
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: A person sitting on a rock reading a book

Description automatically generated]


Copyright

Copyright © 2024 Linda Wagner. All rights reserved.

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.



  	
        
            
            Oh, the delightful chaos! Our furry friends, those agents of mischief! Will love blossom at the end?

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication

[image: ]





This story is dedicated to my husband. He’s my best friend, and he patiently listens to me while I describe the antics of the characters in a story.
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‘Determined Interference’ is a heartwarming story based on Jane Austen’s classic Pride and Prejudice. In this non-canon tale, familiar characters take on new roles and face unexpected challenges that lead to profound personal growth.

In the autumn of 1811, Netherfield Park acquired new tenants whose arrival brought opportunities and complications to the neighborhood. Family expectations, friendly meddling, and the antics of beloved pets create obstacles that ultimately strengthen Darcy and Elizabeth’s relationship. 

Will the arrival of the Bingleys and Mr. Darcy disrupt the lives of Jane and Elizabeth Bennet? Can a letter from Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam alter Darcy’s prideful demeanor? What devious plans does Caroline Bingley have up her sleeve? As tensions rise, will Mr. Bennet, Mr. Gardiner, and Lord Matlock intervene to steer events toward a favorable outcome? And can the mischievous antics of four furry friends—Jasper, Bacon, Sir Whiskers, and Miss Poppy—create enough mayhem to bring about happily ever afters for our beloved characters?

Discover what happens when three determined patriarchs, one insightful matriarch, two supportive cousins, a shy younger sister, and four endearing pets join forces—intentionally or not—to transform Darcy into a gentleman of true worth. ‘Determined Interference’ celebrates the idea that love can flourish even amid chaos and that, sometimes, interference leads to the most cherished outcomes. Join us in this enchanting story where family, friends, and a quartet of playful animals help shape the futures of Jane and Elizabeth in the most delightful ways.
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Friday, November 15, 1811

Darcy

###
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Striding down the hallway of Netherfield Park, Fitzwilliam Darcy’s boots echoed against the polished marble floors... a scathing letter burned in his pocket like a hot coal. Darcy abruptly stopped at the library entrance, his gaze narrowing upon seeing the single occupant. 

Miss Elizabeth Bennet stood with her back to the door, gazing out the window, her shoulders slightly trembling, a handkerchief clutched in her hand. As he watched, her hand rose to deftly dab a tear from her eye, a delicate, heartbreaking gesture that made Darcy’s chest tighten. Unable to face her, he backed away from the door and silently retreated, passing several rooms before a shrill voice caused him to pause. 

The door to the drawing room was slightly ajar, and Caroline Bingley’s hateful words pierced through the gap with shocking clarity. Her eyes blazed with anger as she hissed, “No, Louisa, this situation is beyond the pale! Those Bennet chits must leave here immediately.” Her lips curled in disdain, and her voice dripped with contempt. “I don’t care what the apothecary said, and I don’t care about Jane’s health; I only care about getting Eliza out of this house.”

“Are you mad?” Louisa Hurst’s brow furrowed in confusion, her voice tinged with disbelief. “The Bennets are the first family in this neighborhood. I will not evict them. It would be a shocking display of poor manners, ruinous to the hopes of our brother.”

“What about my hopes?” Caroline’s voice rose in desperation, her hands clenched into fists. “I will not standby while Mr. Darcy is distracted by that hoyden, Eliza. Her presence hinders my plans to be mistress of Pemberley.” Her eyes darted around the room, searching for a sympathetic gaze. “And Charles will forget about his angel once we return to town. We must get out of this place and back to London, where we can find him another, more appropriate angel to swoon over.”

“Caroline, you are never going to be mistress of Pemberley,” Mr. Hurst said, his voice firm as he leaned forward, his eyes piercing into Caroline’s. “Mr. Darcy dislikes you. You are the only person who does not hear the disdain in his voice when forced to speak to you.” He slammed his hand on the table, causing his teacup to clatter. “He will never marry a tradesman’s daughter who decries the country and its inhabitants. You need to lower your sights and keep your hands to yourself.” Mr. Hurst stood up, towering over Caroline. “Only a desperate flirt grabs a man’s arm before it is offered or attempts to show her bosom while bending over. You have nothing the wealthy grandson of an earl wants.”

Darcy quietly walked away from the door, Caroline Bingley’s shrill voice fading as the distance increased. His jaw clenched, and his eyes narrowed in frustration at her relentless scheming. Seeking relief outdoors, he left the house, heading for the kennels where his Great Dane, Jasper, currently resided. Well, that would change. From now on, his dog would stay inside the manor as a guard against Caroline Bingley’s unwelcome attentions. 

After collecting Jasper, he headed north, cutting through the fields until reaching a footpath to the woods where the dog could hunt. The tension in his shoulders eased as he entered the peaceful surroundings, the sounds of nature soothing his troubled mind. Darcy searched for a fallen log or boulder to use as a seat, his brow furrowed in concentration. Eventually, he found a large boulder and promptly sat, letting out a sigh of relief as he settled down upon it, grateful for the solitude the woods provided and the companionship of his canine friend.

Darcy removed the letter from his pocket and perused the pages again, wondering whether his cousin, Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam, was exaggerating the family’s reaction to the events in Meryton. With a shaking hand, he unfolded the pages and read the message for the fourth time.

###
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November 13, 1811

Matlock House, London

Cousin,

You are a fool... a buffoon... an idiot... a coxcomb, and an arse. When will you learn to behave in a civilized manner? Have you no regard for the feelings of others? Who are you to treat the gentlefolk of Hertfordshire without respect? How dare you speak ill of all and sundry and a gentlewoman within the hearing of the lady and her neighbors? You have placed yourself in the disapprobation of my parents and several close friends. Do you even know how badly you have behaved?

I will enlighten you. Mr. Thomas Bennet is my father’s close friend, just as he was of your father. They attended school together. Mr. Bennet and my father still correspond regularly. They meet a few times yearly with Mr. Edward Gardiner, Mrs. Bennet’s brother, to play cards and discuss business investments. Those business investments supply a tremendous amount of revenue to their coffers. Your father was one of their circle until he died, and if you check the investments you hold, you will find that most of the highly profitable ones are with Mr. Gardiner.

Do you know who owns the estate where you are staying? Did you or Bingley bother to inquire? Mr. Gardiner owns it...a gentleman by any standard and a tradesman by choice. The Bennets are very familiar with Netherfield Park because their uncle owns it. The daughters do not need to pursue a wealthy husband, no matter how loudly their mother decries her fate. The hedgerows will never be the home of a Bennet.

The only reason Charles Bingley was allowed, yes allowed, to lease the place was because Mr. Gardiner thought he might be an eligible match for the eldest Miss Bennet. Your friend is amiable, outgoing, and kind. These qualities would help Miss Jane overcome her extreme reserve. However, Gardiner never met Caroline Bingley, and after receiving Mr. Bennet’s letter describing the shrew, he explores ways to remove Miss Jane from Bingley’s presence before her heart is engaged.

That brings me back to the infamous assembly. How dare you disparage the residents of the entire neighborhood? Call a beautiful woman tolerable but not handsome enough to tempt you? Walk about the assembly room with your nose in the air? Ignore matrons who try to converse with you? You are naught but a gentleman’s son and definitely not acting as a gentleman. Did you bother to apologize to Miss Elizabeth? Did you take your sorry arse to Longbourn to meet Mr. Bennet? Have you done anything to rectify your poor impression on the area’s residents? Have you noticed that no single lady has attempted to garner your attention?

In case you didn’t know, I often met Mr. Bennet, Miss Jane, and Miss Elizabeth when they were visiting the Gardiners. They dine here at Matlock House, and we dine at Gracechurch Street; by we, I mean my parents, my siblings, and I. Mrs. Bennet is unaware of the connection. Neither Miss Jane nor Miss Elizabeth would accept a man for his wealth. Both wish for a love match. You may ask my sister if you doubt my words.

You have been taught sound principles but have never learned to implement them. You must stop listening to the harpies of society and become a man of true worth. I will arrive on Saturday to begin instructing you. Inform Bingley to prepare for my visit. Do not inform the Bingleys about the Bennets’ connections. Burn this letter before Caroline Bingley finds a way to read it. I put nothing past the conniving termagant.

Yours in disgust,

RF
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DARCY REREAD THE LETTER several more times, committing each word to memory, the biting accusations etched into his mind. Humiliation and regret churned within him, mingling with a burgeoning anger at the family’s determination to interfere in his life. He stalked through the underbrush, gathering dead leaves and twigs, his movements sharp and purposeful. 

When he knelt to build a small fire, the cold ground seeped through his breeches, but he barely noticed, his thoughts consumed by the harsh letter. The familiar motions of stacking twigs and leaves brought a modicum of calm, the growing flame a small beacon of light fighting against his dark thoughts. When the fire was strong enough, its heat warming his hands, he took a deep breath, steadying himself. 

With deliberate slowness, he tore the letter into strips, each rip of the paper a small act of defiance against the condemnation it held. He fed the strips into the dancing flames, watching as the edges curled and blackened, the words disappearing into the fire. The paper crackled and disintegrated, turning into ash that swirled up with the smoke, carried away by the late autumn breeze.

As the last piece vanished into the flames, Darcy’s thoughts turned inward, a storm of confusion and betrayal. Why had none of his family informed him of their connection with the Bennets? The question gnawed at him, the uncertainty twisting like a knife in his gut. His cousin’s reproachful words replayed in his mind, each sentence a brutal reminder of his perceived failings. He stared into the fire, its light flickering in his eyes, casting shadows across his features.

The silence of the woods pressed in around him, broken only by the crackle of the fire and the distant rustle of leaves as Jasper chased a rabbit. The dog bounded through the underbrush, his movements a blur of energy and enthusiasm, oblivious to his master’s mood. Jasper returned to Darcy’s side, nuzzling his hand for a brief moment of reassurance before darting off again.

As the flames died down, Darcy remained seated, lost in contemplation. The letter was gone, but its impact lingered. He knew he had much to rectify. Jasper returned and settled beside him, resting his head on Darcy’s knee, offering silent companionship. Darcy absently stroked the dog’s head, drawing comfort from the loyal canine as he contemplated ways to rectify his mistakes.

​
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Friday, November 15, 1811

Elizabeth

###
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Staring at the garden through the library window did nothing to alleviate Elizabeth Bennet’s concern for her sister, Jane, who lay in a fevered and restless sleep in an upstairs guestroom under the care of a maid. Her brow was furrowed with worry, and tears welled in her eyes, blurring her vision. She dabbed at them with her handkerchief, determined not to show weakness. Giving any resident of this house the satisfaction of knowing her discomfort was unbearable.

The garden outside, usually a source of comfort, seemed dreary and uninviting. Elizabeth’s mind was a whirl of anxiety and frustration. The neatly trimmed hedges stood barren of flowers, mirroring her sense of bleakness.

About to turn away from the view, Elizabeth saw Mr. Darcy walking toward the kennels. Her shoulders slumped with a heavy sigh of disappointment, and another tear escaped her eye, trailing down her cheek. She had been excited to learn the man was coming to the area. After listening to her friend, Rebecca Fitzwilliam, speak about Darcy’s tall, muscular figure, handsome face, exceptional intellect, moral behavior, charitable endeavors, and care for his estate and tenants, she had expected a wonderful gentleman... a man she might like.

How could a gentleman be so arrogant and rude? Her eyes narrowed with anger as she remembered his conceited attitude. At the Meryton assembly, he refused to dance with anyone outside his party, barely acknowledged introductions to the gentry, insulted the area residents, and called her tolerable but not handsome enough to tempt him. Everyone who overheard his remarks deemed him proud.

The memory of his disdainful expression and haughty demeanor sent a fresh wave of tears cascading down her cheeks. She hastily brushed them away, frustration mingling with her sorrow. How could a man who appeared so perfect in description be so flawed in reality? The dissonance between the Darcy her friend, Rebecca, spoke about and the Darcy she met was almost too much to bear. Elizabeth’s thoughts churned with the injustice of it all. She felt betrayed by her hopes and expectations, each recollection of his arrogance stinging more deeply than the last.

As Elizabeth watched from the window, Darcy emerged from the kennels with his Great Dane, Jasper, trotting obediently at his side, blending into the landscape until they disappeared. Elizabeth turned away and walked to the center of the room. Her steps were slow and heavy, and each movement reflected her troubled thoughts.

She wiped her eyes again, taking a deep breath to steady herself. Jane needed her. No matter how distressing her encounters with Mr. Darcy were, Elizabeth must keep her composure for her sister’s sake.

As Elizabeth made her way down the hall toward the staircase, she paused when Caroline Bingley’s shrill voice filtered through an open door.

“No, Louisa, you and your husband are wrong. Mr. Darcy will marry me,” Caroline hissed, her voice dripping with venom.

“You are delusional,” Louisa Hurst responded. “The man lives in the country most of the year.”

“What about it?” Caroline’s voice rose in desperation. “I will be mistress of Pemberley.”

“Caroline, you are never going to be mistress of Pemberley,” Mr. Hurst loudly interjected. “Mr. Darcy dislikes you. You are a tradesman’s daughter. He can have his pick of the ton’s noble daughters.”

“You know nothing! He won’t have a choice,” Caroline shrieked. “Once the Bennets are gone, I’ll make him propose.”

Mr. Hurst laughed raucously before loudly proclaiming, “He will never propose. Others have tried to force his hand, but nobody has succeeded in getting a proposal. Several ladies were ruined after their failed attempts at compromising the man. The Fitzwilliams and Darcys are powerful families with ties to royalty. One word from Lady Matlock will guarantee your downfall. You are a fool, Caroline!”

Elizabeth’s heart pounded as she absorbed the conversation. The desperation of Caroline’s words and the harsh dismissal from Mr. Hurst were disturbing. The idea of such heartless discussions filled her with indignation, not just for herself but for Mr. Darcy, who, despite his faults, did not deserve to be ensnared by such a woman.

Determined not to hear more of their conversation, Elizabeth quietly continued to the staircase, gliding past several footmen lingering in the hallway. She must be with Jane, away from the cruelty of Caroline Bingley and the Hursts. As she ascended the stairs, she resolved to stay here for her sister’s sake, no matter what petty grievances and plots swirled around her. Nursing Jane was her priority, and Elizabeth would not allow anyone to diminish the care her beloved sister received.

Reaching Jane’s sickbed, Elizabeth paused, taking in the sight of her sister lying pale and fragile against the pillows. Her heart ached at the sight. Sitting beside her, she gently took Jane’s hand, feeling the warmth of the fever beneath her cool touch. Jane stirred slightly, murmuring in her sleep, and Elizabeth brushed a stray lock of hair from her sister’s forehead. She looked for the basin of cool water only to find it gone. Where was the maid?

As if on cue, the door opened, and Sally, the maid her father sent from Longbourn, entered, carrying a basin of cool water and soft cloths. Her steps were quiet, and her expression was one of genuine concern.

“I’m sorry, Miss Lizzy,” the maid whispered. “Miss Jane’s fever hasn’t broken yet, and I had to fetch more cool water.” Sally set the basin on the bedside table, dipped a cloth into the cool water, wrung it out, and handed it to Elizabeth. “Here, Miss Lizzy. This should help.”

Elizabeth took the cloth and gently dabbed Jane’s forehead, her movements tender and precise. “Thank you,” she said, grateful for Sally’s assistance. “You’ve been very kind.” 

“It’s my duty, Miss,” the maid replied, though a warmth in her tone suggested it was more than mere duty driving her actions. “Miss Jane is a sweet lady. We all hope she recovers quickly.”

Elizabeth smiled faintly, appreciating the sentiment. “I hope so, too. She’s the kindest of us all.”

The maid took another cloth and began to dab Jane’s hands and arms, working in silent harmony with Elizabeth. The room was quiet save for the soft sounds of their ministrations and Jane’s occasional murmurs.

As they worked, Elizabeth’s mind wandered back to the overheard conversation. She felt a surge of protectiveness toward Mr. Darcy. Should she interfere and warn him about Caroline? Could she find the courage to speak to him despite her hurt and anger?

“Miss Lizzy, is something troubling you?” Sally asked, noticing the furrow in Elizabeth’s brow.

Elizabeth hesitated, unsure how much to reveal. “I overheard something troubling that could affect Mr. Darcy.”

The maid paused, her eyes widening slightly. “Do you think it’s something serious?”

Elizabeth nodded. “Yes, very serious. But I’m not sure how to approach the matter. The gentleman and I... we do not see eye to eye.”

The maid considered this for a moment. “If it’s important, Miss Lizzy, you must find a way to tell him. Even if it’s difficult.”

Elizabeth sighed. “You’re right. But I must prioritize Jane right now. Her health comes first.” She continued dabbing Jane’s forehead with the cool cloth.

“Of course, Miss Lizzy,” the maid agreed. “But do not wait too long. Some things cannot be left to chance.”

Elizabeth sighed, her mind a tangled web of conflicting emotions. Whether she liked it or not, Mr. Darcy had to be informed. The question was how and when.
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Saturday, November 16, 1811

Netherfield 

###
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The morning sun’s rays illuminated the breakfast room with abundant light. The clinking of silverware and the soft murmur of conversation between Caroline Bingley and Louisa Hurst filled the air as the assembled individuals enjoyed their morning meal. Mr. Hurst was devouring his second plate of food, ignoring everyone else in the single-minded pursuit of satiating his hunger.

Elizabeth Bennet sat silently at the table, her eyes intermittently drifting over the spread of pastries, fruit, and assorted breakfast favorites. Despite the sumptuous offerings, her plate boasted a small portion of scrambled eggs, a buttered roll, and one small slice of ham. She was preoccupied with worry for Jane and the overheard conversation about Mr. Darcy. She glanced across the table at him, noting his reserved demeanor and the occasional flicker of unease in his eyes.

Sitting beside her brother Charles, whose plate boasted a large apple sconce, Caroline Bingley exuded a haughty demeanor as she engaged in light conversation with Louisa. However, her eyes frequently darted toward Mr. Darcy, who sat quietly, seemingly lost in his thoughts. Caroline’s gaze was calculating, a reflection of her scheming nature.

The sound of horses snorting and the crunch of gravel on the driveway announced the arrival of the Matlock traveling coach. Charles Bingley’s face lit up with anticipation as he rose from his seat, smoothing his waistcoat with nervous hands. “We have another guest,” he announced, his voice brimming with enthusiasm. “Colonel Fitzwilliam has arrived.”

The room’s occupants turned their attention toward the door, curiosity piqued. Mr. Hurst raised an eyebrow, and Louisa exchanged a glance with Caroline, whose eyes narrowed slightly at the mention of another guest. Caroline’s thoughts raced; why hadn’t her brother informed her or Louisa of this visit? And how long was Colonel Fitzwilliam planning to stay in this backwater?

A few moments later, the butler entered, followed by Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam, whose military bearing was evident in his upright posture and confident stride. He removed his hat, revealing a head of dark blonde, fashionably styled hair, and scanned the room with keen, intelligent blue eyes.

“Colonel Fitzwilliam!” Charles exclaimed, stepping forward to greet him with a hearty handshake. “Welcome to Netherfield Park!”

“Thank you, Bingley,” the Colonel replied, his voice warm and cordial. “It’s a pleasure to be here.”

The Colonel gazed at the occupants of the breakfast room, where everyone rose to greet him. Mr. Darcy stood first, a rare smile tugging at his lips as he extended a hand to his cousin. “Richard, it’s good to see you.”

“And you, Darcy,” the Colonel replied, firmly shaking his cousin’s hand. “It’s been too long since we rusticated together.”

Charles gestured to the table. “Please, join us for breakfast, Colonel.”

“Thank you,” Richard said, moving to one of the empty seats beside Elizabeth. “Good morning, Miss Bennet, Mrs. Hurst, Mr. Hurst, Miss Bingley.” He nodded to the others and took his seat after the ladies sat.

“Good morning, Colonel,” they chorused in response, with Caroline adding a charming smile as she tried to catch his eye. She was so surprised by his arrival that she overlooked his greeting, Elizabeth, by name and without an introduction.

Elizabeth observed her old friend with interest, noting his easy manners and the respectful way he interacted with everyone. As the Colonel settled in, the conversation gradually resumed, albeit with more participants.

“How was your journey, Colonel?” Charles asked, his tone genuinely curious.

“Uneventful and swift,” Richard replied, helping himself to a slice of toast while a footman placed a cup of coffee near his plate. “The weather held fair, and the roads were in decent condition. My father was kind to lend me his coach.”

Caroline leaned forward slightly, her voice dripping with practiced charm; she asked, “What brings you to Netherfield, Colonel Fitzwilliam? We are always delighted to welcome such a distinguished guest to our home.”

Colonel Fitzwilliam smiled politely. “I have come to visit my cousin and to see how he fares in Hertfordshire. I have heard much about the charms of this region.” He surreptitiously winked at Elizabeth.

Elizabeth noticed the slight tension in Mr. Darcy’s posture as the conversation continued. It appeared the arrogant man did not entirely welcome Richard’s presence.

During the following minutes, Elizabeth became increasingly drawn into the conversation, her initial curiosity about Richard’s unexpected arrival giving way to genuine pleasure at seeing him again. Colonel Fitzwilliam’s engaging manner and insightful comments made him a delightful addition to the table. Even Darcy seemed more at ease, his guarded demeanor softening in his cousin’s company.

At one point, the Colonel turned his attention to Elizabeth, his eyes full of concern. “Miss Elizabeth, I have heard about your sister’s illness. How is she faring today?”

Elizabeth’s expression softened, and she smiled gratefully. “Thank you for asking, Colonel. Jane is still feverish, but I am hopeful she will recover soon.”

“Miss Bennet is fortunate to have such a caring and devoted sister,” he remarked kindly before taking a sip of coffee.

Elizabeth blushed slightly at the compliment. “Thank you, Colonel. Papa sent our maid to help with the nursing. He didn’t want me to carry the full burden of her care.”

“Your father is a good man,” remarked Richard before adding, “Was the staff here inadequate in some way?”

“When I arrived, no maid was assigned to care for Jane. I am sure it was an oversight, but happily, my father spoke to the apothecary when he stopped by with the bill, realized Netherfield must be understaffed, and rectified the problem.” Elizabeth glanced up at Richard with a glint of mischief in her eyes.

Caroline glared at Elizabeth. Turning to the Colonel, she asked, “How did you know about Miss Jane Bennet’s illness?”

“My cousin mentioned it,” came the curt reply. He turned a disapproving stare on the woman. “I hope your household can bear the expense of feeding me and my entourage.”

Shocked, Charles Bingley looked up from his meal. “Heavens! Of course, I can afford to house guests. Why would you think otherwise?”

“Because you failed to provide a maid to care for an ailing young lady and sent the apothecary to collect payment from her father,” retorted Richard. “Does the local man cost more than a shilling or two for a consultation?”

“What?” An astounded Bingley looked at Louisa. “Is this true, Louisa? You failed to provide a maid? Why didn’t you send Mr. Jones to me for payment? Do you wish to ruin me in the eyes of our neighbors?”

Louisa stared blankly at her brother. She answered slowly, “I assigned a maid to help her undress. How was I to know she needed more than that? You sent for Mr. Jones. You should have made the payment arrangements.” Louisa put down her cutlery, rose, and excused herself. She left the room with Bingley hot on her heels.

Everyone began to disperse, each with their plans for the day. Elizabeth lingered momentarily, watching Mr. Darcy and Colonel Fitzwilliam converse quietly by the window. The sight of them together stirred a new sense of curiosity within her. Perhaps the Colonel’s presence would offer an opportunity to better understand the enigmatic Mr. Darcy.

Determined to seize the moment, Elizabeth approached the pair, her steps light and purposeful. “Mr. Darcy, Colonel Fitzwilliam,” she began, her voice steady, “I wonder if I might have a word with you both.”

The two men turned to her, their expressions curious. Darcy nodded, his eyes meeting hers with a hint of anticipation. “Of course, Miss Elizabeth. We are at your service.”

“Thank you,” she replied, a smile on her lips. “Shall we say in the drawing room, now?”

“That sounds perfect,” Colonel Fitzwilliam agreed, his gaze warm and encouraging.

Elizabeth led the way to the drawing room, her mind racing. She must warn Mr. Darcy about Caroline’s plans and inquire why Richard had come to Netherfield, but she didn’t wish to sound like an interfering busybody. The trio walked away from the open doorway to the farthest end of the room. Richard glanced at the open door, raised a finger to his lips, and whispered, “The family sends their regards, Lizzy. I’ve come to save you from the Bingleys and Darcy. Has it been awful staying here with them?”

Before Elizabeth could answer, Darcy loudly sputtered, “What! I haven’t done anything awful!”

Richard clamped a hand over Darcy’s mouth and shook his finger warningly. “Whisper, Darcy. Those harpies are probably lurking out of sight in the hall, attempting to hear our conversation.”

Elizabeth covered her mouth with both hands, trying to suppress her laughter. Darcy’s shocked countenance was too much, and an uncontrollable gurgle of laughter escaped. Richard joined her, and they soon wiped tears of mirth from their eyes as Darcy, released from the Colonel’s grip, stood expressionless, watching the pair laugh. A tiny twitch of his upper lip indicated Darcy’s amusement.

Finally, Elizabeth whispered, “They are awful. When I arrived, my sister was burning up with a fever without anyone in attendance. Mrs. Nichols, the housekeeper, slept in Jane’s room but had duties to perform, and in her estimation, none of the maids could care for a patient. Papa sent our maid from Longbourn to help me nurse Jane. I pray Jane recovers quickly. Neither Mrs. Hurst nor Miss Bingley have checked on Jane since I arrived yesterday morning. I never thought I’d be anxious to leave this place, but being here with these inconsiderate people is unpleasant.”

“I haven’t done or said anything unpleasant to you,” protested Darcy in a shocked whisper.

Two pairs of eyes gazed at him in wonder. Richard shook his head in disbelief while Elizabeth raised an eyebrow.

“Fine,” Darcy murmured, looking at Elizabeth. “I apologize for the uncouth, untrue words that flowed from my mouth at the assembly. But I’ve been polite to you ever since.”

Colonel Fitzwilliam snorted in disbelief and spoke before Elizabeth could say anything. “Lizzy, what’s on your mind?”

“Yesterday,” she whispered, “as I was passing this room, I overheard part of a conversation between Miss Bingley and the Hursts. Miss Bingley plans to trap you, Mr. Darcy, into marriage. The Hursts told her it would not work, but she disagreed. That’s all I know because I kept walking. The servants may know more since several footmen were stationed in the hall.”

The men straightened their posture; anger flashed in their eyes. 

“That will not happen,” stated Darcy. 

“Never,” growled Richard.

“Jane will be awake by now. I must go to her. I’m sure you two have things to discuss.” Elizabeth curtseyed and left the room, closing the door behind her.

​
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Saturday, November 16, 1811

Netherfield – Discussions

###
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“This is a problem,” Darcy said quietly, running a hand through his hair. His brow furrowed in frustration. “Caroline Bingley’s scheming must end. I, too, heard her arguing with the Hursts about her intention to compromise me.” 

Richard rubbed his chin thoughtfully, his eyes narrowing as he considered their options. “I agree that Caroline is a problem,” Richard replied, his voice equally low. “She’s desperate and determined.” He folded his arms across his chest. “Perhaps if Charles knew the full extent of Caroline’s plans, he would be persuaded to leave Netherfield and take his family with him.”

Darcy paused, considering the idea. “You’re right,” he said, lowering his hand and gazing at Richard with a furrowed brow. “Charles is a good man. He wouldn’t condone such behavior if he knew about it.” Darcy’s frown deepened, confusion creasing his forehead. “But I don’t understand why you claim the whole family should leave Netherfield.”

Richard’s expression hardened, and he leaned forward, his tone gruff. “Mr. Gardiner wants them gone from Netherfield permanently,” he replied, his blue eyes reflecting his determination. “Jane Bennet deserves a worthy man, not a milksop led about by conniving sisters.”

Darcy’s frown deepened, his thoughts racing. “We need to discuss this further, but not here,” he said, glancing around the room for the servant’s entrance. “Let’s go to my room. We can speak there.”

Richard agreed, and the two men quickly went upstairs to Darcy’s private quarters. As they entered the sitting room, Darcy’s dog bounded over, greeting his master with a wagging tail and a friendly nuzzle. Darcy’s face softened as he patted the dog’s head.

Richard raised an eyebrow, his lips curling into a knowing smile. “I see you’ve got Jasper staying with you.”

Darcy smiled slightly, scratching the dog behind the ears. “Yes, I’ve found his presence comforting since bringing him inside yesterday, especially after I overheard an unmarried woman declare her intention to compromise me. Plus, he’s a good listener.”

Richard chuckled, a glint of amusement in his eyes. “Indeed. A large guard dog can be invaluable when fighting off hordes of females.”

Darcy closed the door securely, ensuring their conversation would remain private. He motioned for Richard to sit, and they both took seats by the window, Jasper lying down at Darcy’s feet, his head resting on his paws with a contented sigh.

“About the letter,” Darcy began, his tone somber, his gaze fixed on Richard. “The one you wrote detailing the family’s connection to the Bennets. I had no idea.”

Richard’s expression softened, his brows furrowing slightly in empathy. “It must have been a surprise. But that’s because you seldom attend family dinners, and we never talk about our friends on Gracechurch Street at balls.”

Darcy’s jaw firmed, his eyes narrowing in frustration. “I know that I have many lucrative business contracts with Gardiner Enterprises. I did not know Mrs. Bennet was Edward Gardiner’s sister. You could have told me about Mr. Bennet’s friendship with your father. You knew I was going to stay here.”

Richard leaned forward, his tone becoming more earnest. “Agreed,” he said firmly, his gaze unwavering. “But Mr. Bennet wanted to see your true character. Lizzy has listened to Mother and Rebecca praise you to the heavens for years and was looking forward to meeting the handsome, intelligent, modest gentleman of excellent character who might be an agreeable companion for an intelligent young lady who reads extensively, plays chess, and might be found walking for miles every day on her father’s country estate.”

Darcy’s expression shifted to one of regret, his shoulders slumping slightly. “I cannot defend myself,” he admitted, his voice tinged with remorse. “No matter my exhaustion and irritation at that assembly, I acted like a lout. My mother would have boxed my ears for speaking such deplorable insults about anybody. It doesn’t matter that it was a private conversation. I didn’t bother to lower my voice or see if anyone stood nearby. Miss Elizabeth must hate me.”

Richard placed a reassuring hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “We’ll handle this tactless bent of yours by privately practicing how to respond in social situations, Darcy. I should have taken you to task years ago. You are lucky Lizzy has a forgiving nature, and Bennet is a good man.”

Determination in his eyes, Darcy said, “We shall go to Longbourn today. You can introduce me to Mr. Bennet. Let’s make the necessary arrangements and leave as soon as possible.”

With that, the two men left the room. Jasper followed behind Darcy, who went to the stable and instructed his groom to prepare the carriage while Richard sought the privacy of his chambers to prepare for the short trip.

###
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UPON ARRIVING AT LONGBOURN, Darcy and Richard were greeted by the butler, Mr. Hill, who looked surprised to see them.

“Good day, gentlemen,” he said, bowing slightly. “How may I assist you?”

“We need to speak with Mr. Bennet,” Darcy replied politely, handing over their calling cards. The butler took the cards and disappeared down the hall. A few minutes later, he reappeared.

“Very well, sirs. Mr. Bennet is available,” the butler said, leading them through the house.

As they walked, Darcy noticed Longbourn’s lived-in atmosphere. Family portraits and lush tapestries covered the walls, and the aroma of fresh flowers filled the air. Longbourn’s manor had a warm and inviting charm.

Mr. Hill led them to Mr. Bennet’s study, where he knocked lightly before opening the door. “Colonel Fitzwilliam and Mr. Darcy to see you, sir,” he announced.

Mr. Bennet looked up from his book, mildly curious. “Colonel Fitzwilliam, Mr. Darcy, this is quite an unexpected visit,” he remarked, setting the book aside. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Richard stepped forward, his expression earnest. “Mr. Bennet, thank you for seeing us. May we sit?”

Mr. Bennet’s eyes widened slightly, and he gestured to the chairs opposite his desk. “Of course, please, sit down. What has happened?”

Darcy and Richard took their seats, and Richard introduced Darcy to Mr. Bennet. He explained the situation, detailing Caroline Bingley’s schemes and Mr. Gardiner’s desire to rid Netherfield Park of the current renters. Mr. Bennet listened intently, his expression growing more contemplative with each passing moment.
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