “But a donkey’s braying is gentler on the nerves?” Darcy finished. “You need not apologize, for I imagine you and I also have relatives capable of testing the patience of Job.”

      She sighed. “I have several.”

      “But you still cherish them, do you not? Indeed, relationships can be… difficult.” They walked in silence for some steps, and then he continued. “I do not think I have answered the spirit of your question, about friendships. I would not have you think that the… the arrangements I have made to accommodate Georgiana are entirely responsible for the way things are.”

      She looked up at him, the sun glinting from her eyes in just the right way to make them appear like burnished gold. “And how are things?” she asked gently.

      “You have seen for yourself. I seldom go into company, and when I do, I behave like a snob and refuse to dance with beautiful ladies.”

      She arched a brow. “I am serious.”

      “So am I. I had become accustomed to brushing people away as fast as I could, telling myself that it was in my sister’s better interests to keep my intimate circle small. The pride of which you so accurately accused me became, rather than a character trait to be brought under regulation, a crutch upon which I leaned, whenever I might have been expected to exert a bit of civility. Elizabeth—”

      He caught her free hand and hoped she would not recoil. She did not. Instead, she stopped and waited, her head tilted softly, and her posture everything receptive and welcoming.

      Speak now! his heart clamored. But his throat swelled, and his breath came short. “Elizabeth, I...”

      “Mr. Darcy,” she said, squeezing his hand. There was no doubt of it this time—it was as affectionate a touch as any he had known. “Do you want to know what I think?”

      “Ardently.”

      That smile he adored reappeared, and she let her eyes wander over his entire face as if committing details to memory that she had previously disregarded.

      “I think you are among the best of men. Perhaps misguided at times, but never for any reason but love. Even when mistaken, can there be a nobler cause? I think such a person must be forgiven anything. If that is what you were about to ask of me, please know that any cross words are long forgotten. I only hope you can think generously of my own errors.”

      Darcy knew not what to say. She was asking his forgiveness? Alone but for a sea of flowers, shining like the sun of his universe and telling him that she admired him? It was the stuff of dreams, but it was real.

      Words—true words, tender words—had never behaved for him. Some people could bend them to their will, make them sing and caress the heart, make them honey to a parched and weary soul. But Darcy was a man of feeling and action, to whom words were only a clumsy tool. So, he did the only thing he knew he could not fail at. He curled her hand into his own, raised it to his mouth, and pressed her knuckles to his lips.

      The pink stain on her cheeks deepened, but so did her smile. She looked down, and without a word, they resumed walking.

      And that was it. The most promising moments he had spent in her company, and rather than building to a glorious pinnacle, shouting his joy from the great Peaks, their walk went the way of a sweet summer sunset. Genuine. Comfortable. And everything pure and holy.

      But he had not asked her to marry him. Yet.

      They found their way out of the maze, and Darcy had finally reconciled himself to the idea that it was not, in fact, a failure—after all, they had only met again a day ago. They would have more time. He would make sure of that! They were just coming up the steps of the house when Mr. Gardiner appeared from the South Lawn.

      “A basketful of fish, I should think,” Elizabeth chuckled. “See how heavily he is walking? You will be lucky if he leaves with us tomorrow when we go.”

      Darcy’s stomach twisted in horror. “Not tomorrow!” he begged before thinking. “That is, I... well, I was hoping...”

      Elizabeth tucked her hand back over his arm and looked up at him appraisingly. “For my part, I could do without seeing Matlock. Who wants to see a quaint old town when there is good company elsewhere?”

      The panic in his heart subsided, and he even laughed softly. “Who, indeed?”

      They were waiting for Mr. Gardiner to catch up when Mrs. Reynolds herself came down the steps. “Mr. Darcy, there is a letter just come for you. I would not bother you, sir, but the messenger said it was most urgent.”

      “Urgent? Where is it?”

      The housekeeper gave him the letter with a sympathetic smile for Elizabeth. Terror struck him as soon as he recognized the hand. He tucked it instantly into his breast pocket, without a second glance or a word of explanation to Elizabeth.

      She was regarding him with apprehension and deep suspicion in those fine, dark eyes. A question he could not answer. And, so, he would put it off, delaying his doom as long as he could—just as he had been doing for five years already.

      Perhaps it was an extreme and ill-judged response to a simple letter, but what else was he to do, upon receiving an urgent message from His Lordship, the Earl of Matlock?
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      Mr. Darcy was quiet and grave all the rest of their visit. Elizabeth watched him, but not directly. Each time he felt her eyes on him, he would stiffen and apply a forced smile, and she would learn nothing.

      Instead, she taught herself to feel him—to hear the minutest catch in his voice, the changes in his breathing when his thoughts wandered. The way his feet shifted under him and his neck stiffened whenever someone spoke. And as she extended her senses to him, she discovered something else; this was not a new exercise for her. She had always been intimately aware of him.

      Miss Darcy was another puzzle. Her manner had shifted from excitement at Elizabeth’s common interest to aversion at anyone’s notice. She did not join them when the tea arrived, choosing to continue playing instead. She even met her brother’s quiet invitation with a look of indignant alarm and an uncomfortable shrug of her shoulders.

      Mr. Darcy had smiled weakly, explaining that his sister was particular about when, how, and if she ate. But by the way his eyes continually flicked to his sister, then to his guests, Elizabeth wondered if his real concern was less with Miss Darcy’s health and habits than others’ opinions thereof.

      How did one respond so everyone might be at ease? Miss Darcy was now oblivious to the rest of them, perfectly happy in her bubble at the pianoforte, but Mr. Darcy’s discomfort was obviously acute. Elizabeth pitied him for his needless worry, but she could think of nothing to say that would not increase his anxiety rather than lessen it.

      It was Mrs. Gardiner who brought fresh air to them all. Elizabeth watched in pride as her sweet, modest aunt cheerfully engaged the imposing Master of Pemberley on their mutual acquaintances, for she had come from Lambton as a girl. And, with the practiced grace of an experienced hostess, Mrs. Gardiner would occasionally cast admiring glances at Georgiana, displaying her warm interest in the girl without being obtrusive about it, nor giving anyone cause to think she found the situation odd in the least.

      Slowly, Mr. Darcy began responding to Mrs. Gardiner in longer sentences, with half-hearted attempts at charm and humor. He even offered some fodder for the conversation, readily becoming familiar with Elizabeth’s aunt. It was not long, however, before Elizabeth became convinced that he wished for the half-hour to end.

      And so, she did her part, dropping hints that Miss Darcy must be weary of so much company, Mr. Darcy must have other duties, and so on. Soon after that, they all rose to take their leave.

      Mr. Darcy walked beside Elizabeth to the door, and his face was a confused mask of regret and distraction. His head was tilted toward her, but his words seemed to catch. When he did speak, it was with odd interruptions and intonations, as if he ached to say one thing but forced himself to say something else.

      “I hope you... enjoyed your visit,” he finally said as they reached the door.

      “Very much. I thank you for your hospitality, sir.”

      He smiled, but it was a look full of pain, concealing much. He turned and bowed to her aunt and uncle. “Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner, thank you for coming. I hope you will consider staying longer in the area. I do hope to see you again.”

      The Gardiners both thanked him handsomely, then went down to their carriage. Elizabeth, however, spent one last long look up at him. His eyes softened, his brow broke, and his teeth flashed in frustration.

      Her heart squeezed, and she longed to touch him. “Are you well?”

      “I have never been better.”

      “I thought you abhorred disguises.”

      “I do, and I am in earnest. Today was... I cannot describe the pleasure, Miss Elizabeth. I have never passed a pleasanter day than in the company of you and your excellent aunt and uncle. I can only beg your forgiveness if I seemed preoccupied this last half-hour.”

      “Preoccupied is not the word I would choose.” She was about to tell him that he looked like a man facing the gallows—in jest, of course—but she sensed he was not yet ready to be teased out of his melancholy. Instead, she offered him one last smile, as heartfelt and tender as she dared.

      “I hope that whatever the trouble is, it is resolved to your liking.”

      His eyes crinkled in an empty bid for warmth then failed. “Think no more of it, Miss Elizabeth. I should prefer to part from you with only cheerful recollections.” He extended his elbow and offered to escort her down to the carriage.

      She grinned and accepted his arm. “That is my philosophy exactly, Mr. Darcy. Think of the past only as it gives you pleasure.”

      “In that case, I shall have much more about today to remember than to forget. Thank you.”

      “And yet, I should be thanking you. Good afternoon, Mr. Darcy.”

      He released her, his hand falling reluctantly and his eyes seeming to drink her in one last time before he dropped into a crisp bow. “Good afternoon, Miss Elizabeth. Oh, and please... give your family my respects.”

      The carriage turned up the drive, as the birds chirped from the trees and the faint, restful lowing of cows drifted on the summer breeze. It was as cheery and peaceful a scene as one could ever hope to enjoy. But for Elizabeth, the paradise seemed to be bidding her a fond farewell.

      Give your family my respects. What had he meant by that? Merely the words of a friend, one who had once called her family “objectionable?” Was it his subtle way of begging forgiveness for his old disdain?

      Or was he saying goodbye?

      Elizabeth was silent and fretful for the next half-mile, even as her aunt and uncle praised the view. Mr. Darcy was everything... everything her heart required. She had nursed an increasingly positive opinion of him since spring, long before he showed her his soul. Now, she was sure of it—there was no man to equal him. His goodness. His intelligence, his character, and the way he seemed to understand her thoughts. And he seemed to still care for her! How could she not ache for him in turn?

      But, there was that shift that had come over him with that letter. Something terrible, something that he feared or hated... more than he might have ever loved her. A threat to Miss Darcy was her best guess. If he were forced to make a choice, he would choose protecting his sister over courting her. And she would have it no differently, for she could not love a man who would do otherwise.

      Mr. Gardiner stretched his arm across the seat with a contented sigh. “Fine place, this is. Beautiful grounds, excellent fishing, superb company.”

      “Yes, and what a privilege to be invited to tea with the master and mistress!” Mrs. Gardiner agreed. “Though I do not expect that was for ourselves. He must mean to do honor to the friends of Mr. Bingley, I suppose.”

      “I should have thought his regard came from another quarter,” Mr. Gardiner grunted. “What say you, Lizzy? Your non-friend Mr. Darcy had been very agreeable, has he not?”

      Elizabeth felt her ears growing hot. “He is not my... oh, please, Uncle, do not make more of it than it is.”

      The Gardiners exchanged looks, then her uncle shrugged. “Very well. I had considered imposing on Mr. Darcy’s trout stream again tomorrow, rather than going on to Matlock. But, perhaps, I ought not. These great men may wish to seem hospitable, but they truly prefer their privacy. I should not like to be the one to test his patience.”

      “My dear, if it is a matter of patience, I think you could not find a more sterling example of that virtue than our host,” Mrs. Gardiner protested. “I have rarely met with any finer. Why, the way he is so gentle with his sister puts me very much in mind of my father.”

      “Indeed, my dear, you are quite correct. Do you not think so, Elizabeth?”

      “I think him an excellent man,” she answered carefully. “One who will unfailingly set the needs of those in his care above his own.”

      “Well said, my dear.”

      “Aunt,” Elizabeth asked, “do you... what do you make of Miss Darcy?”

      “Oh, she is a remarkable girl.”

      “But ‘remarkable’ is merely a term to mean ‘different’ in some way. What do you think of her?”

      Mrs. Gardiner sighed and bestowed a tender smile on Elizabeth. “I think it is beautiful when people like Miss Darcy are given to the world, and more lovely still when those closest to them have eyes to see and hearts to hear.”

      “I thought the saying ended with ‘ears to hear.’”

      “Oh, no, my dear. In such cases as these, one most decidedly must listen with the heart.”
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      If the morning had been everything promising and heavenly, the afternoon was his purgatory.

      Georgiana was upstairs sobbing. Mrs. Reynolds had done what she could, but the simple fact was that his sister was exhausted. She had spent all her energy and emotional strength trying to make a friend, and there was nothing left to face the rest of the day. He had seen this before, but it still killed him every time he watched her invest all of herself into something because usually, it came to naught.

      But, maybe this time would be different.

      She had loved her visitors. Loved a chance to be appreciated for her passion, having someone listen with steady interest and open ears when she spoke. Loved Elizabeth, for some odd reason.

      Not that Elizabeth was difficult to love. He, of all people, could understand how Elizabeth could bewitch and allure! But that Georgiana had seen it as well—that she had found something peaceful and harmonious in Elizabeth Bennet’s being at that very first glance, something that drew her and fixed her—that was even more confirmation that Darcy had been right all along about the woman he loved. And it increased his sense of failure that she was not his.

      Not yet, he consoled himself. Their walk had taught him to hope again.

      He leaned over his desk and kneaded his brow, trying to put down the head-ache that lurked behind his eyes. Thinking of her helped, until he recollected the way he had let her go. No promise of a reunion, no private word to her uncle about their further plans in the area, not even a dropped hint that he might call on her at the inn. Nothing, because he had been too broken about what this blasted letter might contain even to act the pleasant host for her last half-hour in his home.

      And, as it turned out, the letter had been worth all his brooding and dread, and then some.

      

      Darcy,

      

      It is no good putting the matter off. The question of Georgiana must be settled. According to your father's will, it should have been decided by her birthday, but you hastened her off to Pemberley without a backward word. We both know perfectly well she will not be ready to prepare for a come-out, but how she fooled the last doctor is beyond me. It is time we had an answer as to what to do with her.

      You may look for me tomorrow. I have brought Dr. Hopewell from Bethlehem Royal Hospital to Matlock, and I desire the doctor to see Georgiana over the next two or three days. If he can be satisfied, I will gladly advise Her Ladyship that she may commence her plans for Georgiana’s debut. I would far rather have Georgiana married to a valuable husband one day than locked away, heaven knows! But let us be honest with one another; the likelihood of that is slim.

      I have more to say to you, but I will save that for tomorrow. You may expect us at ten.

      

      The earl’s impressive signature finished the bottom portion of the letter, almost taking up more room than his words. How fitting, Darcy thought bitterly. All for show, little substance.

      But that was not entirely fair. It was his father, truly, who had set this nightmare into motion with that clause in his will, added on his deathbed. Oh, Darcy and Fitzwilliam still shared Georgiana’s guardianship, but the earl and countess were responsible for seeing that she could be made “presentable to society” in time for a London Season. Sixteen was the age given for such an assessment, and if she was still found to be “unsuitable” for the role assigned to her by birth, then another fate awaited her. One Darcy had spent the last five years sweating blood to avoid.

      Had he done all he could for her? Oh, how it had cost him in his soul to coach her, day after day, to hide her true self! She could do it masterfully for short periods, but she always paid the price later. And what had all these pains bought them? Georgiana was enchanting and marvelous, but she could not survive the gauntlet of the ton.

      A Season! Even the preparation over the next year would be the death of them both. It meant dance lessons and wardrobe fittings and tea with London’s elite ladies—each requirement a progressively more hideous prospect to his sister. After that, an endless string of balls, soirées, outings with strangers. All mortifying for her, and each carrying the possibility of disaster.

      And the end goal of it all? Why, to secure for her a husband! Something Darcy could only consider inadvisable at best and a veritable hell at worst.

      Could no one think of a better future for Georgiana than a Society marriage or Bedlam? As far as he was concerned, she would always have a home at Pemberley if his uncle would permit a generous reading of that cursed addendum. There was room for interpretation, heaven knew!

      She could stay with him or even have the dower house to herself. When she came of age, she could spend every farthing of her dowry on new pianos, for all he cared. But to force her to accept a husband? Perhaps someday, if she met the right man, but how likely was that man to be a figure of suitable wealth and stature to satisfy the earl?

      And that was why Darcy had been working for years to craft an environment where Georgiana could always be at home. Teaching her that there was a time and a place to put on a mask, and a safe haven for her to peel it off later, to be who she needed to be. He had prayed and hoped for years that when this hour came, the earl might undertake his duty with reason and compassion. Surely, his uncle must see that Georgiana wanted for nothing, that her life was meaningful and complete, and that Darcy could give her a home the rest of her days.

      That it meant no other woman was likely to fit into his life had been a secondary concern—one that had only begun to sting in recent months. If his sacrifice could save his sister from a fate worse than death, he would do it cheerfully. He would continue to devote himself to being Georgiana’s constant companion and guardian, if necessary, and to hell with the rest.

      Except for the wee hours, alone in the darkness. Those were the hours he ached for another kind of love.

      The love he had hoped to find with Elizabeth.
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      The outing to Matlock was as dry and anxious as it was inevitable. They had planned to go, and go they would, but Elizabeth had hoped, deep in the secret regions of her heart, that some word from Mr. Darcy might delay them. A note delivered to the inn, perhaps, inviting them to Pemberley again for tea. Or possibly it would be the gentleman himself—hair tousled from a morning ride, a bashful grin on his formerly austere features as he asked after their plans and sought a way to accompany them.

      But no such word from him arrived. Even as their carriage took the road north, Elizabeth had a constant urge to look over her shoulder.

      She fretted over the mystery of Mr. Darcy a good deal more than she would confess. He had been on the verge of something; she was sure of it. He was different, more real than he had ever been before. It was as if he had finally permitted her to see all of who he was—and he was irresistible. Both adorably humble and proudly magnificent, his was just the sort of character to suit her. Then, there was the open manner in which he had spoken to her before her aunt and uncle, and the fervent, tender way he had kissed her hand. She could not be mistaken about that!

      But, in light of that odd farewell, it was far more rational to recall the insult she had done his character last April. What sensible man would seek out the woman who had already spurned him, even if he did still fancy her? If she had learned anything of his character at Pemberley, it was that he more often set aside his own pleasure to do the reasonable and prudent thing.

      And that must be what he was doing now. He had not made any arrangements to see them again, despite his vague assurances of goodwill and invitation. Something had changed in him with that urgent letter—some sort of dread that overspread his features and made that welcoming glow within him turn to stone. Doubt became a more comfortable friend than hope.

      When they entered the Lambton Inn that evening, Elizabeth lingered behind her uncle. She supposed her manner was circumspect, but she hoped to hear whether any messages had arrived. If he had left her any word—if she had missed a chance to speak with him! She listened with taut breath as the innkeeper greeted them.

      There was a letter, but it was from Jane, not Mr. Darcy. Elizabeth swallowed, tucked the letter into her pocket, and went upstairs to refresh herself before the evening meal. Though she tried to hide her disappointment, Mrs. Gardiner could not help but see Elizabeth’s silence later when they sat down to eat.

      “My dear, what does Jane say?”

      Elizabeth roused herself from stirring her food about her plate. “Hmm? Oh... I have not yet read her letter.”

      Her aunt and uncle exchanged glances. “I see,” said Mrs. Gardiner in a soft voice.

      “Well, then,” Mr. Gardiner put in, “we must decide when we will start for home. The extra day at Pemberley has put us somewhat behind but ‘tis no bother, I should say. Did you still wish to see Wingfield or Hardwick?”

      Mrs. Gardiner hesitated, glancing at Elizabeth before she answered. “I believe I could do without seeing them this time, and I am eager to return to the children.”

      Mr. Gardiner modded. “Right, then. I was thinking of calling on Mr. Darcy once more, as he proved so obliging, but I do not know. He seemed a bit off-putting by the end of our stay. I certainly would not wish to make myself unwelcome.”

      “Surely, Uncle,” Elizabeth protested, “you cannot think Mr. Darcy was disingenuous.”

      “Not at all, but he is a man accustomed to his own way. I doubt not that he would have made his desires known if he wished for our company again. I would not like to impose if the gentleman prefers his solitude.”

      “Did you sense that of him? I thought rather that something had happened to make him unhappy, and it had nothing to do with us.” Elizabeth could hardly keep the tremble from her voice as she sought her aunt’s and uncle’s faces by turn. She hoped that had been the case and was desperate to hear one of them second it, but how could they say as much when she herself doubted it?

      Mr. Gardiner regarded her with a pained gravity in his expression. “Well... I had wished to see Wingfield. You do not mind one more day before we depart, my dear?”

      Mrs. Gardiner passed a kind look over Elizabeth before turning to her husband. “Not at all.”

      When Elizabeth returned to her room, she nearly sank to her knees in relief. One more day.

      For what?

      For Mr. Darcy, who surely had his share of cares, to charge to the inn just to beg her to visit his home once more? For him to meet their carriage on the road somewhere, then invite her to step out for a moment to renew his former addresses? What a fool she was! He knew very well where to find her, both now and later, when she returned to Hertfordshire.

      She curled into a chair and finally opened Jane’s letter, more as a diversion for her wild and wandering thoughts than anything else. It began as all Jane’s letters did—cheerful and speaking well of everybody while saying nothing of her own disappointed hopes.

      Elizabeth chewed her lip. If she did happen to speak with Mr. Darcy again, perhaps she would ask if Mr. Bingley had ever been sincerely attached to Jane. Perhaps a judicious word could be said that might change everything.

      She read on, past the antics of her youngest cousins, the latest doings of the neighbors, and the reports of Mary’s latest triumphs on the pianoforte. Jane was happily rambling into her closing paragraphs about their mother’s nerves when the writing style changed, and the tone shot Elizabeth’s heart immediately into her throat.

      

      Lizzy, since writing the above, we have had the most distressing news. We had a letter from Colonel Forster, in Brighton, that Lydia had fled his protection in the company of one of his officers—in point of fact, with Mr. Wickham!

      We are most fortunate that the colonel was able to discover the fugitives before an hour had passed. It seems that Colonel Forster had some prior intelligence that Mr. Wickham was not to be trusted. He is also known to be a gamester, in debt to his fellow officers, and therefore a man to be watched. I would never have thought it possible! He had every appearance of goodness, but I bless Colonel Forster for his clarity of foresight.

      Lydia is already safely on her way home to us, though I do not imagine her reputation is perfectly untarnished. The colonel would not have her in his house any longer, but he has done what he could to hush up any rumors. As for Mr. Wickham, Colonel Forster wrote that his disposition was to be a private affair, and there was already a powerful man invested in Mr. Wickham’s fate. My fancy leads me to suppose that might be Mr. Darcy, but I have no evidence of that beyond their prior connection and lack of friendship.

      Colonel Forster said he wrote to someone by the name of Colonel Fitzwilliam, who seems to be Mr. Wickham’s handler, after a fashion. Anyway, we are assured that this incident was the very last straw for Mr. Wickham, and that none in England would be likely to hear from him again. I nearly pity him, for all that, for I can only imagine what fate awaits him. I am relieved that Lydia shall be safe and that our family may not be ruined over the affair.

      Pray, say nothing of this to our aunt and uncle. I would not wish to distress them or give them cause to interrupt their travels. All has been done that can be done. I only look forward to embracing you and having a good cry in private when you return.

      

      Yours affectionately,

      Jane

      

      Elizabeth was panting by the time she finished the letter. Tears were standing in her eyes, and her mouth was dry as cotton. Foolish, foolish girl! And that Mr. Darcy, of all people, would be the one to learn of Lydia’s disgrace! Surely, if word had already traveled to Longbourn and then to an inn in Derbyshire, it would have also come to Pemberley by now.

      And perhaps that was why she had not seen or heard from him.

      She stumbled to her bed and stared blindly at the ceiling. If she had begun to nurse any hope about Mr. Darcy’s affections, it must die now. He would not have her, or be connected to her family if she were the last woman in England.
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      “Georgiana, this is more important than anything I have ever asked of you. Please, allow Sarah to arrange your hair and dress you.”

      “Nooooo!” she moaned. “I don’t want to come out.” Georgiana was hiding under at least a dozen blankets and coverlets, her shape so dimly formed under the mass that he could scarcely make her out. How she sweltered away in all that, he never could imagine, but she liked the weight.

      “Dearest, I said before,” he repeated through clenched teeth. “There is a... a very special person who wishes to meet you this morning.”

      “Why would he want to meet me?”

      Darcy edged closer to the bed but was careful not to touch it. If he told her that her entire future hung on making a good impression on this doctor, she would dissolve into fits of distress. “He is a friend of Lord Matlock,” was all he could manage. “He will be arriving at ten.”

      “I play the piano at ten.”

      “I know you always start playing at that time, but today we will greet Lord Matlock and his friend.”

      “But I always play at ten.”

      Darcy fidgeted, trying to conceal his impatience. It would only make matters worse. “You can still play later today.”

      There was a silence. “Will they be in the music room?”

      “Not to begin with.”

      “But we will go there?” she insisted.

      “Perhaps. So, which would you like to do first—be dressed, or have your hair arranged?”

      She turned one corner of her blanket down and peered at him with a single eye. “I don’t want my hair touched today.”

      “We could ask for a simple style today, and you know how fast Sarah is. Five minutes?” He dropped his pocket watch by its chain and let it swing before her.

      Her mouth worked. “Two.”

      Darcy glanced questioningly at the maid. Sarah’s eyes widened, and she whispered, “I’ll try, sir.”

      “Three minutes,” he countered. “Would you like to hold my watch?”

      This had the usual effect. Georgiana eventually climbed out of bed and permitted the maid to pull out the chair at her dressing table. She flinched as Sarah approached with the brush, pulling her plait down tightly to her neck and looking suspiciously at the maid in the mirror.

      “‘It is all right, Miss,” Sarah coaxed, holding the brush up for inspection. “Shall I start on the right or the left?”

      Georgiana considered a moment, then permitted Sarah to brush out the left side first. As she always did.

      Darcy set the watch before her. “Now, remember what we talked about. New gown today, not the old one, no matter how much you like how soft it is. And let us practice looking at people’s noses today instead of their hands.”

      Georgiana stared at the dressing table, then a peculiar smile came to her face. “People scratch their noses with their hands.”

      “So they do.”

      “If I see their hands, I will check their nose to see if it is red,” Georgiana decided.

      Darcy sighed. “Whatever helps.”
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        * * *

      

      The earl arrived with the doctor at precisely ten. Georgiana was looking immaculate and fresh, even though she was wearing her favorite old gown. The maid had managed to do something about the worn lace, and Darcy made a note to see that Sarah had something extra added to her salary. They welcomed their guests and invited them to be seated.

      The doctor was a spare man of middle years and balding pate. He greeted Darcy properly, then took the seat he was offered, settling an enormous satchel down beside his chair. He then began an intense and unconcealed scrutiny of Georgiana. She felt it at once—turning her head away but still valiantly striving to look at his face. She managed for three seconds.

      The doctor squinted, then nodded and addressed Lord Matlock. “Regular features, eyes clear, well-groomed and fed—no outward sign of mental deficiency.”

      “Here, now!” Darcy thundered. “I was not aware that such was to be supposed! What kind of an examination is this?”

      “Only as a matter of course, Mr. Darcy,” the doctor excused himself. “In these cases, we like to establish all the particulars.”

      “And just what are ‘these cases?’”

      “Well—” Dr. Hopewell issued a patronizing chuckle, “I am sure a man such as you can imagine, Mr. Darcy. But, let us speak of your observations, and thereby discover—”

      “My sister is not incapacitated, nor shall I permit her to be spoken of as some kind of patient,” Darcy interrupted icily. “You may address her yourself, and in so doing, will no doubt learn that she is not to be discounted.”

      The doctor’s spectacles slid down his nose. He blinked again, cleared his throat, and turned to Georgiana. “Very well. Miss Darcy, perhaps we shall begin by speaking of your education.”

      Her shoulders caved, and she writhed her neck about, trying gamely to look at his face. “Or perhaps not.”

      The doctor frowned in bemusement. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You said ‘perhaps.’ When people say ‘perhaps,’ then there must be a ‘perhaps not.’ I like the ‘not.’”

      Darcy wanted to chuckle, but the earl did not seem amused. Neither did the doctor, who coughed and looked stern. “Now, then, Miss Darcy, I have serious questions for you. Let us have no more foolishness.”

      She looked bewildered. “But I am not foolish. You said—”

      “Georgiana,” Darcy interrupted, “if the doctor desires to hear about your accomplishments, you may show him to the music room.”

      Her eyes widened. “It is past ten. I always start at ten. It is too late.” Her breathing grew irregular, and she began to twist her hands together.

      “Just skip your first piece,” Darcy urged gently. “I imagine Dr. Hopewell would like the second one better anyway.”

      She bent her head about until her eyes landed on the doctor’s hands. “But the other one comes first. I always play that one first, William.”

      Dr. Hopewell stood. “I will be pleased to hear whichever you choose to play, Miss Darcy.”

      Georgiana was visibly fighting back a wave of panic. Frozen in indecision, she might well break down into tears if Darcy did not intervene. He drew out his watch and slid it into her palm. “What if you play for one hour?”

      She clasped it, then nodded shakily as her eyes drifted in and out of focus. “One hour.” She stood, then shyly looked at the doctor. Then, she brightened and giggled. “His nose is red,” she whispered to Darcy just before she went out.

      Darcy smiled, watching after her like a father admiring his child’s first steps—pride mixed with terror. If she kept playing, exhibiting her tremendous talent while not being forced to speak or look him in the eye, perhaps the doctor would be satisfied and go away.

      Behind him, the earl cleared his throat. “Darcy, a word.”

      He sighed and turned around, gesturing for the footman to close the door. “Yes, my lord.”

      Matlock was shaking his head. “Darcy, what are you about, keeping up this charade?”

      “Charade? The doctor asked after her education, and where better to begin than with her musical talent?”

      “You know very well what I mean. If you had not sent them off when you did, she would have started mumbling or spinning in circles or some such. Admit it, Darcy, the girl is not fit for company. Why do you persist in this delusion?”

      Darcy bristled. “I persist because she is my sister! She deserves—”

      “What she deserves, Darcy, is to be treated for her... condition, whatever it is.”

      Darcy was pacing, but he spun back with a barely civil snarl. “There is nothing wrong with her!”

      “Tell that to the first man who wishes to dance with her! Tell that to the countess, whom Georgiana struck with her fist a fortnight ago!”

      “She was overwhelmed!” Darcy shot back. “I warned Her Ladyship that Georgiana did not like being pushed and paraded about. She was terrified.”

      “Listen to yourself, Darcy! Can there be any excuse for such behavior?”

      Darcy’s shoulders slumped, and he paced to the window. “I do not claim—”

      “Darcy, I have heard enough. The girl is... well, she is odd. How can you expect her to weather a come-out? A ball, for pity’s sake!” He strode close and thrust his face up to Darcy’s. “Egad, who would marry her?”

      Darcy crossed his arms. “Why are those things required? Other ladies choose not to marry, and no one accounts them irrational. It is not as if she has no means of support.”

      The earl wagged his finger. “This, Darcy, is why your father entrusted this charge to me. He knew you would act the sentimental fool when it came to your sister, and Richard is no better. Someone has to make the hard decisions, and you never will.”

      “But why? Why, in heaven’s name, does it even matter?”

      Matlock backed away, frowning and clicking his tongue in lament. “Look at yourself, Darcy. Forever playing nursemaid, eschewing company—”

      “I am in company often enough.”

      “I am not finished. Where is your wife, Darcy? Where is the next heir to Pemberley in all this? Do you mean to remain a monk for the rest of your years? Oh! Better yet, make some gently bred lady abide with a madwoman who—”

      “Georgiana is not mad!”

      The earl gritted his teeth. “She will have to prove that to the doctor. I am less ready to believe it.”

      Darcy seethed, raking his hands through his hair and trying not to explode. “You put such demands on her, setting her up to fail. What do you expect to happen?”

      “What I expect is for you to do your duty. The longer you pander to Georgiana and her whims, the less hope I have. Come, lad, I have only your best interests at heart!”

      Darcy could hardly keep from baring his teeth. “I am not a lad.”

      The earl’s gaze became hard. “Then prove it. If you insist on keeping your sister about, letting her ruin your other prospects, then at least marry Anne and keep the rumors from spreading. She already knows about Georgiana’s... quirks.”

      “No.”

      “Your choice is before you, Darcy. Something must be done, and now, before you and the Darcy name are ruined beyond repair.”

      Darcy was quivering with rage, but he sank his teeth into his tongue to keep back his ire. “There is nothing wrong with Georgiana. Your quack of a doctor will see for himself if you will only lis—”

      A scream split the house. Soon after came panicked weeping and the crashing of furniture. Darcy and the earl raced out to the hall...

      Just in time to see Georgiana, her piano cloth pulled over her head, crying disconsolately, and running for the stairs. The doctor followed close behind her, a measuring apparatus in his hand. He met their questioning gazes with a heavy, foreboding look and shook his head.
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      It was to be their last full day in Derbyshire. Probably.

      Elizabeth dressed with unusual care, spending more time about the ringlets framing her face and the choosing of her gown than usual. It was not impossible, was it, that she might see someone worth impressing?

      But that was silly, and she knew it. There was only one man she cared to see, and the more greatly she longed for him to cross her path, the less likely it seemed. They would tour the sights today, and tomorrow they would start again for Hertfordshire. None of them had sufficient daring to present themselves, unannounced, at Pemberley.

      Mr. Gardiner had desired an early start, which only served to make Elizabeth more reluctant. So long as they were to be found at the inn, she felt some hope that the man she looked for could find her. But she could not contradict her kind relatives, so they were in the common room sharing breakfast at half-past seven. Elizabeth’s appetite was listless, and she felt more than once her aunt’s curious gaze resting on her. Half an hour later, they were all in the carriage and rolling north.

      It was pointless… she knew it was, but she could not resist setting her elbow on the seat and turning, just once, to look back toward Lambton. Toward…

      Toward Mr. Darcy, galloping after the carriage at breakneck speed.

      Her heart surged into her throat. It was he, and he was coming for her! Good heavens, what was that thunderous passion in his face, the urgency that made him reach for his whip? Was it love for her spurring him on? She was nearly dizzy and throbbing all over. Was it possible that he still felt so strongly for her?

      Or had he, too, had word of Mr. Wickham’s near-ruin of Lydia? Rapturous joy spun circles with sickening dread in her chest as she watched him standing in the saddle and chasing them down.

      She tapped Mrs. Gardiner’s shoulder. “Aunt, Uncle! It is Mr. Darcy!”

      Darcy saw them turning to look, and he raised a hand to call out. “Ho, there! Pray, stop the carriage!”

      Mr. Gardiner spoke to the driver, and the carriage halted. The horse charged up to them, nostrils flared and bowed neck drenched in sweat. Mr. Darcy reined him in, his hands masterfully timed with the horse’s pumping strides, but his eyes were only for Elizabeth.

      He pulled off his hat and dipped his head. “Miss Elizabeth, Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner... I need your help.”
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      “A doctor?” Elizabeth repeated. “Whatever for? Why did you have to submit to such an indignity?”

      They had returned to the Gardiners’ private rooms at the inn, and Mr. Darcy had composed himself enough to catch his breath. He was prowling the far end of the room, occasionally casting embarrassed glances at them—mostly at Elizabeth—as various scowls and agonies crossed his face.

      “My father gave my uncle, the earl, the authority in his will to determine whether Georgiana is...” His hands traced vague circles in the air. “Presentable. Good heavens, how I hate that word.” He stopped his restless movement and turned to face them fully. “That fool doctor tried to measure her head while she was playing the piano yesterday. Her head! With this great metal contraption, he sneaked up behind her and—”

      He cut himself off and clenched his fist before his mouth. He was starting to quake again, barely suppressing his wrath with long pants and measured blinks. “Forgive me, please. I fear I... I quite lost my temper.”

      Elizabeth crossed the room to him and nearly reached for his hand, but she held herself in. “How is Miss Darcy?”

      “Petrified. It was all I could do to coax her into her own room last night. She meant to camp herself by my bed!”

      “And the doctor, is he really coming again today?”

      He closed his eyes and nodded. “After the scene I created yesterday, throwing him out and all, I should be surprised if he does not recommend me for Bedlam, as well. But, there is still Lord Matlock. If it were not for the fact that he, too, found it offensive that the doctor should startle a young girl in that way and try to clamp some metal device over her head, I could not have prevailed upon him to give Georgiana one more chance. I was arguing with him most of the afternoon. As it is...”

      He released an unsteady breath, and when he opened his eyes again, it was as if they two were the only people in the room. “Please, Elizabeth. I am begging—for so many reasons, I need you.”

      The back of her neck prickled, and she glanced nervously at her aunt and uncle, who were both open-mouthed.

      “Very well, Mr. Darcy,” she replied weakly. “I would be happy to do all I can for Miss Darcy.”

      He shook his head. “I am not asking for you to help her. I need you.”

      The air seemed to echo around her, all the world going glassy and dull as she watched his lips. “You need...” Her heart thundered. Did he really mean...? It was too delicious to be true, that her hope was to be answered in some reckless, impassioned declaration!

      He dropped to one knee, reaching for her hand with ice-cold fingers and clasping it as if she alone could impart warmth. “I believe you have had a change of sentiment since April. Know that you have properly humbled me! I hope you see before you a better man than the one who was so arrogant this spring. Please, Elizabeth Bennet, if you find the least good in me, the thinnest quality to recommend my suit, I beg of you!”

      She was nodding almost frantically, tears tumbling down her cheeks.

      But he was not finished. “Elizabeth, you know now what marriage to me would bring. You have seen—you know it will not be easy, but I could have no one else at my side. Please, will you have me?”

      She swallowed and wanted to cry out to the heavens. “Yes! Yessss... oh!” She tugged her hand from his and covered her mouth when the truth struck her at once. She could not conceal it from him. “Oh, Mr. Darcy! I cannot!”

      His face drained of all color, and he seemed to be gasping. “You... cannot?” His head dropped for an instant, and she heard what sounded like a restrained sob. “Very well. I shall be silenced forever and never trouble you again.”

      He got to his feet, shaken and ghostly haggard, and slowly turned to the door like a man in a trance.

      “Lizzy!” Mrs. Gardiner hissed. “Whatever are you about?”

      Elizabeth was bent nearly double with swift agony, weeping into her bare hand and swaying on legs suddenly unable to support her. “Please, Mr. Darcy!” she cried. “It is not as you think! I would not have you go without—”

      He stopped, bracing a hand against the door frame and staring at the floor. “Without what, Miss Elizabeth?”

      She swept the tears from her cheeks, her lips. “Without knowing my true feelings. It is not for lack of affection that I must decline.”

      Haunted, hungry eyes sought hers. “Then, why?”

      “You... you have not heard about my sister and... and Mr. Wickham?”

      Twin gasps of horror escaped her aunt and uncle, but the poor Gardiners were destined to remain invisible to the anguished lovers. Darcy took an unsteady step toward her.

      “What about Wickham?”

      “If you have not yet heard, you soon will. I would not wish you to be trapped, to your everlasting regret.” Elizabeth drew the miserable letter out of her reticule and, with a look of deepest remorse, showed him the tragic end of it. “I could not let any disgrace that might be ours touch you.”

      He read, his eyes flipping over the damning script as first his features flushed red, then his lips went white with rage. Finally, he could bear no more and crumpled Jane’s letter in his fist. He threw it over his shoulder, never glancing at it again. “Thank heaven your sister is safe.”

      “But… but you read what she did! What shame and ruin she nearly brought upon us all with her indiscretions! Why, is that not the very living evidence of all your previous objections?”

      “I was a fool!” He lurched ahead, then seemed to catch himself as his shoulders shook. “The greatest regret of my life is giving you pain when it was my own fears I was hiding behind. I hope I am not such a dunderhead as to let you walk out of my life again.”

      She sucked in her breath, and happy tears filled her eyes anew. “But how can you overlook—”

      He stepped near and held his hands out. “If you think that something as trivial as that could turn me away, then I have yet to demonstrate to you how obstinate I am.”

      She sniffed. “What if there is a scandal?”

      “It will be a far more shocking rumor if you do not agree to marry me, Elizabeth Bennet, because I mean to kiss you senseless in about three seconds.” His eyes flicked to the Gardiners, who still stood in mute astonishment at the rapid play of events unfolding before them.

      “And I have witnesses,” Darcy finished softly. “Mr. Gardiner, I expect you will do your duty as Miss Elizabeth’s guardian, and demand satisfaction of my honor?”

      Her uncle’s voice warbled slightly. “I will, indeed, sir.”

      An instant later, soft fingers tipped Elizabeth’s chin upward. He was smiling—hopeful and tremulous, his brow creased with one last lingering doubt. “What say you, my dearest Elizabeth? Will you make your future my own?”

      She wetted her lips and breathed, “With all my heart.”

      There was a soft click of the door as her aunt and uncle went out, but they were little missed. Darcy was tracing his thumb over Elizabeth’s cheek, and lowering his face to hers as if in a dreamy haze.

      “You are sure?” he whispered.

      “I was about to ask the same of you! If you do not kiss me, Fitzwilliam Darcy, I shall be forced to kiss you instead.”

      He laughed, then, with a feather caress, claimed her lips for his own. Long minutes later, and quite out of breath, he shuddered and pulled her to his heart. “Elizabeth Bennet, I am quite enslaved.”
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      Georgiana did not answer when he knocked. Nor would she open to a second, or even a third, hail. He had long ago done away with a lock on her door, for reasons of safety, but he typically held a closed door as inviolable. It meant a great deal for her peace of mind to know that she could erect such a barrier, but today, he could not afford to let it stand.

      “Georgiana, I will enter in thirty seconds,” he announced at last. “You may open the door for me, or I will open it myself.”

      “Nooo!” she cried from inside. “Go away!”

      He cast his head back and blew out in exasperation. “Georgiana, we are out of time. The earl will be here in half an hour, and—”

      A soft hand on his shoulder arrested him. Elizabeth’s lips were thinned in sympathetic impatience, but her features softened by the sort of humility that he, sometimes, was found wanting. “Is there no way to give her more time?”

      “It matters little if I give her half an hour or all day,” he muttered. “She can be even more obstinate than I.”

      “And we know how well you react when confronted with someone else’s ideas for what you ought to do,” she answered with a sweet smile.

      He let himself breathe and turned to admire her. How delicious it was going to be, facing life with the one woman who could speak so directly to his heart. “What do you propose that I do? If she refuses to be seen, that will clinch it in the earl’s mind. She will not have another opportunity to make an impression, for good or bad!”

      Elizabeth frowned and studied the closed door. “Do you think she would talk to me if I did not ask her to open it?”

      He sighed, lifting his hands. “I cannot say. I suppose it is worth a try.”

      She put her palms gently on his chest and began to push him away. “Then, go. Leave me for a few moments—but, perhaps, ask if my aunt will come up.”

      He was grinning like a fool as he fell back. All he had fought for the last five years might be lost within an hour, but one thing, he was sure of. Elizabeth was fearlessly his.
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth was sitting on the floor, her back against Miss Darcy’s door and her feet splayed informally before her. If Mrs. Reynolds or any of Pemberley’s servants should happen upon her, her position as the future Mrs. Darcy would surely be suspect! But that was not her nearest concern. She barely knew the girl who was to be her sister—could not know the best means of putting her at ease, but she might not have many more chances to learn if she failed today.

      If she could only think of something worthwhile to say!

      She tried a few random subjects—the weather, of course. Mr. Darcy’s dog that had greeted them at the front door. How she took her tea, and the new piano music that Mary had written about in her last letter. Then, she decided to remain quiet for a while, as Miss Darcy had yet to answer in words. Perhaps she was talking so much that the girl could not find room for herself.

      After some minutes, she heard halting footsteps. Elizabeth did not move.

      “Are you still there?”

      “I am.”

      There was a silence.

      “You can go now.”

      Elizabeth smiled to herself. “I could, I suppose, but I do not wish to.”

      “Why?”

      “Because here, I can talk to you, and I like talking to you.”

      “But I don’t like talking.”

      She chuckled. “That is quite all right. Sometimes it is enough just to be with someone.”

      Georgiana was quiet. Elizabeth looked up at the nearly silent whisper of her aunt’s approach and gestured for her to come near with her finger before her lips. Mrs. Gardiner understood at once and tiptoed to stand beside Elizabeth. Raised eyebrows were her only inquiry, but Elizabeth shook her head.

      She was beginning to think they would not lure Georgiana from the room without a confrontation, but the next moment, fingers poking under the door tickled Elizabeth’s hand. “Why are you down there?”

      “Why not?”

      She could almost hear Georgiana thinking. “Why not? Why not, why not… Because you are not supposed to be on the floor.”

      “Did you wish to open the door? I can get out of the way.”

      “I can still open the door. It swings this way, so you will fall back and hit your head.”

      Elizabeth caught her aunt’s eye with a twinkle of laughter. “Then I had best get to my feet!”

      The door opened a hesitant crack. A nose appeared, then the corner of Georgiana’s eye. She blinked, looking between Elizabeth and Mrs. Gardiner without a word.

      After a full minute, Mrs. Gardiner asked softly, “Miss Darcy, would you like for us to stay with you or go to Mr. Darcy?”

      She seemed to consider. Finally, she backed away, letting the door swing open.
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      “Darcy, I tire of this. Where is Georgiana?”

      Darcy surveyed his uncle calmly. “Dressing, as I said. It has only been a quarter of an hour, and I am informed that many ladies take far longer.”

      “You were to have her ready to meet us! Have you no control over the girl?”

      “As I recall, my cousins, Lady Amelia and Lady Rosalind, were often abed far later in the day, sometimes greatly to the inconvenience of others.”

      The earl got to his feet with an offended grunt. “My daughters are not in question here. Now, I have gone to considerable trouble, even been very generous in coming again today, after the debacle of yesterday. I expect at least the courtesy of seeing the girl!”

      “And so you shall,” Darcy replied easily. “But we will have an understanding about how matters will proceed.”

      The earl’s hackles rose. “Understanding! Do you presume to dictate terms to me, Darcy?”

      “It is my house.” He cast a withering glance at Dr. Hopewell, who, so far, had sat mute and chastised in a corner seat. “I shall not have my sister harassed. No young lady should expect to be put upon or treated like an animal.”

      “But that is just the trouble, is it not?” the earl snapped. “Is she a young lady? Her behavior would suggest otherwise. Do not forget that she struck Her Ladyship!”

      Darcy shot to his feet and bit back a retort that would have felt satisfying but done nothing to improve matters. He clenched his jaw and fought to steady his voice. “She will be accorded respect.”

      “Bah! No one is talking about disrespecting her. We only want to know how to manage her, and I still say you are ill-equipped to—”

      The earl broke off when Darcy’s expression changed, and his attention shifted to the door. Georgiana had appeared, looking shy and uncomfortable. And beside her, with her chin up and eyes flashing, was Elizabeth.

      Darcy went to them, extending his hand to Elizabeth and permitting Georgiana a chance to pass behind him, out of the earl’s direct vision. He nodded to Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner, who brought up the party's rear, and then turned.

      “Who is this?” Matlock demanded.

      “My lord, may I present my betrothed, Miss Elizabeth Bennet of Hertfordshire, and her aunt and uncle, Mr. and Mrs. Edward Gardiner.” At this prompt, the ladies curtsied, and Mr. Gardiner bowed.

      The earl’s eyes widened, then narrowed. “Is this a trick, Darcy? Where did you find this girl?”

      “No trick. Miss Bennet and I have been acquainted since last autumn, and she has recently accepted my proposal. I regret that you had not an opportunity to meet her yesterday, but their party was touring Matlock town.”

      “But you said nothing of this!” Matlock studied Elizabeth’s attire, then the Gardiners. “I must have a word with you, Darcy.”

      “I would be honored to hear you after the present matter is settled. Mrs. Gardiner and Miss Elizabeth, will you be seated?” He squired them both to the sofa, with a look to Mr. Gardiner suggesting that he ought to take the seat between the ladies. That left Georgiana, conveniently, to take a chair situated to Darcy’s left and Elizabeth’s right, slightly back from the others. She circled it and then claimed the private, discreet place with a look of relief.

      The earl had seated himself again and was regarding Elizabeth with a look of pointed chagrin. “You will forgive my bluntness, Miss Bennet, but this is rather unexpected.”

      “I regret if Your Lordship has been put to any inconvenience,” she answered lightly. “It was quite unintentionally done.”

      “I reserve my doubts about that, Miss Bennet. Tell me, how did you meet my nephew?”

      Elizabeth slid a smile to Darcy, then turned smoothly to his uncle. “At an Assembly, where he made a rather lasting impression upon all present, and myself in particular.”

      “I do not doubt it,” the earl replied dryly. “And how long has Darcy been courting you? I should have thought his family would have known about it before.”

      “I believe you have me to fault for your lack of prior knowledge. Mr. Darcy made his declaration some months ago, but it was I who hesitated.”

      “Indeed!” Matlock snorted in disbelief. “Can you enlighten me as to why, Miss Bennet?” Then, with a suspicious look, he gestured to Georgiana. “Was it, perhaps, reluctance to be bound to his family?”

      Elizabeth’s look was everything serene and confident. “As a matter of fact, my lord, it was his family that helped secure my affections for Mr. Darcy. I can think of no happier relations than a husband I will esteem above all others and a sister whom I shall forever cherish.”
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      “Darcy, you cannot be serious!” Matlock was sputtering, pacing before the window of Darcy’s study. “Her uncle is in trade!”

      “I am perfectly serious, and I have already pledged my honor. I will marry Elizabeth Bennet before the summer has ended.”

      The earl squared to face him. “See here, Darcy, I have no power over your choice of wife. You are in full possession of your fortune, you are of age, and you need an heir. Surely, the girl is handsome, but what are her connections? Who are her people?”

      “Is that your only objection?”

      “Should I have more?”

      “I imagined you would, but it will not deter me. I know the expectations of me, that I should marry ‘well,’ but I will have no bride but Elizabeth Bennet.”

      The earl scowled and shook his finger. “This is not about you and marrying well. I objected to you spending all your energies on Georgiana—not having a bride, not looking to the needs of Pemberley and the future. And this is how you answer my complaints? You present me a lady of no pedigree and no fortune the very next day. Am I to think it was not done in desperation? Do you imagine I will withdraw my misgivings about Georgiana, simply because you have conjured a bride from goodness-knows-where?”

      “The timing is, I grant you, rather coincidental. However, I marry to please myself—no one else. I mean to make Miss Bennet my wife regardless of what is decided about Georgiana.”

      “You mean,” the earl answered heavily, “regardless of what I decide. Is this your way of forcing my hand? Making me look the fool?”

      “You may take upon yourself whatever sentiment you feel just.” Darcy hesitated, then a slow smile warmed his face. “But before you do, I suggest you come to know Miss Bennet, and perhaps you will understand why no one else will suit me.”
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      Elizabeth traded glances with her aunt and released a tight breath. The Earl of Matlock had spent barely five minutes interrogating her before marching from the room and obliging Darcy to follow him. Mrs. Gardiner had stifled a shocked gasp but remained serene, as she always did. Her husband was no less astonished, and he rose quickly to pace off his bewilderment in another part of the room. Dr. Hopewell looked exceedingly uncomfortable and eventually excused himself to the hall until the earl should return.

      Elizabeth met the insult with a bit more indignation than the others, but also her habitual attempt at levity. “I suppose the very rich can afford to give offense wherever they go,” she sighed.

      “Oh, fear not, Lizzy,” Mrs. Gardiner soothed. “I am certain that even such an august figure as His Lordship will not dissuade your Mr. Darcy from marrying you.”

      “It is not that. There is more at stake.” Elizabeth raised her eyes significantly to Miss Darcy, who had withdrawn to a corner. The girl was pressing her face into the darkened nook, trembling and humming almost frantically into the woodwork. She was refusing to look at anyone. “Will she be well?”

      Mrs. Gardiner thinned her lips and whispered, “She is trying to compose herself. Rejection, turmoil, uncertainty—all these are hard for anyone, but for Miss Darcy, they are excruciating.”

      “I suppose the earl storming off did little to ease her nerves. How can we help her, Aunt? If it were Jane, I could embrace her and cheer her, but I do not believe Miss Darcy would like that.”

      Mrs. Gardiner shook her head. “Fred used to twist himself in his blankets—oh! So tightly I do not know how he could breathe, but it comforted him. Miss Darcy has her way, too, I am sure of it. The trick is, Elizabeth, to let go your own expectations, and learn what hers are.”

      Elizabeth bit her lip and watched the struggling girl at the far end of the room. “I fear by the time I learn what that means, it will be too late for me to be of any help at all.”

      Mrs. Gardiner placed a hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder. “Just love her, Lizzy. You will make mistakes—surely, even Mr. Darcy does. But love leads to understanding, and understanding leads to growth, and growth—now, that is strength. Beautiful, faithful strength that only burns brighter as time passes.”

      Elizabeth set her hand on the arm of the sofa, steeling her courage, then rose. Cautiously, she approached Miss Darcy but stopped about an arm’s length away. She glanced once at her aunt, who nodded encouragement, then spoke.

      “I was thinking about that piece you played on the piano.”

      Georgiana flinched, burying her head deeper into the corner. She stopped humming and merely drew deep, forceful breaths.

      “Do you remember?” Elizabeth asked softly. “How you told me it feels?”

      There was little change, but after a minute or two, it seemed that Georgiana’s breaths were coming more gently. Elizabeth waited, letting her words settle.

      “It feels a lot,” Georgiana whispered.

      “Yes, you said that. Many different feelings, and colors even. You flew like an eagle, it seems.”

      Elizabeth was not imagining it—Georgiana was trembling less, and the tension in her shoulders was ebbing. She risked a step closer, lowering her voice. “Which of those feelings matches now?”

      Georgiana’s breath stopped. She turned her head faintly—just enough for Elizabeth to catch a thoughtful quiver of her lips. Her brow creased, and she shook her head.

      “I mean,” Elizabeth tried again, “which part of the music?”

      The girl’s eyes clenched. “The wild part. After the red and the anger—the part where you just spin, and you do not know what comes next.”

      “I remember what comes next.”

      Georgiana’s body rocked in a sigh… and another. Finally, she turned from the haven of the corner. Her gaze fell to Elizabeth’s hands, but then she blinked and dragged her eyes to Elizabeth’s face. “What is it?”

      “The peace. You said… you said that it falls like snow, and then, what?”

      Georgiana swallowed and wetted her lips. “Then, the sunshine.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Then, the sunshine.” Elizabeth extended her hand, and Georgiana, after only an instant’s hesitation, claimed it.

      “Yes, after the answer, when the wild fades and I can breathe again, and all the world is at rest. I feel the grass between my fingers, taste the salt from old tears, and somewhere, miles away, a bee is kissing a flower. But you know, the rest cannot stay, or we would never climb.”

      “Climb?” Elizabeth asked.

      “To... to everything.” Georgiana’s brows pinched together. “Do you ever feel like what you want to say is too big for words? There is so much, and it all has to explode together, or it means nothing. I can almost say it in music, but even that fades. It is... I think it is like what happens when lightning pierces a rainbow, and blue shatters all around, and you fly right through it—always looking and feeling for more, because what we see—oh, it is just a slice of what is real. Reaching for it, it hurts because it was never meant for us, I think, but... but I think it would hurt more if we did not try.”

      A soft gasp left Elizabeth. “Do you know, Miss Darcy, I think you have just given an eyewitness account of heaven to a mere mortal.”

      A throat cleared behind her. Elizabeth looked around and discovered Mr. Darcy and the earl standing in the doorway. Darcy was smiling—no, it was more than a smile. His throat bobbed, and his eyes shone, and he was laughing softly.

      The earl, however… his look was mellow, his brow wrinkled in amazement. He tilted his head and frowned, then deliberately came forward, his gaze locked gravely on Elizabeth.

      Georgiana’s hand slipped from hers, but the girl did not fade away, as she usually did. They stood their ground together—Elizabeth with a rigid spine and a retort simmering on her tongue, and Georgiana with a look of utter peace. Matlock came near, studied them both, and stopped.

      “Miss Bennet, I believe I have given offense.”

      Elizabeth could not help an arch to her brow. “Indeed you have, my lord, but it does not follow that the offense is an unforgivable one.”

      He frowned and nodded. “Darcy tells me it would be worth my while to know you better. However, I wonder about one thing.”

      “Yes, my lord?”

      “I wonder,” he replied, his eyes shifting between Elizabeth and Georgiana, “which of us would learn the most about the other. Given the way you seem to disarm everyone else, I suspect I might be at a disadvantage.”

      She inclined her head. “I merely study characters for my own amusement, my lord. Never to humiliate.”

      “Ah, but you have just done so, for you imply that such is my motive.”

      Elizabeth blinked and flicked a glance at Darcy—Darcy, who seemed to have grown taller and broader in a protective fever. His features were darkening by the instant, and he wanted only a twitch of her finger to pounce. She shook her head, ever so faintly, then returned her attention to the earl. “Then, my lord, may I ask you a question?”

      Matlock gestured invitingly. “Be my guest.”

      “Would you not consider it an attempt to humiliate when one in a position of authority hires a doctor who specializes in the most severe of mental illnesses, merely to terrorize a girl of sixteen?”

      “You think I am out of line.”

      “I do, my lord.”

      “Then, I shall ask you a question now. You value your family and their concerns, I presume?”

      Her chin lifted. “More than life.”

      “And what about… extraordinary circumstances? Do you believe that family affairs are worthy of vigilance and oversight? Protection?”

      Elizabeth’s breath faltered, and her gaze shifted back to Darcy. “I agree that… discretion… guidance… these are virtuous qualities in the head of a family, and sadly absent in some.”

      “I am glad to find you in agreement with me.”

      She shook her head and smiled. “Not entirely, my lord. Protecting those within your circle of influence is one matter, in which you must be admired above certain others of my acquaintance. But insisting that all in your purview adhere to some arbitrary standard, with no allowance for a person’s unique…” She stopped, looked over her shoulder at Georgiana, and finished softly, “Gifts—that is not admirable, but unjust.”

      Matlock narrowed his eyes, his mouth pressed tightly. “Hopewell?”

      The doctor started and hopped forward. “Yes, my lord?”

      The earl kept his attention trained on Elizabeth and Georgiana, but he spoke to the doctor. “In your estimation, does my niece enjoy regular health?”

      The doctor fumbled but answered, “Yes, my lord.”

      “Then, it does not appear that she needs a doctor.” Matlock drew a long breath, then turned to Darcy. “The lady is right, my boy. I have been unfair, to both her and to Georgiana. Consider that addendum to your father’s will as good as burned.”

      Mr. Darcy swayed slightly, his look baffled and awed. “You changed your mind rather swiftly, my lord.”

      The earl shook his head and turned away from Elizabeth, clicking his tongue. “I wager you will as well, and far more often than I, once you are married to this lady.”
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      Five years later

      

      Darcy closed his eyes and dropped his head back against the wall of the carriage. “My dear, please, be seated. We are almost there.”

      A delicious weight clambered into his lap, and small hands pressed against his cheeks. “But I can see the lake, Papa! Did Uncle Gar-ner really catch a fish bigger than me in there?”

      Darcy opened his eyes to see a matching pair, staring back at him from a round, dimpled face. “Yes, my lad, he surely did. It was fat as my waist and longer than you are tall. Like this.” He held up his hands to stretch from one side of the carriage to the other.

      The child’s eyes bulged. “Did he eat it all?”

      Elizabeth laughed and scooped the boy over to her lap. “Bennet, your father is teasing you again.”

      “But Aunt Georgie says Papa never teases. Papa always tells only the truth. Aunt Georgie says—”

      “I never tease her, it is true,” Darcy agreed easily. “Because Georgiana listens to what I say and is not forever bouncing to and fro. She is not a will-o-the-wisp of four years who never ceases talking. Your tongue is hinged in the middle, lad, and how you have contrived to keep it from breaking off these four days since London is beyond me. I shall have to ask your mother later if I have sprouted any new gray hairs.”

      Elizabeth made a show of inspecting his sideburns, tickling her fingers through his hair in that tempting way of hers. She kissed his cheek. “You may rest easy, my love. Not a one. We should have brought his nurse!”

      Darcy angled a sly glance at his wife. “It was your idea not to, as I recall. Something about letting her have a few days of respite.”

      “Oh, yes. She has earned it!”

      Bennet crawled back to his father’s lap and bounced on his knee. “Horsey ride, Papa! Like Uncle Richard did before we left!”

      Darcy winced and held the child still. “You are grown quite too heavy for that, Bennet,” he grunted. To Elizabeth, he muttered, “And I shall make Richard pay for resurrecting that game.”

      “Oh, it was not Richard, but the earl who put him up to it. I think your uncle enjoys provoking you, my dear.”

      “He must. I think he slipped a dozen sweet treats past the nurse, and I was beginning to fear we would have to peel poor Bennet off the ceiling. Uncle is just as impossible with his grandchildren, you know. Lady Amelia seldom even brings her children when she calls at Matlock House.”

      “And to think how fearsome I once held him!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “I used to think him a perfect tyrant, but this last visit, he took me aside and quite flattered me for three minutes together! I nearly fainted.”

      Darcy barked a short chuckle. “I once traded some rather harsh words with him myself. Either he has changed remarkably, or he was all bluster to begin with. Either way, I do not intend to revisit the old times.”

      Elizabeth buried her head in his shoulder and sighed in happiness. “Nor I. Think what we might have missed, had matters taken another course!”

      “I shudder even to consider it. Bennet, what are you doing now, my boy?” The child had squirmed down from Darcy’s lap and was tugging at the shade, trying to see the lake. Too late, his parents saw his purpose.

      “Bennet, no!” Elizabeth whispered fiercely.

      Darcy snatched his son back to his lap, but the damage was done. The shade was now wide open and flapping, sending a beam of brilliant, fractured light directly into the eyes of his sleeping sister. Anna began to cry at once, twisting away from the great disturbance to her slumber and trying to find her favorite blanket.

      Elizabeth groaned and pulled from his side to bend over the basket. Cooing and cuddling, she lifted the child of two and began to rock her. “She will never go back to sleep now. At least we are close to the house!”

      Darcy tilted his head to the window. “We are closer still to the dower house. What do you say, my love? Shall we greet Georgiana and let the children stretch their legs on the lawn before we ask them to be civilized again?”

      “Oh, do.” Elizabeth shifted the restless toddler on her lap and patted her back, but Anna was ever in foul spirit when awakened too soon. Nothing would cheer her for at least twenty minutes.

      Bennet tumbled from the carriage the minute the door opened. Darcy watched his son cavorting about, burning up his prodigious energy in running and cartwheeling on the lawn. Keeping the boy in a carriage all day was like trying to bottle lightning, and it was probably well that they had stopped here, at Georgiana’s house, rather than immediately surrendering the child to the care of his beleaguered nurse.

      Georgiana greeted them herself from the doorway. The years had added a grace and an ease to her character that would never have been possible without constant diligence, faith, and unfailing love. And for these last five years, at least, most of that had come from Elizabeth—ever supporting, ever encouraging, challenging, and comforting. And Georgiana was breathtaking.

      She had chosen to take the dower house the year before, desiring to live entirely alone but for her favorite maid and one of Pemberley’s young cooks. What she did with her time and her dowry, which had been in her own name since June, gave Darcy every cause for pride. She still played her piano for hours on end, but she had begun going into the village and the farms to sit with the elderly and the crippled. She took them baskets and then stayed to keep them company, sometimes for half a day at a time.

      “They give space,” she had told him once. “There is more room to feel with them, because they know more, have seen more, and have no time for nonsense.”

      Darcy had at first desired to support her, planning to accompany her on these outings, lend his name and presence to her endeavors, but Elizabeth stopped him. “This is hers,” she had said. “Let her do it her own way.”

      So, he had. And the reports of his sister’s kindness only grew. Comforts that could never have been afforded before now found their way into the homes of those bound to their beds. Widows without friend or family to ease their cares or brighten their day now had regular visits from a quiet young woman who listened to their stories. Some of those tales were even now written into a lavishly detailed diary, which Georgiana had privately shown to Elizabeth.

      But the most wonderful of all Georgiana’s schemes was her hope to provide a home for those unable to care for themselves. She had the money, she had the will and the plan—though, where that brilliance had come from, Darcy could not say. It was certainly no inspiration that he might have given her! He could only marvel as the plan began to take shape, and his sister’s accomplishments were regularly boasted of in Pemberley’s halls.

      Georgiana was watching Bennet’s antics on the grass with a distant half-smile, but she met Elizabeth with open arms and a squeal of delight. She would even embrace his wife these days, and it was an honor Elizabeth never took lightly.

      “Oh, I am so glad you are home, Georgiana!” Elizabeth gushed with a weary sigh. “The children needed a break from the carriage. How are you? The earl and countess send their love.” As she spoke, Anna was still keening fitfully in her arms, squirming and trying to break free.

      Georgiana’s attention was fixed steadily on her niece. “Put her on the grass.”

      Elizabeth set the toddler down at once. This displeased Anna more than being in her mother’s arms, for her face reddened and her screaming intensified. Tears now doubled, and she reached furiously for someone to pick her up again.

      Georgiana smiled in the same artless, transparent way that had always been hers, and a moment later, she was stretched out on the grass beside the child. She rolled to her back and spread her fingers through the rich green carpet, and just lay there. At peace.

      Anna’s crying stopped at once. Her body still quivered in the shadow of her sobs, but she put a finger in her mouth and stared at her aunt. Transfixed, she was utterly still until Georgiana opened one eye to peep at her. That was all the invitation she wanted, and soon she was rolling in the green velvet. Bennet, never one to allow a good grass stain to pass him by, tumbled down a moment later.

      “Look up,” Georgiana said. “See the clouds? They look like music.”

      Darcy shaded his eyes and followed his sister’s gaze. Indeed, the clouds were streaked like eighth notes, building and breaking and climbing over again in the sky. Elizabeth slipped under his arm, her head tipped against his shoulder as she looked up.

      “Except that one there,” Elizabeth said. “At the end. It looks like a rest.”

      “No,” Georgiana corrected. “That one feels like home.”
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