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About This Book


Elizabeth Bennet is enjoying a visit with her newly married best friend in the idyllic countryside of Kent. Her pleasant holiday is interrupted when the arrogant Mr. Darcy appears at nearby Rosings Park. During their frequent meetings, her spirited retorts do nothing to deter his attentions to her. In fact, they only seem to encourage him.


Realizing Darcy is in love with her, Elizabeth is torn by an awful dilemma. With her father’s estate entailed on a male heir, she and her sisters face the prospect of poverty if they do not marry well. Darcy’s wealth could save them. But how can she marry a man she does not esteem simply for the material comfort he can offer?

Fitzwilliam Darcy is determined to forget the lovely Elizabeth, who stole his heart during his autumn sojourn in Hertfordshire. So naturally, when he learns she is spending the spring within walking distance of his aunt's estate at Rosings, he goes for an extended stay. He finds Elizabeth even more enchanting than he remembered.

When Darcy discovers Elizabeth’s rightful resentments against him, he seeks to make things right and court her properly. Can he convince her of his worth? Or have his past sins—and the machinations of an old enemy—sunk him in her opinion forever?

This sweet Regency romance is a full-length, standalone novel. It includes kissing and a fade-to-black wedding night scene.

∞∞∞


Learn more about Andrea’s books by signing up for her reader list.


Prologue


“Take that, you French rogue!” The fallen oak branch, which served as Richard’s sword, clashed against Will’s. “I’ll run you through, I shall.”

Will lowered his own branch and scowled at his cousin. “Why do I always have to be French?”

“Because when I am grown, I shall be a real soldier in His Majesty’s army, whilst you will only be a gentleman.”

Fitzwilliam Darcy, aged eight, puzzled at that. He had thought that being a gentleman was better than being a soldier, but he would have to ask his mama. She knew all about precedence. Will did not understand exactly what precedence was, but he knew it was important.

“En garde!” Richard commanded, and Will raised the branch again. It was not a fair fight, because Richard was two years older. Still, Will used all his strength, and Richard was careful not to knock him down.

They played a little longer, then ran along a path through a woodland, heading toward the manor house at Rosings Park. The building was no bigger than Will’s home at Pemberley, but it was not a warm, friendly place. With Richard at his side, though, Will was happy.

Will sprinted as fast as he could, making his muscles work so he could keep up with his cousin. The breeze in his hair, the air coursing through his lungs, filled him with joy and wild abandon.

During this large family holiday at his aunt and uncle de Bourgh’s, he was free from his tutor and could spend all day playing with his Fitzwilliam cousins. He liked his studies but did not care much for being confined to the nursery. It was full summer, the trees a leafy green, and his restless young body demanded fresh air and vast, open spaces.

Late afternoon sunshine cast dappled shade on the rich earth. Will slowed to catch his breath. When he and Richard reached the lawn, they fell into a walk, composing themselves and feigning the dignity of their elders.

Their aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, insisted that despite their youth, they must behave like gentlemen. Since it was her house, they had to follow her rules. That’s what Will’s mama had told him. And he always tried to do what his mama said.

They strode into the house through the servants’ entrance. The housekeeper called, “Go straightaway to the nursery!” as they bounded up the stairs. But they did not. Richard headed to his parents’ rooms, and Will went looking for his own mother and father.

If he went to his nurse, she would get a wet cloth and rub it roughly over his face and hands, scolding him for getting dirty. His mama’s touch was gentle, and she would tell him what a sweet, good boy he was whilst she washed him up. His mama was so pretty—it hurt his heart sometimes to look at her, like she was an angel from heaven.

When he reached the outer chamber of his parents’ rooms, he heard their voices coming through the open bedroom door. “Can you believe Catherine,” his mama said, “insisting that she has higher precedence now that de Bourgh has been knighted? We are daughters of an earl, and get our precedence from our father. As I am older, I outrank her.”

“My love,” his father said mildly, “is it worth spoiling this visit by arguing with her? She will never concede, and it is such a trivial thing.”

“Trivial!” The pitch of his mother’s voice rose on that exclamation. “The entire social structure of England rests on that hierarchy.”

“I doubt very much that the kingdom will fall if the precedence of two earl’s daughters gets reversed. Just be glad you are not French.”


His mother turned silent at that, despite the laugh in his father’s tone. Will was not sure what it meant to be French, except that they were dogs who had rebelled against their rightful king and queen. Will was very glad he was not French.


He stepped into his parents’ bedroom, and they turned to him. They were dressed for dinner, his mother in a pale blue silk gown, his father in a dark suit with a gold waistcoat. They looked so dignified, whereas he was as dirty as a street urchin. For a moment he worried they might scold him.

Instead, his mother gave him a broad smile. “Why, look at you! Did you and Richard have fun?” She went to the wash basin and wet a cloth.

“Yes, except that he made me be a French soldier again, and the French are dogs.”

She hesitated a moment. “Well, it is only make-believe. You do not mind, do you?”

Will thought about that. “No, I suppose not. I like Richard.”

His throat tightened, and he pushed down the urge to cry. He was too old to cry. But soon, he would have to go back to Pemberley, where he would be all alone. He wished Richard were his brother. He did not have any brothers or sisters, and Richard had three of each.

It wasn’t fair. Will had had a brother once, but the baby had gone to Heaven, and his mother had cried and cried. His father had not cried, but he had been sad. Will had tried to follow his father’s example, but sometimes he had cried, too.

His mother gently caressed his face with the cloth, then his hands. “Goodness, you need a scrubbing. I shall tell Nurse.”

“But she is so rough!” Will complained.

His mother’s lips pursed. “Well, you are a big boy now. Perhaps you could wash yourself.”

“She scolds me if I do. She says I get water everywhere.”

“It is just a little water. It does not harm anything.” His mother kissed his forehead and beamed. “If you get cleaned up and dress like a gentleman, you can dine with us instead of taking a tray in the nursery.”

His father chuckled.

His mother turned. “What?”

“I can see Catherine’s face now.”

“It is a family dinner, and my son is the best-behaved child I know.”

His mother’s words filled his heart. He tried very hard to be good. When he was good, it made her smile, and her smile was the prettiest sight in the world.

“That will not stop her from chiding the boy for everything he does,” his father remarked.

His mother narrowed her eyes, then looked at Will kindly. “Remember what I told you about not making Lady Catherine cross?”

“You said not to argue.”

“That’s right. Lady Catherine gets cross when she does not get her way, so we choose our battles. Do you understand what that means?”

Will nodded. He had heard it before. “We let her have her way if it doesn’t matter.”

“And if it does matter?”

Will thought a moment, then beamed. In a menacing voice, he said, “We battle to the death.”

His father laughed and tousled his hair. “You sound like Richard.”

Will’s chest tightened, squeezing his heart. “Can Richard be my brother?”

His father knelt. “I am afraid not. But he can be your best friend, and he will always be your cousin.”

Will nodded fiercely. “When Richard is a soldier, and I am a gentleman, will he have higher precedence than me?”

His mother laid her hands on his shoulders. “He will have higher precedence because his father will likely be earl by then, and your father will be a gentleman. But you will be a man of consequence. Always remember, you come from a noble family. Your grandfather is an earl, as your uncle will be after him, and then your cousin. And you will be master of Pemberley one day, one of the greatest houses in all of England.”

His father chuckled. “In all of Derbyshire, at least.” He stood and kissed his wife’s cheek.

Will’s mother stroked his arms. “You must always defer to those above you in the hierarchy—but in your heart, you must never think of them as your betters. Your father is the finest man in England, and if you emulate him, then you shall be, too.”

“Anne,” his father said in a soft voice, caressing his wife’s back.

“It is nothing more than the truth. I defy you to find anyone who treats his servants and his tenants better, or who is a better husband and father. A title is not the only measure of a man’s greatness.”

His father rested a hand at his wife’s waist and kissed her tenderly. Then, he turned back to his son. “Off to the nursery with you. And tell Nurse she must let you wash yourself, and any mess you make be damned.”

“George!” his mother cried with a laugh.

“Say it for me, Will. Any mess be damned.”

“Any mess be damned!” he said confidently.

“That’s my boy. Now off with you.”

Will skittered to the nursery, memorizing what his mother had said about his place in the world. It was important to come from a noble family, but it was also important to be kind, like his father was. That pleased Will. Because he wanted nothing more than to be like his father.


Chapter 1


Elizabeth Bennet stood atop a hillock a short walk from Hunsford Cottage in the countryside of Kent. Golden sunshine spilled down over the trees and open meadows. The cool morning air and sweet scent of wildflowers invigorated her senses.

She had planned her route with the purpose of avoiding Mr. Darcy, a handsome but aloof young man from Derbyshire who was staying nearby with his aunt. He often rode through the nearby fields in the morning. Encounters between the two were strained, as his excessive pride left him disinclined to speak.

From the high ground where she stood, she thankfully saw no sign of him. His aunt’s home, the proud estate of Rosings Park, lay open to her view. The house was the largest and grandest she had ever seen. Its pale limestone walls gleamed in the sunlight, imposing towers reaching for the sky.

How strange that such a place had been built for people of flesh and blood, and not faerie princes and princesses! Lizzy could not imagine calling such a place home. Yet she had dined with the residents of the great hall more than once during her visit. Their manners were as imposing as the house, but their minds perhaps less impressive.

Surrounding the house was a wide lawn, cut through by a cobblestone lane flanked by tall cedars. Beyond the structure, a woodland sloped toward a stream that wound toward the horizon. In her mind she could hear the water babbling over smooth rocks, and could feel it cold and refreshing on her skin.

Lizzy breathed the spring air. April was her favourite month, with the bluebells dotting the forest floor and trees unfurling their new, translucent leaves. The forest was quickly greening, the birds undertaking the business of seeking a mate and building their nests.

During her weeks in Hunsford, she had come to love this walk. Besides the exercise and stunning views it offered, it also gave her a respite from the chattiness of her cousin. The reverend Mr. Collins had never encountered a silence he did not feel compelled to fill.

She had met Mr. Collins only recently, the two branches of their family split by an old feud. But upon the death of his father, Mr. Collins had sought to make amends. Whilst visiting Lizzy’s family, he had procured the hand of Lizzy’s best friend, Charlotte Lucas. It was for Charlotte’s sake, and not that of Mr. Collins, that Lizzy had made this sojourn.

Older than Lizzy, with a practical nature, Charlotte had long been a steadying influence. Though Charlotte had never been pretty, she was patient and kind, and Lizzy had missed her terribly since she had left Hertfordshire. Lizzy’s home life was not always felicitous, as one of five daughters in competition for the attention and affection of their parents—which were not always freely given.

Lizzy was visiting along with Charlotte’s sister Maria, who was constantly amazed by the experiences she had in her sister’s new home. From the French porcelain plates to the hand-carved woodwork to the beehives in the garden, everything she saw was fantastic and new. Lizzy loved Maria but could not share her enthusiasm.

Lizzy descended the hill in a dash, the fall of her boots sure against the soft earth. Perhaps when she arrived at the cottage, the post would have come. She longed for a letter from Jane. Her eldest sister was staying in London with their aunt and uncle, nursing a broken heart. Her attempts at feigning a tranquil spirit were transparent to her sister. Lizzy could hardly endure the separation, knowing Jane suffered.

Heading toward the woodland, she was startled to see Mr. Darcy emerging on foot from the dark shade of the trees. Her chest and shoulders sank. Fitzwilliam Darcy, of the great estate of Pemberley in Derbyshire, was a man of eight-and-twenty, as disagreeable as he was wealthy. ’Twas a pity he was consumed with pride—for in his person, he was as pleasing a man as Lizzy had ever beheld.

Since she was out in the open, in full view of him, there was no getting around it. She would have to greet him, and be as polite as their mutual stations required. Had she not disliked him so much, she might have admired his upright posture and earnest expression as he approached. But in a man for whom she held such an aversion, those physical enticements were unforgivable.


Drawing close, he bowed, and she curtsied. Since he said nothing, she began, “It is a beautiful morning, is it not?”


“Splendid.”

She looked at him expectantly, and was about to break the silence when he added haltingly, “You are in the habit of taking an early morning walk, I think?”

She blinked in surprise. “Yes, but I have finished my exercise for today. I was just about to head back to the parsonage. If you will excuse me—”

“I would be happy to accompany you.”


Good heavens! The man could not wish for her company, surely. This must be some gallantry on his part. “I would not wish to put you out—”


“Not at all. As you say, it is a beautiful morning. I can think of no better way to spend it than in the company of a beautiful woman.”

Fire burned in her cheeks. It was not like Darcy to pay false compliments. Normally he was blunt in his appraisals; on the night they had met, he had dismissed her as tolerably pretty, but not handsome enough to induce him to dance.

And now he had the audacity to call her beautiful?

She was glad she had overheard his true assessment, or else his flattering words might have affected her. Instead, she held her head high, looking anywhere but at his face, and walked in a calm pace toward the parsonage, the home of Mr. and Mrs. Collins, where she was staying.

She would not look into those dark, intense eyes, nor gaze upon the high cheekbones, the firm jaw. She would not be tempted to notice how his sable hair framed his face, nor how his lips curved enticingly.

No. Elizabeth Bennet was sensible, and would not fall prey to a man who considered himself too grand for her. She would put Fitzwilliam Darcy out of her mind as soon as she was out of his company.

But for now, his proximity was torment.

“How do you find Kent?” he asked.

“It is quite fine, or at least this corner of it is. Did you spend a great deal of time here when you were a boy?”

He did not answer at once. She wondered if he would deign to speak at all.

Pride seemed to be a family trait. Darcy’s aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, was every bit as proud in her demeanour as her nephew. Unfortunately, she lacked Darcy’s discerning mind, making her even more tedious than he. Enthralled with her own ideas, she rarely had time for anyone else’s.

Darcy kept pace with Lizzy, walking at her side. “I did not spend as much time in Kent as Lady Catherine would have liked. My father considered it his duty to stay most of the year at Pemberley, and my mother her duty to stay at her husband’s side rather than her sister’s.”

“And do you consider that the duty of a wife?”

“I hope that when I marry, my wife shall wish to be at my side out of affection rather than duty.”

Lizzy raised her brows. “Why Mr. Darcy, I did not realize you were romantic. Hailing from a noble family, I would have thought you more interested in forming a beneficial alliance.”


He coloured at that, which caught her by surprise. As diffident as he was, she had expected him to show no more feeling when talking about marriage than when talking about horseflesh. Indeed, Darcy was such an avid horseman, she would have expected truer ardour from him on that subject.


“What could be more beneficial,” he said slowly, “than perfect domestic felicity? A home filled with the laughter of children? I am fortunate that I need not worry about my place in the world. I am independent and may marry whomever I choose. I intend to marry a woman who will make me happy.”

A strange vibration stirred in Lizzy’s chest, but she willed it away. “And how shall you find such a woman, Mr. Darcy? My friend Charlotte believes that happiness in marriage is entirely a matter of chance—that it is better to know as little as possible of your mate’s disposition prior to matrimony.”

“That says a great deal about your friend Mrs. Collins, but nothing at all about matrimony.”

Lizzy laughed. It was the first time she had seen a spark of humour in Mr. Darcy, though she could not say whether it had been intentional.

“Mr. Darcy, you are unkind!”

“Come now, Miss Bennet, let us be honest. You give no more credence to Mrs. Collins’ opinion on the subject than I do. I would be quite astonished if you were to marry for anything less than love.”

Lizzy halted. She suddenly felt warm and could not breathe. The intensity of his eyes when he looked at her made her feel as if he had come upon her when she was wearing nothing more than her shift.

“You forget, Mr. Darcy, I am not independent. My place in the world is not settled. I do not have the luxury of marrying whomever I choose.”

A stricken look came over his face. A long moment passed between them that she could not find voice to fill. She wished she could have prattled and teased, to make light of her plight; but in truth, her choices were poverty or marrying well. Given her meagre dowry, it was likely that any man who offered for her would be of a lower station than her father. Marriage would mean coming down in life, but if she was in love, she could endure it.

But what if marrying for love never became an option? If she were a spinster at twenty-seven, as Charlotte had been, would she be forced to take the same drastic measure, and marry a man she could not esteem for the sake of money?

The very idea was repugnant to her. Would not poverty be better than that?

“Miss Bennet, I believe I have distressed you.”

“Not at all.”

“I am afraid that anything I could say on the subject would sound impudent, but I hate to see your spirits dampened in this manner.”

“My spirits dampened!” Ire shot through her veins. She blinked back tears, thinking how dependent she was on a husband for her very survival, whilst he spoke blithely of marrying for love.

“Forgive me, Mr. Darcy, if my company is not as entertaining as you would like. It was your choice to accompany me to the parsonage. I am capable of walking alone.”

He was silent again for some moments before saying. “My apologies. I did not mean to be unkind. My only intention was to express concern for you.”

Her anger did not lessen, but she could not ignore his apology. “Of course,” she said. “I thank you for your kindness.” Adopting a teasing air she did not feel, she added, “Perhaps these misunderstandings are bound to arise when you spend time in the company of someone as far beneath you as I am.”

“Beneath me!” He stepped forward, his eyes searching hers. “Miss Bennet, that is nonsense. Except for the disparity in our fortunes, I consider you entirely my equal.”

His words astonished her. Mr. Darcy, always so proud, calling her his equal! But it was preposterous. They both knew it was.

“The disparity in our fortunes is great.”

He did not answer, but instead seemed to sink deep into thought.

They walked on, Lizzy as miserable as she had ever felt in her life. She did not doubt she could match him in a battle of wits. Given her circumstances, however, she could not hope to live in anything approaching the kind of luxury he took for granted.


No. They were anything but equal.


Her throat tightened, and she was glad he said nothing that required a response. She was unsure she could force out a word. Usually she was at peace with her lot—but she could not help longing for more, when the contrast between them was so great.

She was staying at the cottage, and he at Rosings, and that said all there was to say about their stations. Were he the most agreeable man in the world, she could not aspire to him. Not even if he pretended that the material differences between them were as nothing.

They soon reached the parsonage gate. He stopped and said, “As you are perfectly capable of walking on your own, I shall take my leave here. Good day, Miss Bennet.” Turning, he walked quickly away.

Lizzy could only stare. Had she offended him? She thought, as she opened the gate, that she probably had. Why did that trouble her so? The man was intolerable.

He had shown kindness, though—she could not deny that. She had been less generous toward him than he toward her.

But then, Darcy could afford to be generous.

She stepped inside the parsonage and took off her bonnet. He had seemed to feel sympathy for her plight. His treatment of her sister Jane, though, had shown nothing of the sort. Lizzy could not prove that Darcy had persuaded Jane’s suitor, Charles Bingley, to abandon her. Yet she had no more doubt of it than if she had been witness to the entire event.

No; no matter how sympathetic Darcy seemed, he had done material harm not just to Jane, but to her entire family. Bingley would have been a safeguard against destitution. But more than that, he and Jane had been deeply in love. In the five months they had been apart, Jane’s devotion to him showed no signs of abating. Her heart was broken.

It was Darcy’s doing. And it was unforgiveable.

∞∞∞


Stupid, stupid, stupid! Darcy could not stop berating himself as he continued his walk back to Rosings. When he had encountered Elizabeth, he had determined to make an effort to be pleasing. Yet somehow, dolt that he was, he had distressed her.


This was what came of changing his routine. Normally he rode in the morning. But it was such a fine day, he had decided to walk along one of that paths that had been a favourite when he was a child.


Elizabeth had teased him often enough about being too silent in company. So he had forced himself to talk, and made a bungled mess of it. If she did not delight in teasing him, he would have thought her truly angry. Or perhaps she had been angry. Puzzle that she was, he could not tell.


What vexed him more was her ridiculous notion about the inequality between them. She, beneath him! The only way he could picture her beneath him involved a bed on their wedding night.

Yet it was lunacy to think of her that way. No matter how he ached for her, no matter how much he respected her, marriage between them was impossible.

He had been so careful, ever since he had left university, to avoid romantic entanglements. He had a list of criteria for the right sort of woman to be mistress of Pemberley. First, she must be a woman of fortune. How else could he ensure that her interest was in him and not his income?

He wanted a marriage like his parents had had, based on love and mutual respect. He knew well what Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s circumstances were. It had been whispered about enough when he had been in Hertfordshire.

The Bennet sisters were pretty and were expected to marry well. But in their case, it was a necessity. He did not wish for a wife who saw him only as a safeguard against poverty.

When he had quitted Hertfordshire five months earlier, he had expected to forget Elizabeth in a few weeks’ time. Instead, the absence had only proven how strong the attachment was. He was in love, body and spirit—violently, passionately in love.

The news that she was staying near Rosings had come as a shock to him. He had determined that this visit would rid him of his fever for her, once and for all. Instead, he found himself in a setting made for love. Trees bright with blooms. Birds singing their mating calls. Streams bursting their banks from the spring rains.

And Elizabeth, wild as a colt, traipsing through the countryside, her cheeks aglow. Could anything be more lovely?

He burned to make her his.

As he had said to her, he had the means to marry whomever he chose. And Elizabeth, though she might not be in love with him yet—surely, she could be persuaded?

But he had more to consider than her own fair self. There were significant objections to her family. He had saved Bingley from the greedy clutches of Mrs. Bennet. The family matriarch had sought out Bingley as husband for the eldest daughter, Jane, from the moment she had met him—possibly before.

Should Darcy have to endure such a woman as his mother-in-law? And the younger Bennet girls, wild and ignorant, as his sisters? What sort of influence would they have on his own sister, Georgiana?

No, it was unthinkable. And yet, so was life without his dear Elizabeth.

Ever since arriving at Rosings, he had come to think of her as his own. But it could not be. He must rid himself of this mad desire.

He reached the lawn and headed toward his aunt’s house. The façade was beautiful but imposing, turrets framing the portico. As a boy, it had frightened him, even though he had grown up in a great house himself. His home at Pemberley was a jewel, not a fortress. The thought of Elizabeth as its mistress raised a longing inside him he could hardly bear.

The fawning of Bingley’s sisters and their ilk—ladies who had attended one of those awful finishing schools that spent more time training their charges on how to win a husband than on improving their minds—turned him cold and cynical. But Elizabeth’s lively spirit and irrepressible humour kept him rapt. He needed a woman who could challenge him and keep his mind sharp.

When he had quitted Netherfield back in November, he had been determined to forget her. To seek a wife who matched his own social standing. An earl’s daughter, perhaps.

The fact was, Darcy had certain expectations to meet. He must think of his children. Their circumstances would be diminished if he married a woman of negligible fortune. Although Pemberley had no entail, he did not intend to sell off property to arrange a suitable dowry for his daughters.

His chest grew heavy. What a blackguard he sounded, even to himself. If another man had suggested a woman anywhere on earth was superior to Elizabeth Bennet, Darcy would have called him out.

He walked up the stone steps and entered the house. The wrath of Lady Catherine would be formidable if he married a woman who was virtually penniless, regardless of the lady’s other qualities.

A brilliant match would benefit everyone in the family—and he was expected to make a brilliant match. An alliance with the Bennets would likely do his family no ill, but it would do them no good, either. It certainly would not help Georgiana’s prospects.

He climbed the curving wooden staircase to his room. He could not bear to be in company, not when he was in such torment. How had he allowed this to happen?

He had seen other men besotted, and thought them weak. He had not understood how love could destroy all logic. How it could make every disadvantage seem desirable. Elizabeth Bennet was not an impoverished gentlewoman with country manners. She was an unspoiled jewel who constantly surprised him.

He had been a blockhead, thinking that if he came to Rosings and saw her again, she would not shine as bright—thinking that the longing of his heart had conjured up some idealized version of her.

On the contrary, his memories had been but dim imitations of the lady herself. She was even more delightful, more beautiful, more perfect for him than she had been in Hertfordshire. In the comfort of his aunt’s home, without Elizabeth’s country relations to distract, he could see even more clearly how poised she was, how playful, how she fulfilled every longing of his heart.

He entered his room and stirred the embers in the fire. What a damnable fool he was! He had got himself into this predicament, and he would have to get himself out. He ought to leave this place, go back to London and never see her again.

The prospect filled him with dread. He ought to, but he would not. His heart would not allow it.

No, he had three weeks to overcome this impossible desire before they would part forever. That was time enough to fall out of love, to discover her faults, to teach himself to feel disgust at her impertinence. He would—he must—forget her.

∞∞∞

Lizzy sat down to dinner at the parsonage that evening, a simple meal of pork and mashed turnips. The aroma was heavenly. It made a nice change from the sumptuous feasts they enjoyed during dinners at Rosings, which could sometimes overwhelm the palate.

It was a quiet family gathering, just the four of them. Maria was in a state of distress after a letter from her younger sister earlier that day. She cried to Charlotte, “But how can my parents hold Hannah’s debut ball two weeks before I return home?”

“I understand your disappointment,” Charlotte said. “I was hoping to attend her debut as well. But with the officers decamping to Brighton—”

“To Brighton!” Lizzy cried. She should not have been surprised. The militia officers had been stationed in the town of Meryton for the winter, a short walk from her home at Longbourn. But of course they would head out to defend the coast now that the fair weather had rendered an invasion more likely.

The presence of the officers had created no little excitement amongst the gentlewomen of the town. Lizzy’s youngest sisters, Lydia and Kitty, were quite mad for them. She herself had remained more circumspect, but had nevertheless developed a preference for one of the lieutenants. In the end, he had served as nothing more than a reminder of the inadequacy of her fortune.

“Oh, yes,” Maria said. “The militia is leaving for the coast at the end of May. Hannah is determined to come out before they do. But surely she shall not find a husband from amongst them in the few weeks before they leave!”

“My dear sister,” Mr. Collins said to Maria, “it is my experience that a long acquaintance is not required in order to discover that person who possesses exactly those qualities one most desires to ensure marital felicity.”

Lizzy bit back a smile. That had certainly been true in his own case—for he had proposed to Charlotte but two days after Lizzy herself had refused him.


Maria sawed angrily into her slice of pork roast, metal clanging against china. “I think Hannah is coming out now because she fancies Mr. Wickham.”


Lizzy berated herself for the little ache that rose in her breast at the sound of the man’s name.

Charlotte’s brows rose. “I do not think much of Mr. Wickham’s constancy, given how his head turned when he learned of Miss King’s inheritance.”

Charlotte’s cutting words only increased Lizzy’s discomfort. Her cheeks burned at the memory. Wickham had seemed to prefer herself until Miss King unexpectedly came into ten thousand pounds. As he had no more fortune than Lizzy, she could hardly blame him. The pay of a militia officer barely sufficed to meet his expenses.


That did not stop George Wickham from being one of the handsomest, most agreeable men Lizzy had ever met. She could admit to herself, at least, that the loss of his attentions had been disappointing. She did not suffer a broken heart, though, as Jane did. Wickham had not played false with her affections. She could not lay that fault at his feet.


Had Charlotte misunderstood the situation between Wickham and Lizzy? “Perhaps such censure is too strong,” Lizzy said to her friend. “To my knowledge, Mr. Wickham had made no promises to another.”

Charlotte eyed Lizzy. In a gentle voice, she said, “Nor had he shown any interest in Miss King until word had spread of her sudden fortune.”

That much was true. Lizzy had been his favourite. It had been a fine thing to be admired by the most sought-after of the young officers. The memory of losing his partiality gave her a pang—not least of all because her neighbours had observed how he had transferred his interest to Miss King.

But even if he had not, a match between him and Lizzy would have been disastrous.

“Miss King seemed most pleased by his attentions,” Maria said. “One cannot help wondering why she removed to Liverpool.”

“Liverpool!” Lizzy’s mouth grew dry, and she sipped her spruce beer. The prospect of exciting Wickham’s attentions to return to herself lifted her spirits, but only for a moment. He would be gone a fortnight after she returned to Longbourn. In any case, unless he miraculously came by a living, a union between them was impossible.

And here she had even more reason to despise Darcy. For he had once been honour-bound to bestow on Wickham a living in the church, yet had given the place to another. It pained her to think of Wickham in his now-reduced straits, when he might have had a comfortable situation. How different her own life might have been, if Darcy had behaved as he ought!

Forcing a calmness in her voice that she did not feel, Lizzy asked, “Why has Miss King gone to Liverpool?”

“Hannah’s letter does not say,” Maria replied. “Only that her uncle took her away.”

“Perhaps he found her a wealthier suitor,” Charlotte said.

Lizzy’s eyes burned at the unfairness of it all. Poor Charlotte had married a foolish, obsequious man to protect herself against poverty. Lizzy could not permit a man she liked to court her, because of their mutual distressed circumstances. And yet a compassionless man like Darcy had the means to marry whomever he liked.

Bitterness grew in her stomach until she could not touch another bite. Her mother’s machinations in seeking husbands for her daughters might have been unseemly, but one could not fault her for wanting financial security. She and her five girls were a heartbeat away from ruin.

Darcy had destroyed Jane’s hopes, just as he had destroyed Wickham’s. His sympathetic words to Lizzy that day rang hollow. Vain, selfish man!

In just three weeks, she would be back home in Hertfordshire, and would never have to see him again. That day could not come soon enough.


Chapter 2


The next morning, Elizabeth again spotted Darcy on her walk. This time, being on the woodland path, she managed to conceal herself before he could catch sight of her. How vexing that he had discovered this part of the countryside, which until now had been the perfect spot for her solitary ramblings!

She would almost suspect that he had taken this route with the intention of happening upon her, were she not convinced that he was as loathe to see her as she him. After the way they had parted the previous day, there could be no doubt he was incensed with her.

So be it. She did not desire Mr. Darcy’s good opinion. In fact, there was nothing in the world she desired less. Even if, as she watched him, waiting for him to go, she could not help noticing his strong, upright posture, and the beautiful fit of his clothes. Her body flushed with warmth, and her breathing grew shallow. She hated herself for admiring him so, even as she despised him.

He walked back and forth a while, eyes scanning the horizon. She stayed well hidden, and she was sure he did not see her. He stopped and picked a bouquet of wild jonquils and bluebells—perhaps a nosegay for Miss de Bourgh? Lady Catherine would be pleased.

Lizzy could not help a bitter smile at the thought.

After what seemed like an age, he checked his pocket watch, then headed back in the direction of Rosings. For her part, she took the long route back to the parsonage, heading past a stream that opened into a peaceful meadow. Wildflowers waved in the breeze in tints of pink, blue, and white. The countryside of Kent was beautiful—a part of her would hate to leave it.

That evening, they were expected at Rosings for dinner. As Elizabeth dressed, she took extra care with her toilette. Darcy’s cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, would be there after all, and she would be a fool if she did not at least try to make herself pleasing.

She did not love him, but she regarded him with affection. It would be an excellent match. The son of an earl—even a younger son—would give her mother raptures.

But even as she thought it, sadness filled her heart. She did not want a comfortable affection with her husband. She wanted a transporting, all-encompassing love. Was that even possible? Or was that only the stuff of novels?

She admired Colonel Fitzwilliam. Perhaps she could come to love him in time, if he took a fancy to her.

She quickly brushed away the tear that dropped from her eye. She was determined that love would be her only consideration, no matter how poor or wealthy the man might be.

∞∞∞

Waiting for the dinner guests to arrive, Darcy sat at a long table in the library at Rosings reading a letter from Bingley. The dark wood might have given the place a sombre look if it had not been for the picture windows overlooking the green. Sculpted arborvitae stood like sentries at each corner of a goldfish pond, a low fountain gurgling from its centre.

Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam entered and picked up a volume. Darcy and his cousin bore a strong family resemblance—though Richard’s build was more thickly muscled, as a man trained for combat. Of all his cousins, Richard was the closest to Darcy in age. They had been constant friends since boyhood.

Richard headed toward the door, giving his cousin a smile, then stopped when his eyes met Darcy’s. “You look troubled, my friend. Not bad news from Pemberley, I hope? Or Georgiana?”

“Nothing like that.” Darcy tapped the thick pages of the letter against the table top. “Bingley is in dull spirits, and has been ever since we left Hertfordshire. Now that I am here, he is stuck at Hurst’s house.” Darcy shook his head. “Whatever possessed his sister to marry that dullard, I cannot imagine.”

Richard drew his brow. “Remind me again. Who is Hurst?”

“He is nobody.”

“Ah.” Richard nodded. “Probably why I can never remember.”

Darcy held back a laugh. “He is second cousin to the Earl of Torland. Hurst himself has no land but apparently inherited enough from his mother for a life of leisure. The house he leases on Grosvenor Square is quite fine. But Hurst himself has nothing more to recommend him than a penchant for losing at cards and being amiable about it.”

Richard chuckled. “Sounds like a good way to run through a small fortune quickly.”

“His wife’s fortune is tied up in trust, so he cannot touch the principle. Her father had that much sense, at least. Bingley was distraught when they got engaged. He knew she was throwing herself away. But Hurst runs in Beau Brummel’s circle, and Beau Brummel runs in the Prince Regent’s circle. No doubt, old Bingley had visions of his daughter obtaining a place at court.”

Richard arched his brows and gave a wry smile. “And how has that worked out?”

“Much as you would expect,” Darcy said drily. Even duchesses had to compete for a place at court. “Bingley claims his sisters are pestering him mercilessly about securing them an invitation to Almack’s. He has asked me to persuade Adelaide to introduce them to Lady Jersey.”

“Addie does not associate with that swarm of hornets,” Richard said of his sister-in-law, Viscountess Astridge.

“No, but she and Lady Jersey are acquainted. I am tempted to ask her, to free Bingley of his sisters’ harassment. The poor man is suffering enough without that.”

“Is he still lovesick over the Hertfordshire maiden?”

Darcy set his jaw. “I’ve seen him in love before, but he has always recovered quickly. It has been five months now, and he is still pining.”

“I believe you said there were some strong objections to the lady.”

Darcy’s face heated at the words. They were unfair to Jane, for whom he felt nothing but admiration. Like her sister Elizabeth, she was intelligent, beautiful, and well-mannered. He could find no fault in her.


“The lady herself is lovely,” Darcy explained. “But she showed no genuine affection for Bingley. The strongest objection is to her scheming mama. The woman had apparently decided that one of her daughters would marry the man who let Netherfield, before she had even met Bingley. Had he been as dull-witted as the fawning Mr. Collins, he would have made a fine match in the eyes of that social-climbing mama.”


Richard nodded. “In that case, one cannot help feeling sympathy for the young lady. She must have looked on Bingley as a saviour.”

“Perhaps she did. Though her father is a gentleman, she has no fortune to speak of.” A twinge of guilt settled in Darcy’s chest. Certainly, Miss Bennet deserved to make a good match. If Darcy and Elizabeth married, he could help her find a man who better suited her temperament than Bingley. One more studious, perhaps, more quiet and thoughtful like the lady herself.

“Bingley is but three-and-twenty,” Darcy added. “He need not rush to marry.”


“True,” Richard said, but the word did not match his tone. He sank into a chair next to Darcy at the table. “I cannot help thinking I have tarried too long. I am thirty now, and likely to be sent to the continent before the year is out. Yet I have no wife nor child to wait at home and miss me.”


Darcy’s brows furrowed. He hated discussing the prospect of Richard seeing military action again. He had been lucky so far, but how long could such luck hold?

He could not argue with what Richard said about marrying. A man ought to have children to follow after him. Richard would make a fine father, and imbue his children with his principles. But he would have to find a wife first.

“Have you someone in mind?” Darcy asked.


“No one at all. Is that not sad? I have guarded my heart to keep from falling for the wrong woman, and now I find I feel no particular desire for anyone at all.”


“The remedy seems simple enough, then. Decide to fall in love, and it shall happen.”

Richard grimaced. “You are mocking me.”

“I am mocking love.” Darcy let out a deep sigh. “Mrs. Collins has the way of it. Marry one who suits you as to fortune and respectability, and pay no mind to how ridiculous the match may otherwise be.”

“When did you become such a cynic?”

Darcy stood. “Had you not noticed? Rosings always has this effect on me. Perhaps it is Lady Catherine’s incessant hints that I propose to my cousin Anne. As if the shock alone would not be enough to kill the poor girl.”

Richard chuckled. “Anne is a sweet girl, if you would bother to carry on a conversation with her.”

“Fortunately, I do not have to. You are attentive enough for both of us.”

Richard rose and walked up beside him. “You are unkind, Darcy.”

“Better that, than reinforcing Lady Catherine’s false hopes.”

Richard did not argue.

Once his cousin had gone, Darcy wandered to the French doors. Warm sunshine streamed through the glass. High overhead, white clouds dotted the sky, whilst the new leaves of spring trembled in the breeze. A sudden fit of restlessness overcame him.

He stepped out onto the patio and down a wide stone staircase that led to the formal gardens. This was nature at its most civilized—urns bursting with pink tulips, square beds of blue larkspur edged with rosemary, boxwood topiaries shaped into swans.

He ambled along the path, white gravel crunching underfoot. The rigidity of this place discomfited him. Usually he found pleasure in order and predictability, but Elizabeth had taught him to see the world anew. Every moment with her was a surprise.

The thought of going back to London without her—of possibly never seeing her again—made him realize how hopeless the situation was. He had never been as happy as he had been at Netherfield, especially during the days she had spent there tending to her ailing sister.

Elizabeth had been so attentive to Jane, with so little care for her own comfort, that Darcy could easily imagine what kind of mother she would be. Caroline Bingley in the same circumstances? The thought made him shudder.

He considered his poor friend Bingley, nursing a broken heart whilst living with a cold woman like his sister. Darcy had no doubt that a deep familial affection existed between the two. But Miss Bingley had not the compassion, the empathy, to see him through a difficult period.

Nor did their elder sister, Mrs. Hurst. Bingley was likely being tea partied to death, his ears filled with the latest gossip. No wonder he was pining for Jane’s sensible conversation and sweet disposition.

The sun peeked out from behind a cloud, bathing the landscape in the pink-hued light of late afternoon. He had half a mind to write Bingley and tell him Jane was in town, staying with her uncle and aunt.

Indeed, if Darcy had believed Jane capable of returning his friend’s affection, he would have done so at once. But Jane had only been following her mother’s instructions in allowing Bingley’s advances—Darcy was sure of that.

He did not blame Jane. Her situation was precarious—indeed, all the ladies in her family faced an uncertain future should Mr. Bennet fall ill. Bingley was a pleasant, easy-going fellow, and Jane must have seen in him a man she could like and respect as a husband. Was Darcy wrong to want more than that for his friend? Was it wrong to hope Bingley would marry a woman who loved him as much as he loved her?

This temporary disappointment would be eclipsed by a lifetime of happiness once Bingley found the right woman. That was what Darcy would tell him in answer to his latest missive. The sadness would pass.

Just as his own sadness would pass at giving up Elizabeth, if it came to that. It was a silly dream, wasn’t it, considering a future with her? Even if he could see his way clear to properly provide for their children?

That was hardly the only consideration. Allying his uncle, the earl, to a woman like Mrs. Bennet—it was unthinkable! Except…he could picture it. The man was so gracious, he could put her at ease, and she would be all smiles.

She was at her most ridiculous when she was crossed. Otherwise, she was almost amiable, if very silly. Noble families, too, had their share of silly people. Money and title did nothing to safeguard against that.

He crossed the lawn to a little pond edged with yellow irises. The leaves of a tall weeping willow stretched down and brushed the grass. With three weeks left before Elizabeth returned to Hertfordshire, Darcy must make up his mind soon. He must secure her, or give her up forever.

Falling in love with Elizabeth Bennet had not been part of the plan. Now that it was done, there was no going back. He would have to find a way forward.

He had just enough time before dinner to write Bingley and encourage him to be strong. Then, Darcy would see Elizabeth—and try to put his own advice into practice.

∞∞∞

Darcy stood when the Collinses and their houseguests were shown into the parlour at Rosings. The room was decorated in a feminine French provincial style, Rococo paintings lining the walls. Cut flowers scented the air, phlox mixed with tulips and peonies, overflowing tall vases scattered about the room

Darcy startled upon seeing Elizabeth. She had never been more lovely. Her eyes shone, and her dark, upswept hair was decorated with a few small daisies. Delicate sapphires hung from her ears. Her pale-blue silk gown was cut low for evening, but not nearly as daring as he was accustomed to seeing.

At Netherfield, he had admired her for her fine eyes. Since coming to Rosings Park, he had become obsessed with her person. It was a source of consternation that she dressed more modestly than the fashionable ladies of London.

Pity, that. Although he supposed he would not mind her demure style once she was his wife.


Madness. He must not let himself think that way. It was weakness, self-indulgence. He had counselled Bingley to put Jane Bennet out of his mind, and Darcy would do the same with her sister.


Elizabeth took a seat by Colonel Fitzwilliam. Jealousy pierced Darcy’s heart. His cousin had a knack for engaging conversation—which Darcy did not, especially when in the company of strangers. With Elizabeth, he was positively tongue-tied.

She rose and walked to the window. He hesitated a moment before joining her there. He looked out over the rolling lawn that disappeared into a woodland. “A pleasant view, is it not?” he asked.

She gave him a sad smile. “I am afraid I had not noticed the scenery. I was thinking of Jane. She was in poor spirits in her last letter. She tries to hide it, but I know her too well. She has been in misery since last November.”

His spine straightened. Her meaning was clear: Jane had been low since Bingley had quitted Netherfield, the house he was leasing in Hertfordshire.

Had that been censure in Elizabeth’s voice? Did she suspect Darcy was responsible for removing Bingley from Jane’s grasp? But he had only been acting in his friend’s interest. Jane had shown no partiality to Bingley. She admitted his advances, no doubt at the instructions of her fortune-hunting mother. But Darcy could not bear to see his friend taken in.

Bingley was of such an open disposition, trusting and looking for the best in everyone, that it fell to Darcy to watch out for his friend’s interests. Bingley could not be happy in a marriage where he was not truly loved. And Jane had shown no signs of it.

No, Darcy could feel no shame on that score. He had done right by his friend. It was wrong for Mrs. Bennet to pin her expectations on Bingley as she had.

If Jane had been disappointed, Darcy felt sorry for that. She was a sweet young woman, and was no doubt attracting many a suitor whilst in London for the season. She would find someone more to her liking than Bingley, and forget him soon enough.

“I am sorry to hear it,” he said. “Miss Bennet is one of the loveliest people I had the pleasure of meeting in Hertfordshire. I hope she will be herself again soon.”

“I have lost all hope of that, I am afraid. Some disappointments are so great, one cannot recover.”

If he did not know Elizabeth so well, he would suspect her of melodrama. Perhaps she did not refer to Bingley at all, and Jane was suffering from some other loss? Surely that must be the case.

“London must supply distractions for her, to ease some of her troubles.”

“Oh, did you know she was in London? I do not believe I had mentioned it.”

His face warmed. Bingley’s sister Caroline had visited Jane in London. Darcy knew of it, but Bingley did not. To tell Elizabeth so would invite her censure. Instead of revealing the whole, he settled for a partial truth. “I saw her once at a distance, though I do not believe she saw me. I understand you have an aunt and uncle who live in town. Is she staying with them?”

“She is. They adore her, and are very kind to her. But then, it would be difficult not to adore Jane.”

“I agree.”

“Do you?”

He could not mistake the sharpness in her voice. Clearly she suspected him of overthrowing her family’s plans. But Jane would make a brilliant match, he had no doubt of it. Beautiful, sweet-tempered, and intelligent, she would easily capture the heart of a man who could inspire more passion in her than Bingley had.

Poor Bingley. He had indeed been miserable since leaving Netherfield. Darcy grieved to see it. But Bingley had overcome a broken heart before, and he would do it again. Better to suffer the loss now than to live with a woman indifferent to him for the rest of his life.


He said to Elizabeth, “Your sister is a woman who easily captures the affections of others. Whether they can capture her affection is a different question.”
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