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About This Book


Can Elizabeth and Darcy overcome their differences to save Jane’s happiness…and find their own?

Elizabeth Bennet is overjoyed when Charles Bingley eagerly courts her sister Jane. If only Lizzy didn’t have to spend time with his friend, the annoyingly handsome Mr. Darcy. She can’t help but match wits—and tempers—with the insufferable man. Enduring his company will be worth it, though, once Jane is wed.

But her sister’s happiness may be lost when Wickham arrives in Meryton, bitter and seeking to punish those close to his old enemy Darcy. Believing Jane’s marriage settlement will cover his debts, Wickham conspires to compromise her and leave Darcy’s friend Bingley bereft.

Lizzy must prove Jane’s innocence, but she can’t do it alone. She finds an unlikely ally in Darcy. Can they work together to save Jane and Bingley’s love? And can Lizzy hide her reckless feelings for the infuriating man who’s slowly winning her heart?

Don’t stray far from your fainting couch—this steamy Pride and Prejudice variation will make you swoon! It has a happy ending and no cliffhanger.

∞∞∞


Learn more about Andrea’s books by signing up for her newsletter or visiting her website, www.AndreaDavidAuthor.com.



Chapter 1


Elizabeth Bennet traipsed up the lane to the great house at Netherfield. She was careful to keep the hem of her delicate muslin morning dress out of the mud. Her petticoats, however, were a lost cause. The dirt had already penetrated six inches deep. Her lady’s maid would scold her to high heaven.

But the walk was nothing, if she could bring comfort to her sister Jane.

Despite the rain the day before, this morning had dawned clear. The sun was bright in the autumn sky, and birdsong filled the trees. Hints of red and gold tinged the green leaves. The frothy white flowers of meadowsweet fragranced the air.

Lizzy walked at a fast clip, eager to know Jane’s condition. The report from Netherfield had said she had a cold. But Jane wasn’t one to complain, and Lizzy worried it might be more serious.

Lizzy would do anything to protect Jane. Nothing on earth meant more to her than her sister. A muddy walk through the countryside was a trifle.

So intent was Lizzy on her quest that she didn’t see Mr. Darcy. Not until he stepped out from beneath the shade of a sprawling elm not ten yards in front of her.

She stopped short. The man was ridiculously tall and handsome, his bearing aristocratic. His sable hair and dark, fathomless eyes lent a sense of mystery to his features.

But that was of no consequence. He was aloof, consumed with pride—and the most disagreeable man she’d ever known.

“Miss Bennet!” he cried, falling into step with her. “You’re out early this morning. Surely you didn’t walk here?”

She eyed him quizzically, wondering at his absurd statement. “As you see, sir, I’m here, and I’m walking. Do you imagine I facilitated my travel by sprouting wings?”

He gave her a crooked smile. “I’m surprised a woman of your breeding would attempt such a distance on foot. It must be three miles.”

“Forgive me if my vulgar behaviour offends you. We uncouth country misses aren’t as squeamish as the delicate ladies of London.”

His bearing grew stiff whilst his countenance turned stony. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to suggest that you’re uncouth. A young lady of your station would normally arrive by carriage.”

“The horses couldn’t be spared.” She didn’t bother to temper her tone. “They’re needed on the farm. With your extensive stables at Pemberley, I imagine you never face such a dilemma.”

He seemed to struggle for an appropriate response. “I confess, investing in horseflesh is a hobby of mine.” They walked in awkward silence for a moment. “I suppose you’re here to see your sister?”

“Yes. If you’d be so kind, is there any word on her condition this morning?”

“From what I understand, she has a bad cold, but seems to be in no danger.”

The tension in Lizzy’s shoulders eased a bit. At least Jane hadn’t worsened overnight. “Would you mind taking me to her?”

“By all means.” He offered his arm.

Lizzy hesitated. She desired no intimacy with this man. Still, she didn’t wish to be rude, so she placed her hand in the crook of his elbow.

A strange thrill ran through her. Her stomach dipped, and her head grew light. Heat radiated from him, along with the scent of wool and sandalwood soap. She had a sudden image of laying her cheek against his superfine coat and breathing him in.

No, she wouldn’t allow the charms of his person to distract her. Never mind that his broad chest and shoulders made her feel protected. She would be no more than civil to him.


That was a greater courtesy than he’d shown her the night they had met. She’d overheard him tell his friend Bingley she wasn’t handsome enough to tempt him to dance. Insufferable man!


They walked in silence. Darcy possessed a reticent nature—and she wasn’t inclined to make his company more bearable by engaging him in conversation. No, she was quite happy to dislike him as much as it suited her.

“Is your family well?” he asked, as if suddenly remembering his manners.

Lizzy gave him a bland smile. She came from a large, boisterous family, and she doubted he approved of their high spirits. She was the second of five sisters, with Jane the eldest.

Her father often complained jovially of having no sons. He liked to point out how fortunate his daughters were that his estate had no entail.

Despite his teasing, her father seemed satisfied that Jane was heiress to Longbourn. A loving if negligent parent, he didn’t interfere with his children as long as they didn’t interfere with him. Their mother ruled the house unchallenged.

“My family is quite well,” Lizzy answered, “aside from Jane, of course. And your family? You have a younger sister, I believe?”

“Yes. Georgiana is sixteen. Miss Bingley invited her to join us here, but I prefer that she stay in London, with a companion overseeing her studies. I don’t want her distracted by the obligatory social events we’re forced to attend.”

“Forced!” Lizzy cried, feigning affront. “Why, Mr. Darcy, do you find the society of Meryton so intolerable?” Of course, she already knew the answer to that question. He constantly struggled to be civil in company.

“Be assured, it’s not an insult against Meryton. I have difficulty settling into new places. I’ll consider Meryton the most charming town I’ve known—as soon as I return to London for Christmastide. That always seems to be the way of it for me.”

She gave him an ironic smile. “That’s a pretty answer.”

He scowled. “It’s a sincere one, at least. I’m not prone to flattery.”

“So I’ve noticed.”

He turned his face towards hers and eyed her quizzically. “I’ve always considered flattery a failing. You don’t seem to agree.”

“It’s possible to give compliments without being insincere. Surely you can find one kind thing to say about each person you encounter.”

“How about this: I commend you for walking all this way to see your sister. Are you a great walker in general?”

“Whenever the weather is fair. A country walk on a fine day is good for body and soul.”

He smiled. The pleasure on his face seemed…genuine. Could it be?

The expression transformed him. He seemed like a boy, rather than a man approaching thirty. “A woman is often made lovelier by exercise. It brings a blush to her cheek and a sparkle to her eye.”

Her breath caught. Was he praising her beauty? Surely not.

“Two compliments in one day!” she exclaimed. “Take care, Mr. Darcy, or I’ll expect you to be cordial at every assembly.”

They reached the front door. He opened it, and she entered.

The manor house at Netherfield Park was a Gothic revival with peaked windows and turrets. Darcy’s friend Mr. Bingley had recently let the property. The interior rooms were spacious, modern, and bright.

Darcy led her to the breakfast room, where the Bingley family were assembled. Capturing the full glory of the morning sun, its east-facing windows offered a pleasant prospect of the dew-kissed lawn stretching towards the woods. The walls were papered in a delicate green ivy pattern, bringing the garden inside.

Apparently the family kept town hours, to be breaking their fast so late. Mr. and Miss Bingley were accompanied by their sister Mrs. Hurst and her husband.

The Bingley sisters were fashionable young ladies of some fortune. Both were tall, though Miss Bingley was taller. She was raven-haired, her sister fair, but both had a prettiness that was half nature, half art.

The sisters stared at her with wide eyes for a moment before Caroline Bingley spoke. “Miss Eliza Bennet, what a surprise,” she said with a refined Mayfair accent.

“Would you care to join us for breakfast?” asked her brother Charles. Fair-haired and blue-eyed, he looked too young to be master of his own home.

“Thank you, but I have no wish to disturb you,” Lizzy said. “I’ve come to see Jane.”

“Of course,” Bingley replied. “The doctor said this morning that he sees no cause for alarm. A bad head cold. But tell me if she needs anything—anything at all. I wish her to be as comfortable as possible during her stay here. And she’s welcome for as long as necessary. You must rest easy on that score.”

“That’s very kind.” Lizzy gave him a soft smile. His anxious expression spoke of true concern. “If a maid could escort me to Jane’s room—”

“A maid!” Caroline declared. “Nonsense. I hope I’m a better hostess than that.” She turned to a footman. “Have a pot of tea sent to Miss Bennet’s room for herself and Miss Eliza.”

The man bowed and headed towards the kitchen. Caroline took Lizzy’s arm and accompanied her upstairs.

As they ascended, Caroline said, “How sweet of you to come. We are of course doing all we can to make dear Jane comfortable. But there’s no comfort like one’s own sister.”

“I hate to be a bother, especially if it’s just a cold. But I shan’t be easy until I see for myself.”

“No bother at all.” They reached the top of the stairs, and Caroline showed her into Jane’s room.

“Lizzy!” Jane said hoarsely. “I thought I heard your voice.”

Sitting on the edge of the bed, Lizzy examined her sister’s countenance. Jane’s nose was red and her face pale. Exhaustion etched her features. Lizzy took her hand. “How are you?”

“The apothecary has given me a nice mint poultice. And Constance, the housemaid, has been bringing me willow bark tea.”

“But you’re still miserable.” Lizzy brushed her sister’s blonde hair back from her forehead, seeing in Jane’s face what she was too kind to say.

“It’s just a cold. I hate to cause so much trouble. Especially to dear Caroline, who has been so attentive.”

“How could I be anything less,” Caroline said. “I hate to see you feeling poorly. But now that your sister is here, perhaps she can cheer you.” Caroline withdrew and closed the door behind her.

“I’m so embarrassed!” Jane said in a fierce whisper once they were alone. “It was kind of Caroline to seek my friendship. Yet the first time she invites me to her home, I end up in a sickbed.”

Lizzy shook her head. “If she’s any sort of friend, she won’t hold that against you. If she does, it’s better to know her true nature—sooner rather than later.”

In truth, Lizzy didn’t trust Caroline. She couldn’t say exactly why. The Bingleys’ money had come from trade—but the sisters had gone to a fancy girls’ school that prepared them for fashionable society.

Lizzy didn’t care about their ancestry or their education. But Caroline and her sister struck Lizzy as cold and haughty. Jane, inclined to see the best in everyone, had been flattered by Caroline’s attention. But then, Jane was not only the sweetest and most beautiful woman in Meryton. She was also the wealthiest.


Perhaps Jane’s position had attracted Caroline, rather than her disposition. Lizzy couldn’t help wondering.


“I suppose you’re right,” Jane said. “You always tell me I’m too trusting. I confess there’s some truth in that. But Mr. Bingley! What must he think of my imposing on his hospitality?”

Lizzy lifted a brow and gave her sister a coy smile. Charles Bingley had been besotted with Jane since they’d met a few weeks earlier: the night of the ball at the Meryton assembly rooms.

Bingley was a gentleman of twenty-three or four. His fortune was five thousand a year, if their mother was to be believed. As their mother was the most accomplished gossip in Meryton, there was no reason to doubt her.

An amiable man, Bingley had ingratiated himself with every hostess in the neighbourhood. Unlike his sisters, he seemed ingenuous—as if his kindness sprang from his heart. He would be a good match for Jane, if things continued as they’d begun.

“He was solicitous of your health when I spoke to him earlier,” Lizzy said. “I think he rather likes having you under his care.”

That brought some colour to Jane’s cheek. “Oh, Lizzy, don’t run away with yourself. Mr. Bingley has always been kind to me, but we mustn’t assume there’s more to his feelings than a general amiability. He’s kind to everyone.”

“Believe what you will.” Lizzy lowered her voice. “I’m convinced he’s well on his way to falling in love with you.”


Jane spoke barely above a whisper. “I do like him more than any other young man of my acquaintance. But as to falling in love…I believe that’s premature.”


Lizzy raised her brows, giving her sister a sceptical look. Jane pinkened and lowered her eyes. “Would you like me to read to you,” Lizzy asked, “or would you prefer to sleep?”

“Sleep, I think, for a little while. But will you stay with me?”

“Of course. For as long as you like.”

“Thank you. It does help, having you here. I don’t feel so alone.”

Lizzy caressed her sister’s hair again, and Jane closed her eyes. Lizzy hadn’t come intending to stay at Netherfield. But she was now convinced that Jane needed her, and was too sick to move. So the Bingleys would have one more guest to contend with.

Whether they liked it or not.

∞∞∞

Caroline found her sister in the drawing room. While Louisa embroidered, Hurst napped on the couch. He was the most indolent man Caroline had met. That suited Louisa just fine. She could do exactly as she pleased, whilst attracting no notice from him.

Closing the door behind her as she entered, Caroline flopped onto the couch. The unladylike display would have appalled the headmistress of Mrs. Buttercup’s School. But Caroline was in no mood for the strictures of propriety—no one would see her but her own sister.

She slid next to Louisa and spoke conspiratorially. “Apparently, no good deed goes unpunished.”

Louisa gave her a sideways look and a wry grin. “Are you referring to the Miss Bennets?”

Caroline sighed, the ennui of this provincial town exhausting her. “All I wanted was to invite a neighbour for tea. Now I have a pair of unexpected houseguests.”

Louisa set her screen down onto her lap. She turned to her sister, brows arched in surprise. “Miss Eliza is staying?”

“She wishes to look after Jane until she’s well enough to move.” Caroline didn’t much care for the pert Eliza. Yet this development wasn’t altogether inconvenient. “At least it removes some of the burden of nursing Jane from me.”

“And the servants,” Louisa added. “Plus, she won’t be in our way if she takes her meals in Jane’s room.”

Caroline shook her head. “Charles would never allow that. I’ve invited her to join the family for dinner.”

Louisa scowled. “She’s pretty. Are you not worried that Darcy—”

“Not at all.” A wicked grin stole across Caroline’s features. “Have you forgotten what Darcy said to us the night he met her? ‘Her a beauty! I’d sooner call the mother a wit.’”


“True.” Louisa tittered. “But you do like Jane, do you not?”


“Oh yes, she’s a perfect angel.”

“I’ve been thinking,” Louisa suggested. “She wouldn’t be a bad match for Charles. He wouldn’t have to buy an estate if he married her. They could live at Longbourn until she inherits.”

Caroline’s eyes widened, staring at her sister in astonishment. “Bite your tongue! Did you forget our plan to marry him to Georgiana Darcy?”

Louisa deflated. “Oh, but Caro, the girl isn’t even out yet. It might be years before Darcy lets her marry.”

“Even so, we don’t want Charles settled in Hertfordshire. We want him in Derbyshire, or thereabouts at least. Once he’s married, we can’t count on him cavorting with Darcy as he does now.”

Louisa pursed her lips. “If you want Darcy, you had better secure him sooner rather than later. We can’t rely on Charles to make plans according to our liking.”

Caroline weighed Louisa’s words. Their younger brother was eager to please. He’d been at their disposal since they were children.


Now, though, it seemed he was at Darcy’s disposal. So Louisa wasn’t entirely wrong.


“I wonder…” Caroline said pensively. “If our brother caught Darcy and me in a compromising position, would Charles force him to marry me?”

Louisa eyed her sceptically. “I think it more likely that Darcy would convince him it was all a misunderstanding.”

Caroline nodded slowly. “In that case, I suppose I’ll actually have to seduce him.”

Louisa tittered. “The upstanding Mr. Darcy! I’ll salute you if you manage it, my dear.”


Caroline tapped her forefinger to her lips. Darcy was a man of high moral character —but still a man. And there was bloody little to do in this pastoral setting.


Yet there were endless secluded spots she could lure him to. Though Caroline was still technically a maiden, she knew how to please a man. Poor Darcy would be putty in her hands.

∞∞∞

Darcy had hoped to go riding that morning. But seeing Miss Elizabeth Bennet arrive with muddy boots had changed his mind. He and Bingley remained indoors instead, playing billiards, and Darcy’s mind wandered to the new visitor.

While Jane was beautiful even in stillness, Elizabeth had a more active beauty. The morning’s walk had brought out her fine animal spirits. Her windblown hair and flushed cheeks reminded him of his boyhood in the Peak District. He and his cousins would leave in the morning and explore all day—coming home for a meal only when their stomachs demanded it.

Those had been innocent days, when it seemed the whole world was his. Nothing had restrained his exuberance. That was before loss and responsibility had changed him. Before his one-time best friend had betrayed him.

Seeing Elizabeth that morning had somehow made him feel light again. There was a seriousness in her devotion to her sister—yet her eyes sparkled with mischief, her lips quirked into an easy smile. A woman like that in his life would be a blessing.

“What think you of having two Miss Bennets now installed under your roof?” Darcy asked his friend.

“I’m sorry indeed that Miss Bennet is unwell,” Bingley replied. “It pleases me, though, that Miss Elizabeth has joined her. That says a great deal about their sisterly affection, do you not agree?”

“I do. Georgiana would have benefitted from having a sister to confide in. A brother makes a poor substitute.” Darcy gave his friend a self-deprecating grin.

Darcy’s sister was a dozen years his junior. With both their parents gone, he’d hired a companion to look after her and see to her education. He didn’t approve of those girls’ schools that taught nothing of substance. No quality was more attractive in a woman than an enlightened mind.

In his youth, Darcy had been infatuated with the vicar’s daughter at his home parish in Derbyshire—though he’d never so much as laid a finger on her. He’d rarely seen her without a book in hand. He often came upon her on the stretch of land that separated his property at Pemberley from the vicarage. She would sit reading on a boulder at the top of the peak, the valley stretched out before her.

When he would catch her eye, she would smile at him sweetly. He would ask about her book, and often they had spirited debates about the subject matter.

After he went to university, she married and moved away. His father convinced him not to mourn her. She was beneath his station. Any girl would show interest if she wanted his fortune.

Yet to this day, he missed sharing an intelligent conversation with a woman—one who offered ideas and opinions without a thought to whether it was ladylike .


Caroline Bingley had cemented his views on female education. She was an intelligent woman, yet never spoke about matters of consequence. Instead, she talked about fashion and soirées and the latest on-dit.


And she was forever thrusting her décolletage under his nose. He found it frankly embarrassing. She was pretty, to be sure. But it took more than a pretty face—or bosom—to gain Darcy’s interest.

Elizabeth Bennet was much more to his liking. He hadn’t been impressed by her beauty the night they’d met. The townsmen had set his expectations high, praising the Miss Bennets when they welcomed Bingley to the neighbourhood.

In fact, Elizabeth’s looks improved on further acquaintance. That morning, she’d appeared as lovely as any woman he knew. And her mind was as lively as the vicar’s daughter’s had been. Perhaps more so.

But Miss Elizabeth was not for him. Eventually, he must marry to produce an heir for Pemberley. His aunt, the Countess of Matlock, was helping in that arena. She was scrutinising the daughters of the peerage for someone who would suit.

He expected his marriage would be arranged, as his parents’ had been. An alliance of two dynasties. Love wasn’t a requirement—but good birth, an impeccable character, and a brilliant mind were. If she was beautiful, all the better.


Beautiful. That word had come to mind upon seeing Elizabeth that morning. Unfortunately, she lacked the noble lineage he needed. Nor did she have a substantial dowry.


A great pity. Otherwise, she might be perfect.


The sound of Bingley’s cue hitting its object made Darcy’s jaw tense. Darcy had taught the man billiards at university—now, the student exceeded the master. It’s just a friendly game, Darcy reminded himself. No need for his competitive streak to assert itself.


“It’s deuced inconvenient,” Bingley said. “The prettiest woman in Hertfordshire is under my roof, and I may not see her.”

It took Darcy a moment to realise Bingley referred to Jane and not Elizabeth. “Inconvenient indeed. Does her sister’s beauty offer no consolation?”

Bingley raised his brows and grinned wryly. “I thought you considered Miss Elizabeth only tolerable.”

“At first, I did,” Darcy conceded. “Or perhaps I was looking for excuses. You know I find dancing tedious.”

“Dancing with the right partner is one of the great joys in life,” Bingley countered.

“Then perhaps I haven’t found the right partner.”

Bingley smirked. “Or perhaps you look for reasons to dislike everything you see.”

Darcy scowled at his friend, then took his turn. Bingley was not entirely wrong. The two of them balanced each other: Darcy’s cynicism reined in Bingley’s exuberance, whilst Bingley coaxed Darcy into letting down his guard and having fun.

Some days, Darcy envied Bingley’s ease. Others, he worried about his friend. Darcy had learnt early not to be taken in by a pretty face, but not so Bingley.

So far, with Bingley’s sisters’ help, Darcy had kept the man from the snare of a fortune hunter. But how long could their luck last? It might be best if Bingley took a wife soon.

“Miss Bennet has turned your head, it seems,” Darcy prodded.

Bingley chalked his cue. “I’ve made no secret of that.”

“Is your interest serious?”

“Why?” Bingley scowled. “Do you wish to talk me out of it?”

Darcy flinched. “On the contrary. Her fortune isn’t equal to yours, but she comes from an old family. She seems genuinely lovely, and your sisters like her.”

Bingley was quiet a moment. He took his next turn before saying, “You think I should offer for her?”

“It’s too early for that. But you could ask her father’s permission to formally court her.”

“I’ll consider it.” Bingley eyed him cautiously. “Why are you saying this?”

“Because I’ve guided you away from other women in the past. This one seems worthy of you.”

Bingley nodded slowly, his lips forming a pensive frown.

“You seem distressed by the idea,” Darcy observed.

Bingley’s brows rose. “Not at all. I haven’t given serious thought to marriage before. But I admire Jane Bennet more than any other woman I’ve met.”

Darcy gave a brief nod. He didn’t smile, but a frisson of happiness rose in his chest.


Chapter 2

“Wake up, you bloody sod.”

George Wickham roused to the sound of his friend Denny’s voice and the vibration of a stiff kick to the bedframe. He squinted at the light streaming in through the crack between the drawn curtains.

“What time is it?” he asked, sitting up.

“Nearly noon. I rode here all the way from Hertfordshire this morning, whilst you’re still abed.”

“I had a late night.”

“I can see that.” Denny picked up an empty gin bottle from atop a rickety table—the only piece of furniture in the room other than the bed, a chair, and a chest of drawers.

“Sorry. I wasn’t expecting company.”

Denny eyed the cramped quarters in disgust. “You can expect rats if you keep living in this pigsty. And the landlord will let any bugger who puts a coin in his palm into your room. Fortunately, I’ve a solution to your problem.”

Wickham pulled his trousers on. “And what would that be?”

Denny shot him a broad smile. “An heiress.”

That cleared the muddle in Wickham’s brain. “I’m listening.”

“Her name is Jane Bennet. As pretty a woman as ever I saw. From what I can tell, her dowry is five thousand, and she stands to inherit an estate worth two thousand a year. She’s innocent and gullible—just the way you like them.”

Wickham looked at him sideways. It sounded too good to be true. “If she’s such a paragon, then why don’t you marry her?”

“Because soon I’ll have my pick of debutantes. The old viscount can’t last much longer. He can cut off my allowance because he doesn’t like the way I live—but he can’t stop me from inheriting.”

Wickham considered a moment. He needed to get out of London. He’d racked up too many debts, and the widow he was bedding had cut him off.

“I haven’t any blunt to set myself up in Hertfordshire,” he said, his mind busy weighing his options.

“My militia regiment is looking for officers. The pay is shite, but the barracks are better than this hovel. Besides, women love a man in uniform.”

The militia! Wickham had no intention of fighting the French. “You’re overlooking one important fact. What if Boney invades?”

“If he does, it won’t be until spring at least. You can resign as soon as you convince the heiress to marry you. No need to worry about getting shot protecting the fatherland.”

“Isn’t a militia officer required to own land?” Wickham asked.

“Normally. But this is wartime. Any educated man will do. They’ll even give you a signing bonus. All you need is a uniform,”

Wickham brushed his fingers through his hair. “I haven’t even got the blunt for that.”

“What about your latest patroness?”

Wickham cocked his head. The widow had her sights set on a baron just out of mourning. She might refuse to cover Wickham’s gaming debts, but perhaps she’d pay to be rid of him for good.

“That could work.” A smile quirked up the corners of his mouth. He’d never spent much time in Hertfordshire. His reputation wouldn’t follow him there.

It was a good plan. If Jane Bennet was as innocent as Denny said, she didn’t stand a chance against Wickham.

∞∞∞

That afternoon, Lizzy strode into the library at Netherfield. Her arms were laden with books. She stopped short at the sight of Darcy standing at the window wearing a haughty expression. She hesitated a moment, wishing to avoid him.

But the books were heavy. Perhaps she should simply rid herself of them and be on her way.

“I beg your pardon,” she said as she stepped inside. “I didn’t realise the room was occupied.”

In a moment he was at her elbow, relieving her of her burden. “Allow me.”

Her pulse jumped at his closeness as he took the books from her arms. His clean scent washed over her, wool and sandalwood and man. Tension coiled in her belly.

She hated the way her body reacted to him. Were it not for his inexcusable pride, Darcy would be a fine gentleman. He boasted a noble lineage and a grand estate in Derbyshire. That ought to make him the object of every marriageable young lady in Hertfordshire.

As it stood, his aloof nature and condescending air warned them all away.

Darcy set the books atop the broad table sitting in the middle of the room. The library was lined with windows on the two outer walls, and shelves on the inner. It was a bright, pleasant space.


“Is this what Miss Bennet has been reading?” Darcy asked quizzically. “A farmer’s almanac, Fordyce’s sermons, Newton’s Principia?”


Lizzy couldn’t keep a grin from stealing across her face. “This is what a maid brought her. The poor thing probably can’t read herself. Perhaps she chose books based on how pretty their spines are.”

Darcy chuckled. “They do have handsome spines.”

Their eyes met a moment, the mirth in his expression matching her own.

She warned herself not to let down her defences. This man had insulted her the night they met. He considered himself above her. No friendship could exist between them.

Composing herself, she said, “I planned to get Jane some novels or poetry. But look at this vast collection! Did the books come with the house, or did Mr. Bingley bring his own?”

“Both,” Darcy explained. “Bingley’s are all marked with his book-plate, and kept on these shelves.” Darcy motioned towards the ones nearest the door.

“Ah. That’s convenient.” She turned to peruse Bingley’s collection. It likely held the most recent selections.

She expected that Darcy, given his taciturn disposition, would leave her to her task. Instead, he asked, “Is your sister resting?”

“She is. She tires easily.”

His features softened in concern. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

Lizzy’s heart gave a little squeeze at his solicitude. It was difficult to stay annoyed with someone who showed kindness towards Jane. But of course, he was simply being polite. It meant nothing.

“She isn’t feverish, at least,” Lizzy said. “I expect the illness will pass soon.”

“I’ll pray for her quick recovery.”

“Thank you.” She arched her brows. “Eager to be rid of us?”

His jaw fell, but he quickly regained his composure. “Not at all. Our little group here could benefit from some variety.”

“That’s gracious of you.” She eyed him curiously. “Do you miss London society?”

He scowled, as if it seemed a strange question. “I miss my uncle’s family. Since Parliament has adjourned, they’re all back in Derbyshire. And I miss the plays and concerts. Not the balls and soirées.”

Lizzy wondered why that was. “You don’t enjoy dancing?”

“No.”

She choked back a laugh. “That’s a definitive answer.”

He hesitated a moment, seeming to gather his thoughts. “I take no pleasure in small talk with strangers. And asking a lady to dance is often viewed as a prelude to courtship. It can create false expectations. I don’t wish to mislead anyone.”

She bit back a smile. The man was so serious! What must it be like to imagine his every action infused with such gravity?

“What flights of fancy you imagine in my sex,” she teased. “Usually, a dance is just a dance.”

“I wish that were so.” His mouth set into a hard line.

Annoyance bloomed in her chest at his easy dismissal. “A woman may dance with a dozen men in an evening. Surely she doesn’t think all of them intend to offer for her.”

“You’re exaggerating my words,” he said with some heat, “to make me sound ridiculous.”


There was the disagreeable Mr. Darcy she knew. She straightened her posture. “That’s not my intention, sir.”


“Then what is your intention? You mock my situation when you know nothing about it.”

“I may not know you, but I know a woman’s heart. We’re not so silly as to think that every man who speaks to us is falling in love.”

His dark eyes flashed. “I said nothing about love. I spoke of expectations. Those are entirely different things.”

She struggled to keep her tone light and teasing. “Goodness, what a high opinion you have of yourself! You think that just by condescending to dance with a woman, you create expectations?”

“In some cases, yes.”

Lizzy couldn’t suppress a laugh. “I beg your pardon. I assure you, I don’t mean to mock you.” But she did mean to mock him. Of course she did. How could she respond otherwise?


Darcy’s colour rose. “Through an accident of birth, I’m one of the wealthiest men in England. Though I have no title, I come from a noble family. I’m in good health and of a marriageable age. All of that makes me a catch, Miss Bennet. In London, I’m not allowed to forget it. So forgive me if attending balls makes me feel like a fox with the hounds on his heels.”


Lizzy stared. His unmitigated pride left her too astonished to speak.

The ire on his face did not abate. He looked away a moment, then said, “Allow me to fetch Bingley. He can find more appropriate reading material for your sister.” Darcy bowed and quickly departed.

Seething, Lizzy watched him go. She breathed as if she’d just run the three miles from Longbourn. Each moment, her humiliation at his words grew.

She already knew he despised her. So why did his rebuke leave her feeling so chastened?


Her throat thickened. Did he think she was after his fortune? Was he warning her off? If so, he wouldn’t have to do it twice.


A man who held women in such contempt was of no interest to her. She better understood his aloof manner now—but still, his arrogance was insufferable. She wanted nothing to do with Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy.

∞∞∞

After sending Bingley to the library, Darcy stomped out to the garden and into the wilderness beyond. What had just happened? He never exposed his emotions to strangers, and especially not to innocent young women.

The truth was, Elizabeth didn’t seem like a stranger. He felt an odd connection between them. As if he could say anything to her. As if she were the one person on earth who would understand.

But that was rubbish. She spoke only to mock. He must rid himself of the idea he could confide in her.

He wandered through a copse of white birch, the leaves turning from green to gold. His mind wouldn’t settle. So when Caroline approached, he appreciated the respite. Caroline was sensible and logical. She would help him regain his equilibrium.

Caroline placed her arm in his before he knew he’d offered it. They were comfortable together. Their muscles moved like a clockwork, without the aid of speech.

He couldn’t put a name to that comfort. It wasn’t friendship, much less love. Was it nothing more than familiarity? He supposed, perhaps, it was.

Caroline’s wellbeing mattered to him for Bingley’s sake. But she wasn’t dear to him. He didn’t miss her when they were apart.

Yet he tolerated her perfectly well. He could be placid in her presence.

The same couldn’t be said for Elizabeth Bennet.

Elizabeth challenged him in ways he didn’t understand. No one else dared laugh at him. All the barriers he’d erected turned transparent under her gaze, and she saw him as he truly was.

To her, he wasn’t a catch. He was a man.

Which was wonderful and terrible at the same time.
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