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Prologue

Dearest Reader,

So much came to pass before the beginning of my tale that I feel I must take this time to summarize the events, one of which you may find quite scandalous.

First, I must share with you the matter of the secret moment of intimacy between Mr. Darcy and Miss Elizabeth Bennet. It was most unexpected and more than a little shocking to both the lady and the gentleman.

It happened at the Netherfield Ball. Elizabeth became quite annoyed by her family, especially her mother, Mrs. Bennet, who was clearly unable to keep her voice at a polite level and spoke loudly of her rich ambitions when Jane and Mr. Bingley were married. Unable to silence her mother or control her younger sisters as they danced and flirted, Elizabeth sought an escape and ventured out onto one of the many balconies.

The brisk air cooled her heated cheeks and fine moonlit grounds did much to calm her mind. But unfortunately, her reprieve was not to last.

"Miss Bennet!" Mr. Darcy's shocked exclamation made Elizabeth spin on her heel to find herself face to face with the very man she had been trying to escape. 

Remembering her manners, Elizabeth curtsied. "Mr. Darcy. I was just getting some—"

"Can I not have a moment without you in my way?" Darcy snapped.

Elizabeth gasped but her hurt feelings quickly became outrage and she crossed her arms and met his gaze evenly. "Sir, I am not now, nor have I ever been in your way. In fact, I've made it my mission to avoid you as much as is politely possible."

They stood glaring at one another for almost a full minute before Darcy lowered his eyes, shook his head, and even smiled a little.

"You are quite right, madam." He came out further onto the balcony. His walk was slightly unsteady and she detected the smell of port and wine. "It is not you who are at fault, the fault is very much my own. It is I who cannot avoid you, I who cannot stay away."

Elizabeth's eyes became wide and she pressed a hand to her chest as it rose and fell much faster than it had been. "Mr. Darcy, this is quite inappropriate. I will leave you to enjoy the air and return to my family."

He stepped closer so fast she let out a soft yelp and when he wrapped his fingers around her wrist, she exclaimed his name again as though hoping to bring him back to sanity. But his mind was set and he wanted her to stay by him.

"Don't leave," he murmured. "Stay with me, just a little longer."

"Sir, I..."

"They say you are second in beauty to your sister but they don't understand beauty." His hand didn't quite touch her hair or her face, but did gently cradle her jaw as he looked into her eyes. "You, Elizabeth Bennet, are the finest woman I have ever known. A sweet face, intelligent eyes, and a sharp wit that I long to know better."

She took a shuddering breath but did not try to pull away as she should. "Mr. Darcy, I fear you have had too much to drink."

"Possibly."

"You will regret saying such things to me come morning." She tried again.

"Probably."

"I should go back inside before we are seen."

"One thing first," he said, then to her shock he lowered his mouth to hers.

The kiss was brief, barely a brush of lips and a sigh from the lady. In the next moment, he was gone.

Breathless, she turned back to face the gardens but the brisk air and the moonlight did nothing now to cool her flushed cheeks or calm her nerves. What had just happened? Had... Had Mr. Darcy actually kissed her? She touched her lips with her fingertips. Had he really said that he thought her more beautiful than Jane?

Oh, this was ridiculous! She'd never sought his approval or his admiration and yet here she was, giggling like one of her younger sisters. Honestly, her father would be ashamed of her silly behavior. 

Despite herself, she felt a smile pulling at her lips and, unable to hold it back, simply let it stay.

Mr. Darcy, enraptured with her. Who would have thought it possible? Not Elizabeth, that was for sure.

In the days that followed, Elizabeth hadn't been sure what to expect. An apology? A proposal?

As it happened, neither of those events came to pass. Instead Jane received a letter from Caroline Bingley stating that the party was the quit Netherfield with little expectation of returning.

Both ladies were left heartbroken, one publicly, one secretly. But while Jane mourned the loss of the handsome and sweet, Mr. Bingley, for many weeks, Elizabeth recovered quite quickly. She rationalized that her warm feelings for Mr. Darcy had really only risen from the belief that he had warm feelings towards her, which of course he could not possibly possess. A little too much wine had been the sole root of his affection and that was all there was too it. Knowing this, she found it easy to return to her earlier scorn of the proud, odious man.

Why the nerve of him! If anyone had seen them together, his reputation might be slightly marred, but Elizabeth's would have been in tatters. Did that not even earn her a letter of apology? Apparently not, and that matched Elizabeth's opinion of Mr. Darcy perfectly.

But I will leave it there as the second event is much happier. It deals primarily with a grand inheritance that came to Mr. Bennet most unexpectedly one warm spring morning. A letter informing them of the death of Mr. Bennet's great uncle, proceeded a visit from a proud, well dressed solicitor named Mr. Smith. 

Although the ladies listened intently outside the study door, they heard little until a loud, booming laugh erupted from inside, making them all jump back in fright. What ever could it mean?

Thankfully, they were not made to wait long for, although Mr. Bennet did enjoy keeping his wife and daughters in suspense, this news was too incredible to keep to himself.

"My darlings," he said the next morning. "It has come to pass that I am the closest living relative of my late, great uncle Fredrick. I never met him in my life as my mother was, as it turned out, a bit of a black sheep of her family. But as she has since passed, and he, for some reason, never married, nor had children, his fine estate and substantial living has fallen to me." He clasped his hands and grinned widely as his wife almost fainted and his daughters laughed and clapped, even Lizzy seemed quite pleased, which livened his spirits still more, as she'd seemed down lately.

"Oh, Mr. Bennet,” Mrs. Bennet started only to be interrupted by her husband.

"Wait, I'm not finished." He paused for almost a full minute. "My great uncle's full title was Lord Fredrick Crawford." Mr. Bennet held his hands out to his wife and her fingers were trembling as she took them. "You and I, my love, from this day forward, will be known as Lord and Lady Bennet."

Mrs. Bennet's scream, it was said, could be heard even at the far reaches of the estate.

Chapter One

Guests at Messina Grove

1

Our story begins two years after the excitement of that spring morning. Mr. Collins bustled into the dining room to find Lord and Lady Bennet, as well as their daughters, Jane and Elizabeth, just sat down at breakfast.

It had been quickly decided that the education of the younger daughters had been severely lacking and the three of them had been sent to a prestigious finishing school till they reached adulthood. Jane and Elizabeth, being both over one and twenty spent many hours a day with a fine governess and now were said to hold all the required gifts of accomplished ladies.

Elizabeth remembered, with more than a little chagrin, scoffing at the notion of one lady being proficient in both modern languages and painting, singing and letter writing. She remembered Mr. Darcy's sardonic expression and the way Caroline Bingley had looked down her nose at Elizabeth as she stated that there were many very accomplished women amongst their society.

Mr. Collins cleared his throat and bowed deeply before beginning what was to be a very long-winded apology for interrupting their fine breakfast. His eyes lit up as he spotted the plate of bacon and he licked his lips but to his credit, he continued on without so much as a pause.

"Please," Lord Bennet interrupted him on the third round. "Do not make yourself uneasy, good sir. As my cousin, you know you are always welcome. Why if it were not so, I would not have invited you to preside as Parson at our own Messina Grove Parrish."

"Oh, my Lord!" Mr. Collins bowed again. "And just let me say, once again."

"There is no need, sir," Lord Bennet said. "But as you can see, we are indeed in the middle of breakfast so why do you not take a seat, fill a plate, and join us. If you could also fill us in on why you have come, that is all the thanks we will need."

Elizabeth and Jane exchanged an amused glance but politely covered their smiles with their napkins as Mr. Collins eagerly filled a plate with the succulent bacon and eggs and thick buttered bread.

"Tell me," Elizabeth said, once he was seated. "How is Charlotte?"

It had been less than a week since Mr. and Mrs. Collins had announced that their union had been blessed. And although Elizabeth, at the time, had misgivings about the match, on seeing the pure joy in Charlotte's expression and on noting how attentive her husband had become to her every need, Elizabeth could not have been more delighted to be wrong in her judgment.

"She declares that she is well this morning, but she has been quite ill these last few days," Mr. Collins said after several bites. 

"Fruit before bed," Lady Bennet said, waggling her finger at him. "I said this to Mrs. Collins and I am now instructing you to carry out those instructions. She must eat a piece of fruit, preferably an orange or a peach before bed and snack on small biscuits and tea throughout the day."

Mr. Collins nodded and placed a hand to his chest as he declared that her suggestions would would be expressly followed. 

He took another bite of bread and continued, "But I should now inform you of the reason I have come at such an early hour."

"Thank goodness for that," Lord Bennet murmured but softened his impatience with a smile. "Do not leave us in suspense a moment longer, Cousin. What news have you?"

"Not so much news, my Lord, as a request from my old Patroness, Lady Catherine De Bourgh." Mr. Collins accepted a glass of juice with a smile. "You might remember, I spoke quite highly of the lady when first we met."

"That you did," Lord Bennet replied. "It's a shame we live so far away, I feel I would have enjoyed calling upon her. But I digress. What of her?"

"She has sent me a letter, asking if I would make the introductions between herself and your lordship."

"Does she indeed?" He caught his daughter, Elizabeth's, eye and winked merrily. "Well, that is an honor indeed. I am very happy to make her acquaintance."

"Indeed, my Lord, it is a great honor and privilege to know such as she."

"Is that all? Did she wish only to send her greetings, welcome as they are?"

"Oh no, my Lord," Mr. Collins said. "She wished to make your acquaintance because she has a rather large favor to ask and requested that I ask in her stead."

"Ask away, I am her most curious servant."

Mr. Collins paused in his eating long enough to pull a letter from his pocket and unfold it. "She says, that two of her nephews and a small party will be passing through Cheshire in a week’s time. She asks if they could impose on your hospitality for a short duration."

"Do you speak of Colonel Fitzwilliam?" Lord Bennet asked. "I believe we met and enjoyed many fine conversations not three months ago, quite a few challenging chess games as well, if I remember correctly.”

"The very same, my Lord!" Mr. Collins gushed. "Yes, she says it was your acquaintance with the good colonel that gave her the encouragement to ask such a favor. And among his party is another name you might recognize, a Mr. Bingley."

Jane gasped but said nothing and Elizabeth rested her hand over her sister's to comfort her. Even after all these years, just the mention of the man who had stolen her heart only to cast it off, caused her much pain. 

"And what of the honorable Lord ProudThorn, is he the second nephew of which she speaks?" Elizabeth asked.

Mr. Collins frowned down at his letter. "No... No, I don't see such a man here."

Jane allowed a smile and a soft laugh. "I'm sorry, Mr. Collins. My sister speaks of Mr. Darcy."

"Oh!" His eyes lit up only narrow disapprovingly. "Oh yes, Mr. Darcy is indeed the second Nephew and with him his newly announced half-brother, Mr. Wickham."

"Newly announced?" Lord Bennet said with a chuckle. "I wager there will be a capital story behind that revelation."

"Indeed," Elizabeth agreed. "We must be sure to ask him of it, and often so we have all the details clear."

"Lizzy," Jane scolded, but she was only half serious.

"I don't recommend that, Cousin Elizabeth." Mr. Collins frowned his disapproval but, remembering his position, he quickly smiled again. "But of course, you are making fun."

"Not at all," Elizabeth said. "Though I do find it highly amusing that a man so full of himself should be forced to acknowledge the imperfection in his own family, seeing he takes so much pleasure noting the imperfection of others."

Mr. Collins spluttered but Lord Bennet was quick to comfort him, throwing a side-long look of equal parts annoyance and amusement at his daughter.

"You must excuse our Lizzy," Lord Bennet said. "She and Mr. Darcy have been waging a merry war for almost two years now. They never see one another but neither allows the other to be mentioned without a polite slur or teasing jest."

"The word 'polite' might be stretching the truth a little," Elizabeth murmured.

"Lizzy."

The stern tone made her blush. "Sorry, Father."

Mr. Collins made an awkward sort of chuckling sound and continued. "Also with them is Mr. Bingley's sister, Miss Caroline Bingley. Now there is a charming lady. Such grace and manners."

Jane and Elizabeth exchanged a look but withheld their thoughts. Although Caroline had seemed pleasant and well-mannered on their first meeting, at least in Jane's opinion, the lady had quickly revealed herself to be as haughty and proud as Mr. Darcy.

Lord Bennet clapped his hands and grinned. "Well now, the whole affair sounds rather fun. Please do reply to Lady Catherine that I would be honored to entertain them. In fact, we shall hold a marvelous masquerade ball in their honor."

Lady Bennet cheered. "Oh yes, my Lord. It has been simply ages since we held a ball at Messina Grove."

"Indeed," Lord Bennet replied with a wink at his daughters. "Not since Christmas at least."

2

Messina Grove was indeed a fine estate with a long and exciting history that it would take several books, some of them quite explicit, to capture it all. But this telling is focused on the events of the next few weeks, so I shall focus on only those details which pertain to the story.

Though possibly twice as large as the house and grounds of Pemberley, an estate known and admired by all who visit, The Grove, as Lord Bennet affectionately called it, may have lacked a little in beauty if compared. The house was aged and constantly undergoing repair, and the grounds and hills, though lush, were often marred by gnarly little trees and ancient looming trunks. 

Musing one day, Elizabeth said that it was both handsome and quite ugly but in a way that spoke of ages passed and lives lived, kings expelled and returned to their rightful places. 

"I feel I am quite in love with every inch of Messina Grove,” Elizabeth said. “And if I were to marry, the gentleman would need to be content to spend at least half his time here, as in whatever home he purchased."

Two carriages slowed on the path just in time to see the smiling Bennet family descending the steps to meet them. Earlier that morning, Jane had come to Elizabeth with her ill ease at seeing Mr. Bingley again. But Elizabeth had tactfully pointed out that since Mr. Bingley had not yet married, even though it had been his late father's wish, perhaps he had yet to find Jane's equal.

"You tease me," Jane had said, blushing.

"I do not. I truly believe that Mr. Bingley has not yet married because he has been waiting, either mindfully or otherwise, to meet with you again."

Now the two sisters stayed a few paces back from their parents as they greeted their guests.

"Lord Bennet!" Colonel Fitzwilliam called as he emerged from the carriage and bounded towards the older man. "It feels an age since we last met. Did you receive my last letter?"

"I did indeed," Lord Bennet replied, shaking the younger man's hand warmly. "But since it arrived just as I discovered you were heading our way, I thought I'd save my reply for when we were together."

"Perhaps we could actually finish a game of chess, we never seem to have the time."

"That sounds grand, I will have Wilson set up the table in the library so we won't be disturbed. It may take many days to win against such a rival as you, Colonel."

The Colonel laughed heartily as his party gathered around them.

Mr. Bingley bowed deeply and in contrast to the subtle incline performed by Mr. Darcy. Miss Bingley curtsied and smiled in a manner much friendlier than she had greeted them on their first meeting and Mr. Wickham grinned widely and bowed with a flourish.

"Miss Bennet, Miss Elizabeth," Wickham said. "I believe we were becoming quite good friends before your good fortune stole you away."

Darcy's eyes narrowed as he looked from the ladies to Wickham but he said nothing.

"Indeed, we were," Elizabeth replied with a genuine smile. "I miss our walks. Hopefully we can resume them for the duration of your stay."

"Do you really think that's proper?" Mr. Darcy said to Wickham.

"I do not see why not," Elizabeth was quick to respond. "It is not, after all, scandalous to take a walk in the fresh air, in full view of our families."

Darcy looked at her sharply but did not reply.

"Sir — I mean — My Lord," Mr. Bingley said, distracting the party from the two still silently challenging each other with their eyes. "It is an honor to see you again. And your very fine daughters, I can see, are well."

He smiled at Elizabeth but almost immediately his gaze shifted to Jane, where it stayed. "Miss Bennet, it is very good to see you again. Why, last time we saw one another was when we danced together at the Netherfield Ball, do you remember?"

Mr. Darcy coughed and Elizabeth raised her brows at him.

Jane smiled sweetly. "I remember, sir. I cannot remember a finer evening."

"Do come inside," Lady Bennet said. "You must be famished after your journey. There is morning tea prepared if you're hungry but do not make yourself ill if you fancy a short nap or a stroll in the grounds instead."

"Indeed," her husband agreed. "I beg you, make yourselves at home."

The party thanked them in turn and made their way into the fine house. Only Mr. Darcy lingered out front as he studied one of the two white stone statues of Roman soldiers that guarded the house.

"I wonder at your remaining bachelorhood, sir," Elizabeth said as she leaned casually against the other statue. "The lady who would be your match shadows you still."

"If you are determined to throw stones, Miss Elizabeth, perhaps you should view your own situation, as you are also unmarried."

She laughed. "Indeed, I am and I feel I shall remain so. I believe the saying is, I would rather hear a dog barking at a crow, than hear a man declare his love for me. And since I have sisters enough to quite literally fill this house with heirs, I am free to turn down any and every marriage proposal I receive."

"Of which I have no doubt there have been many," he replied, sardonically.

"Indeed, you are correct! And many more since my change of fortune and situation."

His jaw tightened, but he gave her a smile. "Since you are so very concerned for my future wedded bliss, I should inform you that though I must marry, as the only remaining male Darcy, I am determined to choose a lady who is my equal in every way."

"Oh, what a fun marriage that will be. Who will wear the gown, you or your twin?"

"I see your sense of humor is as crude as ever," Darcy responded. "I suppose wealth and contacts can only add so much to a lady's accomplishments." With that he strode into the house, leaving Elizabeth fuming.

3

“Darcy!” Mr. Bingley burst into his friend’s room and found the gentleman standing on the balcony as his man, Jenkins, unpacked. Bingley quickly closed the door behind him to ensure their privacy. "Did you happen to notice Miss Jane as we arrived?"

"Not in the least," Darcy replied. "Should I have?"

"How could you not gaze at her? She is an angel and to her credit, even lovelier than she was when last I saw her." Bingley moved to lean his back against the balcony railing and smiled up at his friend. "And can you believe she is not yet married? Of all the luck! The love of my life, the lady I have been unable to put aside long enough to notice another, and she is yet unmarried."

"Do not get too excited, my friend," Darcy replied. "Her parents may be the reason for her unmarried state. As you remember, with respect, Lady Bennet was quite obsessed with placing her daughters in the path of wealthy men. I believe she may be saving her finest daughter for a duke or prince."
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