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Blurb
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Mr. Darcy likes to be in control...

AFTER A REVEALING MIDNIGHT meeting in Netherfield’s library, Lizzy can’t keep her thoughts from Mr. Darcy. When her mother lies to her about Mr. Bennet’s impending death to force her to marry Cousin Collins, she acts in hasty desperation and compromises Mr. Darcy with a kiss. He won’t hear of her refusing his grudging proposal, both because he wants to preserve his honor and Georgiana’s standing, and because he suspects Lizzy has certain tastes that will well-suit his own proclivities. That doesn’t keep him from being angry that she viewed him only as a choice moderately preferable to Mr. Collins, and the resentment seems impossible to overcome. 

With his sister determined to dislike Lizzy and make her suffer for forcing him into marriage, and Fitzwilliam himself seemingly unable to forgive her, any attempt to be happy seems doomed. They entered marriage as adversaries, but can the passion growing between them help them find a new accord, or will Lizzy be forced to continue to for pay compromising Mr. Darcy?

While Abbey sometimes writes sweet JAFF, this is strictly SENSUAL. It has mild scenes of a dominant nature.
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Chapter One

[image: ]




LIZZY FOUND IT IMPOSSIBLE to sleep at Netherfield. The bed she was sharing with Jane was comfortable enough, but her sister was snoring, and it was a ferocious sound due to her recovering from whatever infection had taken up residence in her lungs after their mother’s machinations had forced her to come to Netherfield for tea with the Bingley sisters and be caught in the rain. 

She had tossed and turned for a bit before giving up the attempt to sleep, at least for now. It was nearly midnight, and she held a small candle she’d lit in the room she and Jane were using as she entered Netherfield library.

It wasn’t her first time being in the library, of course. Since she’d made the mistake of sharing dinner with the Netherfield party, which had led to navigating Miss Bingley’s cutting type of politeness and exchanging verbal barbs with Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, a man who was prouder and more arrogant than any she’d ever known, she’d had a chance to observe a good part of the library earlier. It was larger than the one at Longbourn, so she was looking forward to having a chance to acquire new reading material during her stay. 

Mr. Jones, the apothecary, seemed to think Jane could return home within a couple of days as long as she didn’t worsen. Lizzy was relieved, and after her experiences with the Bingleys and Mr. Darcy, she hoped to remain in her room for most of the imposed stay until her sister recovered, and they could return home.

As she moved deeper into the library, Lizzy realized there was a light source. At first, she assumed it was just the fireplace, though it was strange that the fireplace was letting out welcome warmth at this time of night. Surely, one of the servants would have put it out entirely before bed?

Prompted by the curiosity her mother considered a character flaw, Lizzy moved deeper into the room, going closer to the fireplace. She frowned in confusion at the sight before her. There was a tray on the table beside it, and she could see steam coming from the pot, though she didn’t know exactly what was inside. It seemed rather late for tea, so perhaps whomever was indulging in warm milk instead. Or maybe even chocolate. The thought made Lizzy’s tastebuds dance because chocolate was a rare treat at Longbourn. When they did have it a few times per year, it was often more egg white and spices than chocolate shavings as an economic measure.

She moved closer, her curiosity piqued to see what book the mysterious reader was perusing. It was a small red tome, but she couldn’t see the title on the outside. She moved closer still, picking up the leather-bound book and opening it. Inside, there was no revealing title either, or an author, but a quick skim through revealed several illustrations accompanying the text. 

Lizzy stopped at one of them, eyeing with curiosity the black and white drawing that looked like it had been done with charcoal. The woman in front of her was bound, her hands tied to a bed post, and it looked frightening. Yet the expression on her face seemed to reflect pure bliss instead. It was confusing enough that it led Lizzy to read one of the passages on the next page after the picture, and she gasped softly as she realized it was describing certain acts she had never imagined. She wasn’t certain she entirely understood what she had just read as she hastily put down the book.

“Young ladies who creep about after midnight must not care about their reputations,” said a cool, neutral voice behind her.

With a startled yelp, Lizzy clutched her chest and turned to face Mr. Darcy. Her mouth dropped open at seeing him before her. He stood in just his dressing gown and a nightcap, and he had a stack of books in one hand. Apparently, he’d left his reading nook to acquire more literature. 

Without thinking about it, she took a step back, her gaze straying to the red book and looking at him uncertainly. Surely, that had not been Mr. Darcy’s reading material? She had no idea from whence it might have come, but she was absolutely certain it couldn’t belong to the prideful, proper man in front of her. No wonder he had gone searching for more books.

“Does the cat have your tongue, little mouse?” He chuckled.

Lizzy frowned, disconcerted by an unfamiliar note in his tone. Generally, when he spoke with her, there was either haughty pride or cool politeness. She wasn’t entirely certain what he seemed to be conveying, but it sent shivers down her spine. She trembled slightly. “I did not expect to share the library with anyone. Pardon me, Mr. Darcy. I shall select a few books and return to the guestroom.”

He shrugged a shoulder. “There is room enough for both. If your bedchamber is like mine, it is conducive for certain acts best done in the dark, but it is not ideal for reading.”

She licked her lips, unaccountably frightened, yet oddly intrigued, by his cryptic words. What exactly did he mean by acts better done in the dark? Once again, her gaze darted to the book.

His gaze followed this time, and his smile was difficult to read. “Netherfield library has an entirely unexpected selection of reading material.” He said that in a neutral tone as he moved around her and sat in the wingback near the fire. “I discovered it myself just a little while ago.”

Lizzy was looking at the book again. “I do not know if you have opened that yet, sir, but I caution you will probably wish to avoid doing so.”

He arched a brow. “Why is that?”

Lizzy’s face flamed with embarrassment. “I dare not say, but I made the mistake of looking through it, and it is shocking.”

He chuckled. “Excellent then.”

She blinked, staring at him in confusion. “I do not understand. Or perhaps you do not understand, sir. It is quite shocking.”

“I am certain I can handle the shock, Miss Eliza.”

She grimaced. “If you do not mind, Mr. Darcy, I prefer you not use Eliza.”

His expression lost some of its warmth. “Of course, Miss Bennet. Pardon my presumptuousness.”

She smothered a groan. “That was not what I meant, sir. It is just that I do not prefer Eliza. Lottie has called me that since we were children, and she is the only one from whom I find it even partially tolerable.” She shuddered, imagining the grating tone of Mr. William Collins as he’d called out to her multiple times over the last couple of weeks of his stay. “Cousin Eliza.” It was enough to make her nauseated.

Mr. Darcy arched his other brow. “Interestingly, Miss Bingley calls you Miss Eliza.”

“I assumed it would do no good to correct her, for if she realized it needled me, she would only do it more.” Lizzy gave the tart response before she could think better of it, and it caused a funny sensation in her chest when Mr. Darcy burst into laughter, clearly surprised at her comment. She flushed slightly again, but it wasn’t necessarily with embarrassment this time. It was a warm tingling that spiraled through her body. She hadn’t experienced anything like it before, but seeing his genuine amusement, and the charming dimple in his chin, prompted by her comment made her smile in return.

“Indeed, I suspect you understand Miss Bingley then. She has flawless manners, but her tongue is as sharp as yours without the subtle humor and quick wit that serves to make repartee with you delightful instead of tedious as it is with Miss Bingley.”

Lizzy’s face flushed again, and she wished she had her fan hanging from her wrist. It had seemed unnecessary to bring with her on a late-night quest for reading material. “I... Thank you, Mr. Darcy. That sounds almost like a compliment.”

He gave her an enigmatic smile. “It is.”

“I should find something to read.”

He nodded to the stack of books beside him. “Perhaps you would like to peruse my selections? If we have both read something, mayhap we can debate the merits of our common read—in the light of day, of course. It is far too shocking and scandalous to imagine spending an hour in pleasant conversation at this time of night. I would not want to do anything to lead you astray, Miss Bennet.” Despite the reassuring words, there was a note of something playful, perhaps even daring, in his tone.

Lizzy, knowing she was being silly, found herself responding to the dare anyway. She took a seat in the other wingback near Mr. Darcy and started looking through his books. Mostly, they were literature with which she was familiar, including “Don Quixote,” “Odysseus,” “The Iliad,” and surprisingly, a treatise on women’s rights by Mary Wollstonecraft. She arched her brow as she looked up at him. “Did this accidentally make it into your reading pile, Mr. Darcy?”

He chuckled. “Not at all. I enjoy entertaining new ideas and testing my own limits. That is not nearly as much fun as testing someone else’s limits though.”

Was his tone ominous or enticing? She couldn’t decide. Perhaps a bit of both, though with a subtle interplay which she remained confused about how to interpret. She cleared her throat. “I have read Mrs. Wollstonecraft’s book. My mother caught me with it and was horrified. She told Papa to take me to the woodshed and spank me soundly.”

Mr. Darcy frowned, but he looked intrigued. “Did you enjoy that?”

She frowned. “Of course, I did not enjoy being scolded. Papa refused to do so. Oh, he took me out to the woodshed, but then we just discussed books, and he made me aware of his opinion on even controversial topics. Books should be freely available for one to enlighten their mind. It is up to the reader to decide whether what they read has value or truth, but it should not be up to someone else to make the decision for them.”

Mr. Darcy looked pleasantly surprised. “That is an open-minded and broad view your father has. Far too many would seek to restrict topics about which one may write, especially topics about which young ladies might read. Your father is more sensible than I imagined.”

Lizzy winced, fighting back the urge to feel defensive. They seemed to be having a genuine conversation, and she didn’t want to mar it with their usual sparring. “Papa is very much buried in his books, but it has given him a keen mind and a rounded education. He just cannot be bothered with the fripperies and frivolities my sisters and mother enjoy.”

Mr. Darcy shifted slightly in his chair. “And you do not enjoy such fripperies and frivolities?”

Lizzy’s eyes widened. “Oh, I did not mean to imply that. I very much enjoy a pretty bonnet or a good Assembly ball, even if I am only tolerably handsome to those in attendance.” She had to bite back the urge to laugh at the way his eyes widened and his brow sharply descended when he frowned.

“I suppose I could play coy and pretend I have no knowledge about which you speak, but I confess, it leaves me dreadfully uncomfortable to know you heard my thoughtless comment, Miss Bennet.”

“I suppose I should have been polite enough not to mention it, but truthfully, you were speaking rather loudly, and I was not that far from you, Mr. Darcy. It would have been almost impossible not to hear your true opinion.”

As he shifted again, Lizzy realized it was so he could look closely at her, and they were practically facing each other now. “As to that, it was not necessarily my true opinion, Miss Elizabeth.”

She shivered slightly at the sound of her Christian name on his lips. For some reason, it was more intimate than when he called her Miss Eliza. “It certainly sounded like your true opinion, Mr. Darcy. Granted, I do not know you well, but you do not strike me as a man who entertains deceptions, let alone utters them.”

He winced. “Indeed, usually I am not, for I abhor all disguise, but Mr. Bingley had caught me at a bad moment. I had been traveling all day, and then his sisters virtually blackmailed me into coming. They threatened to stay home at Netherfield with me if I did not wish to go, and it seemed far worse than attending the ball, though I am not usually comfortable in the presence of strangers. Further, I dislike dancing with anyone I do not know.”

“Yet you danced tolerably well,” said Lizzy, inadvertently revealing she had watched him dance with Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst. There was a tinge of admiration to her tone that she hadn’t intended to reveal, and her cheeks grew hotter still. She attributed it to the fire, and she was certain he couldn’t see the telltale flush of embarrassment in the firelight, though he did have an oil lamp nearby.

His expression seemed interested, but his tone was bland. “My mother insisted on a master. That was before I was sent away to Eton at age ten.”

“I suppose you must have gone to Cambridge afterward?”

“Of course.” He arched her brow. “Surely, you do not take exception to me receiving a proper gentlemen’s education?”

She quickly shook her head. “I object to no one receiving an education, for it is a valuable tool. I suppose I just object to the idea that women are not allowed to pursue such options. There are a few boarding schools, but none are of the quality of Eton, and if a woman tried to darken the halls of Cambridge, you can well imagine how that might turn out.”

He nodded. “It is unfortunate. Of course, there are the fine seminaries like the one the Bingley sisters attended.”

She smiled. “One might give the appearance of turning a sow’s ear into a silk purse, but underneath, it is still pigskin.” She flushed when she realized just how blunt she had been with her opinion. It was unkind too, but Miss Bingley had done nothing to engender kindness in Lizzy’s heart. “Pardon me. I did not mean to say something so inexcusably rude about your friends and my hosts.”

Mr. Darcy was grinning. “I suppose it is naught but the truth. Perhaps having spoken so indiscreetly just now, you will understand how I could be blunter than I intended at the Assembly ball, Miss Elizabeth, and how I ended up uttering something I did not mean to avoid dancing? It pains me that I insulted you in my bid to send Bingley away and cease his harassment to entice me to dance.”

She looked down, fiddling with the book she held on her lap. She didn’t even remember taking it from the pile, and it was another untitled tome. This one was dark green, but it gave no indication of its subject matter. “That is most kind of you to say, Mr. Darcy, but I am not one for disguises and deception either. You do not have to be flexible with the truth.”

“In that case, I shall be bluntly honest. You have fine eyes, though perhaps your words are too pert. You bear a pleasing roundness of figure, and your hair is appealing. I imagine it is quite soft.” As he spoke, his hand lifted from the arm of the chair as though he planned to reach out to verify for himself before he abruptly clutched the arm of the chair tightly enough to make his knuckles turn white. He cleared his throat. “That is my true opinion, Miss Bennet.”

She flushed, using the book in her lap as an excuse to look away. She opened it, gasping when she realized it was another one of the books like the red volume. “You will probably want to avoid this one as well, Mr. Darcy,” she said in a choked tone. Her gaze lingered for a second longer than necessary on a picture of a woman bent over a chair in an obscene and seemingly uncomfortable fashion, while a man’s hand wielding a riding crop smacked her across the buttocks. She quickly closed the book and set it aside. “Suddenly, I do not feel like reading. I believe I might be tired enough to sleep.”

“That is certainly the safe choice, Miss Elizabeth.” His words were almost a rumble in his chest, and he was eyeing her with something unnerving. She couldn’t identify it, but it left her breathless. There was a level of fear, but there was something else as well.

She quickly got to her feet, eyes widening in surprise when she took a step and realized there was moisture gathered between her thighs. She blinked, stumbling to a stop as she tried to understand what was happening. A moment later, Mr. Darcy touched her arm, which made her jump slightly. 

She looked down at him, and he was holding out her candle. “You would not want to forget that and get lost in the corridors. It is better to be safe as you run away, little mouse.” He chuckled again.

She wasn’t certain if his words were meant to insult her or something more, but she wasn’t in a frame of mind to find out. She was sure if she asked him, he would give her the blunt honesty she’d requested, but she was also certain she wasn’t ready for such a thing. She rushed from the library, returning to Jane’s room. She locked the door behind her, though it hardly seemed necessary by the time she had gone up two flights of stairs, and her hammering heart seemed to be returning some sense of normality to her frozen brain. 

When she could think again, she considered unlatching the door, but she couldn’t persuade herself to do so. She was frightened, but her nerve endings were also singing. She felt hyperaware and more sensitive of her surroundings than ever before. Her brain insisted on analyzing every nuance of the conversation she’d had with Mr. Darcy as she got back in bed beside Jane. Her sister was still flushed, and Lizzy touched her forehead, finding she felt much cooler. Perhaps her fever had broken or was on the way to doing so while Lizzy had been in the library in pursuit of a book.

She was frustrated to realize she hadn’t even gotten a book in her haste to escape. She couldn’t explain anything that had happened in the library, and on the surface, it had been innocuous, but she was certain there was so much more happening underneath, if only she knew how to identify and label it. 

Mr. Darcy had been perfectly pleasant and hadn’t said much of anything that could be construed as insulting or worse, yet Lizzy’s entire body ached with an unknown sensation, and she dismissed it as perhaps having a fever of her own. Yes, that must be it. She must be coming down with whatever illness plagued Jane. It was simply muddling her thoughts and making her read more into the situation than existed.

She was satisfied with that explanation, and she allowed her eyes to close. Her mind still replayed bits and pieces of the conversation with Mr. Darcy until she fell asleep, but she was reasonably convinced it had all been far more innocent than it seemed at the time.

That was until she woke early the next morning at the sound of the maid trying the door. She hastily threw on her night-rail and rushed across the room to unlock the door. As she did so, she stubbed her toe on something and winced. Looking down, Lizzy frowned as she picked up the object that had collided with her toe. It was a red leather-bound book, and she recognized it even before she opened it. 

Hastily, she slipped it into the pocket of her night-rail and unlocked the door, allowing the maid to enter so she could start the fires. She returned to bed, noticing the chill in the air, and she managed to stifle her curiosity until the maid had left. Sneaking a furtive look at Jane, who was still sleeping, but seemed to be doing so far more peacefully now, with her breathing much less ragged, Lizzy leaned over to use the striking kit to light the candle. 

She held it aloft above the book as she looked at the pictures and read a few words here and there. It was the kind of book that required time to digest and process and ample privacy to fully comprehend. It wasn’t the kind of book she wanted to read in the same bed with her sister, so she hastily closed the pages, hid the book in the nightstand beside her, and blew out the candle. 

She laid in the early morning darkness, attentive to the hint of dawn bringing some light through the curtains, and wondered how the book had come to be in her shared room with Jane. Obviously, someone must have slipped it under the door, and she could think of only one person who would do so. Mr. Darcy must have been the culprit, but why would he leave such inappropriate reading material for her? She should be outraged. In fact, she should take the book to Mr. Bingley and register a complaint.

Instead, Lizzy closed her eyes, hoping they would soon return to Longbourn. She couldn’t wait to have some undisturbed time, perhaps taking a walk to Oakham Mount, and allowing herself the luxury of reading the forbidden material. Mr. Darcy must have recognized her curiosity, and perhaps he shared her father’s opinion about reading materials. He seemed to have approved of Mr. Bennet’s outlook, so she convinced herself it was strictly for that reason he’d given her the book. It was highly doubtful he meant any offense or had any other intention when he shared it with her. 

Why did that cause a slight flutter of disappointment in her chest?
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Chapter Two 
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LIZZY’S FEET ACHED from having endured two dances with Mr. Collins, and she hobbled off the dance floor to find her mother giving her a sparkling smile. “Well?”

Lizzy shrugged in irritation. “Well, what, Mama?”

“Did he express his intentions?”

Lizzy flinched. “He asked to speak with me privately tomorrow.” She glared at her mother. “Do you know something I do not?”

“He has not mentioned it specifically to me, but Mr. Collins has spoken with your father. He will be asking for your hand, Lizzy, and I expect you to do the proper thing. You must accept his suit.”

Lizzy shuddered, unable to contemplate the idea of being Mrs. Collins. She could barely stomach the idea before she’d finished reading the forbidden book Mr. Darcy had left for her that had opened her eyes to all sorts of things of which she had remained unaware before. The thought of allowing Mr. Collins to touch her in such a way, to be under his control in any form, was enough to make the ratafia she drank before the second set threaten to revisit her via a scandalous and disgusting surge spewing from her mouth. She swallowed quickly, trying to avert the disaster. “Mama, I shall not accept his hand.”

“You will.” Fanny Bennet’s tone brooked no argument.

Lizzy scowled at her mother. “Surely, you cannot expect me to marry Mr. Collins? The man is odious and nothing but an obsequious toad obsessed with his patroness’s opinions. The thought of lying with him...” She shuddered again. Then she blushed, realizing she never should have mentioned such a topic to her mother.

Fortunately, Fanny seemed beyond listening, which was usually the case when Lizzy spoke. “You simply must.” Fanny got a far-off look for a moment, and then her gaze sharpened as it returned to Lizzy. She straightened her shoulders and seemed to have reached a decision. “I should not be telling you this, but you must accept Mr. Collins. Once your father passes, the entail assures he will be the new master of Longbourn. To have you as his wife would be ideal, for you would be the mistress of Longbourn, and I can die in my own home.”

Lizzy rolled her eyes. “Are you dying, Mama?”

Fanny gave her an oppressive glare. “I am not, but...” She trailed off, biting on her lip. For a moment, she seemed uncertain, but then she straightened her shoulders again. “Your father is dying, Lizzy.”

Lizzy took a step back, her head reeling even as she shook her head and refused the words. “No, he is not. He is strong and robust.” Her gaze searched for her father, who sat in the corner beside Mary. They were both reading books under the light provided by sconces lit above them. It was impossible to tell anything about his complexion in that kind of lighting, but she couldn’t believe there was anything wrong with her father. He seemed the same as ever—mainly aloof and prone to spending most of his time in his library, but there was no indication he was ill.

“He made me promise not to tell you girls, but you have to know the truth, Lizzy. In a matter of months, Mr. Collins will inherit Longbourn, and it is incumbent upon you to ensure we all have a home to remain in when that happens. You must accept his proposal.”

Lizzy was overwhelmed. She wanted to stay and argue with her mother, to continue to refuse to believe her father was dying, but she found herself incapable of doing so. With a hastily smothered cry of rejection, she turned and sped from the ballroom, ignoring her mother calling to her. She had to put distance between all of them, and she rushed down a long hallway, feet instinctively taking her to the library. 

She had spent several hours during her brief stay there to take care of Jane, but she hadn’t been back since. The Bingley sisters had invited Jane for tea a few times, but Lizzy’s name was always conspicuously absent from the invitations, and she had arranged to be out walking when Jane had invited them for tea. Not that Lizzy had minded the slightest, for she had no desire to spend time with Miss Bingley or Mrs. Hurst, but she would have been appreciated more time with the library. It lingered in the back of her mind that there were more of those books like Mr. Darcy had passed to her, and she was curious to find them.

Right now, she was in no frame of mind to do so though. Her thoughts were occupied with the idea of her father passing away. It made her heart ache because she was closest to her father. 

Her mother was a peculiar, shallow woman, for which there was little explanation. She loved Fanny, and she was certain Fanny loved her as well, but she found Lizzy equally perplexing. They were just such dissimilar creatures that it was impossible to have a true accord between them, unlike with her father, with whom she could discuss books and various topics for hours. He actually listened to her and encouraged her to have thoughts of her own. The idea of him dying was intolerable.
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