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Chapter one

One





If Anne de Bourgh had taken it into her head to fly to the moon, none could have done it better, nor with more natural flair. At least, that was her mother’s estimation.  

I nodded politely and smiled once again as Lady Catherine applauded her daughter’s alleged talents. Who was I to deny praise to a lady who had precious little else to give pleasure to her existence? Far easier to tender my ready concurrence when Lady Catherine extolled her daughter’s virtues and my cousin, Mr. Collins, trumpeted his agreement. I would seek my consolation later with Charlotte when we would exchange quick, knowing glances over our needlework, and then lay them to rest in favor of more interesting conversations. 

However, it was an object of some fascination for me to watch Mr. Darcy’s responses while in the same room with a woman he must have approved of. Approved of so far as to intend to marry her. Oddly enough, I could discern nothing whatever in his demeanor toward Miss de Bourgh that was any different from his reactions to Miss Bingley. How the latter would have been pleased by that! 

“Miss Bennet, you must play for us again this evening,” Lady Catherine decreed, drawing my attention from my musings. 

I had learned that there was no use in denying the lady. I kept my good humor and obliged, and I imagine Lady Catherine found it quite gratifying to compare my meager talents to her daughter’s… imagined ones, so I rose and moved to the piano-forte with little more than a sly glance at Charlotte. 

“Miss Elizabeth, I hope you will allow me to turn the pages for you again,” Colonel Fitzwilliam offered most gallantly, as he rose to follow me. 

“I thank you, Colonel.” I favored him with a relieved smile. Apart from Charlotte, Colonel Fitzwilliam was the one cheerful part of those fraught and dreary evenings at Rosings. However, Colonel Fitzwilliam could not draw near that Mr. Darcy did not soon follow, and I imagined it was as much to forestall any undesirable friendly exchanges as anything else. Follow, he did, just as doggedly as ever. When I sat at the stool, Colonel Fitzwilliam drew up to my right, and Mr. Darcy was soon standing at my left. 

“You need not fear, Mr. Darcy,” I said, with the most impertinent look I could manage. “I have no intention of trying to ensnare your good cousin by my musical talents.” 

There it was, that self-same half-smile of his which spoke as much of amusement as it did disapproval. “I am well enough acquainted with you to know that you are incapable of such arts,” Mr. Darcy replied. 

“There now, Colonel,” I retorted with a laugh. “First, Mr. Darcy would teach you not to believe a word I say, and now he will persuade you that I have no charm at all! Whatever shall I do to avenge myself?” 

“Why the answer is simple,” the colonel replied. “We must expose him to your charms until he confesses that you have them in spades.” 

“Oh!” I cried, “But then I think the punishment should be falling upon myself, for forever trying to prove myself witty and engaging. It is very exhausting work, Colonel.” 

“Nevertheless, I have every faith you will prevail. What say you, Darcy?” 

Mr. Darcy clasped his hands behind his back and rocked on the balls of his feet, that curious partial smile still in place. “Miss Bennet is again misinterpreting my words. Only a lady possessed of true and natural charms, such as Miss Bennet, does not feel obliged to employ them as a weapon in the war of matrimony.” 

The colonel laughed heartily, but his amusement drew notice from another quarter. 

“What are you all saying?” Lady Catherine demanded. “Miss Bennet, you have not played a single bar yet. I must protest, Fitzwilliam. What can possibly be so amusing that you would distract Miss Bennet from her playing?” 

“It is nothing of import,” the colonel answered. “We were only speaking of the pleasing effects a bit of exercise and fresh air can have upon a lady’s countenance. Darcy, in particular, expresses his admiration for the very healthful glow in a lady’s cheeks after an excursion out of doors.” 

Lady Catherine’s brow wrinkled. “Indeed. None could boast so fair a complexion as my Anne, if her health allowed her the freedom of walking out.” 

“A gentle drive can often do as much as vigorous walking,” Mr. Darcy observed while looking at no one in particular. The colonel nodded, and a look passed between the gentlemen that caught my notice for how conspiratorial it all seemed.

Lady Catherine approved of this idea. “The very thing! Darcy, you must take Anne out in the phaeton tomorrow afternoon. Mrs. Jenkinson will attend you.” 

Mr. Darcy inclined his head without comment, but it was Miss de Bourgh herself who spoke up with an objection. “Mama, Mrs. Jenkinson cannot attend us. We gave her leave only this morning to care for her ailing mother, and she has already departed.” 

Lady Catherine’s features darkened somewhat at this, but only for a moment. “Then you should take Fitzwilliam with you to drive the barouche box. But three is an odd number, and the barouche is far too grand a vehicle to be taken out for such a small party. Mrs. Collins, it would only be proper for you to attend them; as a local vicar’s wife, your reputation must be unimpeachable, but as you are new in the parish, it is absolutely incumbent upon you to call on the parishioners daily. Therefore, Miss Bennet shall accompany my daughter and the gentlemen.” 

I blinked. I would, would I?

My stubborn astonishment must have shown on my face because an instant later, Charlotte was shaking her head with a pleading expression. Having no wish to make my friend’s life any more difficult than it already was, I tightened my lips, dipped my head, and lied. 

“It will be my pleasure and honor, Lady Catherine.”








  
  

Chapter two

Two





“Absolutely smashing! Did you see how easy it was?” Richard crowed.  

“One might almost think you had planned it,” I answered dryly. 

“Of course, I planned it. I was trained by his Majesty’s finest. I plan everything. Even Mrs. Jenkinson was so very obliging when I suggested she might go to her family for a month.” 

“But what do you hope to gain, Richard?”

“Why, what I have wished since I was thirteen, and Anne kissed me behind the orangery. It is more than a means of retiring from the army, although that would be enticement enough. I told you what the surgeon said about my heart. I will live a good long life if I retire now, but one more campaign might finish me.”

“But surely, if you disclosed that to your general—”

“I already told you, Darcy, I’ll not be put to pasture or shackled to a desk. I prefer to marry respectably and step aside with my dignity and my rather inflated sense of pride intact. Besides, I always fancied Anne. You know that. She is quiet and gentle, and we always got on when her mother was not out to break us apart.” 

“But why all this sleight of hand? Why not simply tell our cousin your circumstances and see if she is agreeable to an engagement?”

Richard stopped in his pacing and stared at me as if I had just sprouted wings. “I cannot tell Anne! Guilt her into marrying me? Heaven forbid!”

I crossed my arms. “I say a gentleman interested in a lady ought to declare his intentions openly.” 

“What, and have Lady Catherine flay me where I stand? I have not your brass, Darcy. Besides, why would I stick out my neck unless I am certain there will be one to save me from the block?”

Darcy considered. “Is Anne as fond of you as you claim to be of her?” 

“That is what I mean to discover, Cousin. One can hardly get her out of the house without Mrs. Jenkinson and Lady Catherine frowning over her, but now I shall have the most disinterested chaperone I could have asked for.” 

“Disinterested? You do recall that the lady thinks I am to marry her.” 

“Oh, Anne is no such fool. I cannot say whether she looks on me with any degree of affection, but she is not so ignorant as to think you truly wish to take her. Poor girl!” 

“‘Poor girl’? Why would you say that? She has an estate and fortune grander than half the gentlemen of the ton.” 

“I say poor girl because what woman wants to be the object of everyone’s derision when the man who is ‘supposed’ to marry her could not care less? No, I’m not blaming you, Darcy, but you must have some pity for Anne in all this.” 

“Of course, I do. That is why I have taken care not to encourage anyone and have always tried to act polite but detached. I am curious how you think this will work, with me taking her out for afternoon drives. Lady Catherine will be expecting an announcement before I go away.” 

“Oh, I hope she will be satisfied on that score. Except the announcement I have in mind is rather different from what she must expect.” 

“Precisely. And how shall it be if Miss Elizabeth is there to serve as a distraction?” 

“A distraction to you, Darcy.”

I gritted my teeth. “And to you, as well. Do not try to make me think you do not tease and flirt with her every chance you get.” 

“The lady is engaging! Rather too lively and vastly too poor for my tastes, but a tremendous sort of girl. I confess, she does catch the eye, but my mind is settled on Anne. Do you know, the real fun is watching you tighten your cravat and try to keep your upper lip as rigid as ever when Elizabeth Bennet is delivering one of her saucy retorts. Admit it, Darcy, she has got the better of you in wit as well as charm, and you can barely stand it.” 

“I confess to no such thing. Miss Bennet is a fine lady, but I cannot claim any interest in her.”

Richard smirked oddly, shot his cuffs, and squared his shoulders. “I see. Nevertheless, having her on our outings will keep you diverted in debating with her while I talk to Anne.” 

Debating with her! That settled it. I would show Richard exactly how little Miss Elizabeth meant to me. I would not say a word. 




      ***The next afternoon, at precisely two o’clock, we drew up to the Hunsford parsonage. Richard was driving, and I was seated in the back with Anne. Elizabeth Bennet smiled amiably when Richard handed her into the carriage beside his seat. She greeted Anne, dipped her head to me, then turned around and settled herself beside Richard.

Richard took up the reins, but not before shooting a smug wink at me. “What a fine afternoon this is, Miss Bennet! We were trying to decide which path to take. Tell me, have you walked down by the green?” 

“Yes,” she replied. “But my favorite path is down the treed lane, close to the creek.” 

Ah, yes. I already knew that was her favorite.

“Indeed, that is quite lovely at this time of year,” Richard agreed. “Then that shall be our route, and I imagine the cherry trees ought to be in bloom.” 

We had turned a bend, perfectly out of sight of the parsonage, when Richard halted the team. “Darcy, I am afraid I do not know the way from here. Perhaps it appears rather ungallant, but would you mind driving?” 

I could not miss the faint grin, the half-laughing hitch in his tones. Nor could I refuse, especially when Miss Elizabeth turned to look at us both with such curiosity. Richard dismounted, and we exchanged places. And then, I was sitting beside Elizabeth Bennet, with her skirts nearly brushing my breeches. She gathered them modestly, with the most becoming flush to her cheeks and a demure lowering of her lashes.

Richard was a genius.

“Very pretty,” he declared as he settled in. “Yes, this will be just the thing. Darcy knows these paths better than anyone, I fancy, better even than Lady Catherine herself.” 

I believe he said this for Miss Elizabeth’s benefit, or at least to give the appearance of speaking to her, though he was looking at Anne. But Anne was staring vacantly into the woods beyond. It seemed that my cousin had a rather monumental task set before him. 

I tipped my hat to Miss Elizabeth as I sorted the reins and spoke to the horses. If she smiled at me, I missed it. Oh, indeed, she acknowledged me, but she was too composed to blush and simper like other half-witted ladies I had known. No, my Elizabeth—that was what I called her in my more unguarded moments—she would not be so obvious to the rest of the world. We could ride in utter silence beside one another and be in perfect harmony of thought. 

I need not say anything for her to comprehend me utterly.








  
  

Chapter three

Three





Mr. Darcy said not a single word to me!  

Not that I was expecting him to entertain me, but ought not a gentleman at least try to be agreeable when he is riding beside a lady? Apparently, Mr. Darcy was above such rules of etiquette. 

Perhaps he was chagrined that his cousin had claimed the coveted seat beside Miss de Bourgh, but was this not Mr. Darcy of Pemberley? The man who could command anything at his pleasure? Why did he not simply order his cousin back to the driver’s seat if the situation displeased him so much? 

Any of us could have given the direction readily enough, so the colonel’s excuse of not knowing the way must have been a flimsy one. Although, for a man who might be put out over being manipulated into driving, Mr. Darcy did not look displeased. Silent, yes, but his expression was as easy as I had ever seen it. His voice, too, was cheerful and nearly affectionate when he spoke to the team, and his hand was light on the reins. Even the colonel had not appeared so masterful with the ribbons, and I believe it was Mr. Darcy’s mood as much as his ability that evoked such gentle manners for the horses. 

I confess, it surprised me very much. Not that I thought Mr. Darcy would be a brute to the animals, but he seemed almost to be like an artist at his canvas as he wielded the reins and talked to the pair of bays. 

“You must be fond of horses,” I said at length. 

He almost looked surprised that I would dare speak to him. “I am. I cannot think why a man of sense and breeding could not be.” 

“And have you never had a horse that tested you?” 

“Naturally.” 

“And you were still found of it?” 

“Of course. In fact, it is the high-mettled ones that often make the finest partners.” 

“So, you are saying that you enjoy the challenge?” 

He turned an odd look on me, one that I could not quite interpret. “I suppose. May I ask, to what do these questions tend? Are you still trying to sketch my character?” 

“As ever. And I find I get on even less than I did before.” 

He actually smiled at this. “I am sorry to hear of your lack of success. I shall hope to better illustrate my temper for you over the next days.” 

“Days?” 

“Had you not heard? My aunt has determined that this is not to be a one-time outing. She has asked us to take Anne out driving each day while we remain in Kent. I hope you do not object to the imposition on your time.” 

Object? I could not have protested more strongly! But only in my head. I had not come all this way to serve as entertainment for Lady Catherine’s invalid daughter and her brooding suitor. However, if it would help Charlotte… 

Besides, it was not likely I was missing more time with my friend, because per Lady Catherine’s edict, Charlotte was spending most afternoons calling on the parishioners. My choices were then to spend my own afternoons following them and hearing my cousin sermonize to his flock… or driving beside Mr. Darcy. 

Suddenly, the idea of taking baskets to the sick was more appealing than ever. 

Mr. Darcy must have been thinking something similar, for, after several minutes of uncomfortable glances and abortive sighs, he observed, “Mrs. Collins must find it agreeable to have you staying with her.”

“I assume she does, else she is very reticent about asking me to leave.”

He gave me a peculiar look, as if trying to decide if I was in jest. “I do not believe I am mistaken when I assume you to be particular friends?”

“You are not. If you recall, we were usually to be found together whenever anyone was in company. I appreciate her keen humor and good sense, though I suspect some of that sense left her when she accepted my cousin’s proposal.”

“Mr. Collins does appear to be… surprisingly fortunate in his choice of wife,” Mr. Darcy said, with a curious catch in his tone.

I stared at him. Had we accidentally agreed about something? 

But it must have been merely a slip of the tongue, for a moment later, he was back to his imperious self. “Mrs. Collins must be content in her situation. It is doubtless a consolation to be settled near enough her family for easy travel.”

“But it is nearly fifty miles!” I objected.

“A negligible distance on good roads. Surely, she is not without means or friends who would exert themselves to undertake the journey.”

Oh, the insufferable conceit of the man! Perhaps the distance was negligible to the great Fitzwilliam Darcy, who kept horses posted along the way and owned a carriage finer than many people’s houses, but to Charlotte, and to me, the distance was an ordeal. I spared him a caustic look, but he seemed not to notice. Or, if he did notice, he chose not to respond.

We drove for another half an hour, with hardly more words passing between us. He stopped glancing my way after a while, but occasionally he would open his mouth, as if about to say something, and then abruptly close it. Saints have mercy, but the man could not have been more awkward if he had a third arm sprouting from his chest! 

I think the only persons who truly enjoyed the outing were the colonel and Miss de Bourgh. In fact, I distinctly heard the lady speak at least twice, which was more than I had ever heard from her in her mother’s drawing-room. Perhaps it was a kindness to get the lady out of the house and to amuse her on a fine afternoon. And it was no surprise that she found the colonel easier company than her own betrothed. Who could not? 

However, there seemed to be some odd subterfuge taking place, for just as we were nearing the stream which divided Hunsford from Rosings, Mr. Darcy stopped the horses. “Fitzwilliam,” he said, interrupting his laughing cousin. “I trust you know the way from here.” 

The colonel’s expression was cheerful, but I distinctly caught a disgruntled sigh under his breath. “Thank you, Darcy.” 

They exchanged places once again, and then it was the colonel handing me down at the cottage. I took my leave graciously, or as graciously as I could, with Miss de Bourgh staring blankly at her feet and Mr. Darcy staring straight ahead and refusing to look at anyone. 

If this outing had been meant to further the courtship of Mr. Darcy and Miss de Bourgh, it could not have been less promising.








  
  

Chapter four

Four





Richard had seemed less satisfied with the outcome of our drive than I had expected. He was glum all the rest of the day, even disappearing for an hour at one point with no explanation. We all passed a frightfully dull evening until Lady Catherine retired.  

At that point, I had saluted Richard with a friendly nod. “A promising venture, today was,” I said, by way of encouragement. 

He looked deadpan, and I was somewhat bemused by his response. “No thanks to you.” But that was all he could be induced to say before going to his room. 

The next day, we collected Miss Elizabeth just as we had on the day previous. She had chosen an amber-colored bonnet, one that I had admired especially for the way it shaded and added depth to those fine eyes of hers. Had I said as much aloud? 

No, no, I could never be so plain, but it was clear that she had discerned my approval because I am certain there was some query in her look when she mounted the box and set her hand on the top of that self-same bonnet. I nodded to indicate my compliments to her looks, for she did, indeed, look very well. 

Once more, Richard employed his pathetic excuse of not knowing the way. Anne did not seem to object, but there was a very telling suspicion in Miss Elizabeth’s eyes. She understood it perfectly. My clever Elizabeth! No artifice of any sort would deceive her! 

And so, when I stepped up beside her and took up the ribbons again, I offered her a knowing look which she, I am certain, reciprocated, although I did not allow my eyes to linger on her very long. 

“Are you determined to remain as quiet today as you did yesterday, Mr. Darcy?” she asked at length. 

“Determined? It is not my nature to speak without ceasing, so it is unnecessary for me to determine upon silence, as if it were contrary to my natural bearing,” I replied. Surely, she would understand my reserve. 

“Yet, perhaps you will recall the conversation we had five days ago when we were all in the drawing-room at Rosings.”

As it happened, I recalled every word she had ever spoken to me, but there were too many to determine to which she referred. “You wish to speak of it, so perhaps you will clarify,” I replied carefully.

“Indeed, sir. We spoke of my rather marginal talents upon the piano and how I would not lack for expertise, did I take the time to practice more. I distinctly recall noting a similarity between my musical technique and your ability to converse easily with others. Have you resolved that no such exercise is necessary for your own improvement?”

“On the contrary, Miss Elizabeth, I took your words very much to heart. Pray, tell me where I ought to begin practicing.”

“Oh, no, that will not do, sir!” she protested. “For you are perfectly capable of making an answer to a subject when someone else introduces it. I wonder, however, whether you can sustain a conversation of your own design.”

“Very well,” I conceded, and then I fell mute for an embarrassingly long spell. Where to begin? “Perhaps,” I suggested haltingly, “we may speak of a subject of interest to us both. I have a sister, and you have four. That is something we share in common.”

“I beg to differ, sir. From what I hear of Miss Darcy, she is such a paragon that none of my sisters could hope to compare, even in light conversation.”

I frowned. This was true, but… “But you speak very warmly of your eldest sister. Do you not hold her high in your esteem?”

“None could be more of a saint in my eyes, but tell me, Mr. Darcy, would you concur with my estimation? Does my sister rank as a lady of incomparable manners and gentleness?”

“My acquaintance her is not extensive, so I could not hope to offer a detailed description.”

“Then, you confess that your knowledge of her would be too minimal for you to form any true impression of her character.” 

I did not quite like something in her tone when she said that, and I was slow to respond. “I would submit that she is a difficult lady to know, being of few words and reserved expression.” 

“Indeed? In such cases as these, I would say that assumption rather than true understanding is more often the order of the day.” 

She looked away and fell silent, and therefore so did I. However, her words lingered unpleasantly in my ears for several minutes. And I wondered then… no, impossible! Could she be implying that I had presumed a greater understanding of her sister than was warranted? Might she even have suspected that I doubted her sister’s ability to make my friend Bingley happy? If so, it was as well-placed a chastisement as I had ever heard, and I would be under sound direction to re-evaluate my advice to Bingley. 

But… surely, that was only my own lingering doubts over the affair. She could have no possible reasons to chastise me about Bingley and Miss Bennet!

We had packed a basket that day, intending to enjoy it by the river. I found a place for the carriage, set the brake, and for a second, I lost myself to quiet pondering. Could I have been in error in my judgment? Indeed, if it were true, I would have cost my friend a lifetime of happiness. The matter merited further consideration. 

Richard was already alighting and reaching up to help Anne when I turned back to Miss Elizabeth. She had wearied of waiting for me to help her and was already gathering her skirts to step down herself. 

“Miss Elizabeth,” I said, stopping her, “may I ask if you have ever made assumptions about a person when you had no better information?” 

“I expect we all have. But I hope my assumptions are founded on solid observation and not merely my own preferences.” 

“Well said,” I agreed heartily. “I believe we all strive for as much. May I assist you, Miss Elizabeth?” 

For some reason, she glanced at Richard, but he was already taking down the picnic basket and was paying us no mind at all. “Of course.” 

She gave me her hand, and what a hand it was! At once light and firm, capable of both feather caresses and iron strength. Lucky was the man who held it, and luckier still was the man who could kiss it! It would be a sore trial to keep myself from claiming that privilege, so I sternly reprimanded myself, and set about demonstrating to her, as well as anyone else, that she held no power over me.








  
  

Chapter five

Five





I cannot believe I was so ignorant! This entire series of outings had been orchestrated to allow the colonel to court Miss de Bourgh. And I have been an unwitting party to it all!  

I wondered if Mr. Darcy even understood yet that his fiancée was being wooed away right under his nose. Or if he cared. However, even a blind person must see it. Why, the colonel was buttering Miss de Bourgh’s bread, reclining by her knee and presenting his glass for her to pour the champagne. I could not say whether Miss de Bourgh approved of Colonel Fitzwilliam’s attentions, but Mr. Darcy certainly did nothing to discourage them. Either he truly cared that little for his betrothed, or… or he was a willing accomplice to the affair. 

I watched him suspiciously, wondering what he was about and why I must be present for the entire charade. “Miss Bennet, do you care for ham?” Mr. Darcy asked. “Allow me.” 

He was ignoring the others completely—indeed, his whole attention was fixed either on me or the vagaries of scenery surrounding us. Although, he did know how to make a fine presentation of roasted ham on a biscuit. I took it with a small murmur of thanks, and he favored me with an oddly gallant smile and a nod of his head. Then he looked back at the trees as if searching for something interesting there.

It seemed that the duty of entertaining me had fallen to him, and he did not appear enamored of the assignment. Perhaps it was enough for him merely to allow matters to progress between his cousins, and my company was merely something to be borne along the path of achieving that. However, it would have been a bit more comfortable for me if he would make up his mind between being overly attentive and wholly careless of my presence.




      ***“Did you enjoy your outing today, Lizzy?” Charlotte asked that evening. 

“Enjoy it?” her husband scoffed. “Of course, my fair cousin enjoyed the magnanimous notice of Miss Anne de Bourgh, Mr. Darcy, and Colonel Fitzwilliam! She would be a fool not to.” 

“And, as I am no fool,” I replied, “I did my duty and enjoyed myself.” 

Mr. Collins looked immensely pleased, but Charlotte was concealing a mighty giggle behind that proper smile of hers. 

“In fact,” I added, grinning back at her, “I enjoyed myself so much that I thought I might ask if you could attend us tomorrow, Charlotte.” 

“Oh, Lizzy, I am afraid I cannot,” she said, with a glance at her husband. “There is a Lady’s Society meeting tomorrow, and I must not miss it. I wish I could come with you, though.” 

I was certain she meant it, but Mr. Collins immediately launched into the importance and dignity of her responsibilities as mistress of the Hunsford parsonage. For, as he expostulated, none but the rector’s wife was the proper head for such a society, and it was a providential blessing that such a fine creature as Charlotte had taken up the mantle… for heaven forbid anyone less worthy might have become his bride. 

“There, you see, Lizzy,” she answered with a mild look. “I am needed elsewhere.” 

“Of course, Charlotte. I was only thinking how much more respectable a companion you might be for Miss de Bourgh than myself.”

“What? You are not thinking of abdicating your post as Miss de Bourgh’s chaperone!” cried Mr. Collins. “Why, fair cousin, it can only be a compliment to you. Lady Catherine is eminently wise, and I am certain she means to favor you by the distinction.” 

“Oh,” I replied serenely, “I am certain she means something by it.” 

Charlotte looked away, concealing a furious grin, and then coughing when she could not stop herself from snickering. 

“Fear not, Cousin,” I continued as sedately as before. “I will do nothing to embarrass you, and I will be a credit to my hostess.” 

“See that you do,” he urged. “Miss de Bourgh is generosity itself in the parish. Why, none could be more magnanimous. Yesterday I heard she gave a sixpence to old widow Matthews.” 

“Indeed,” I cried, “an entire sixpence!” 

“You must understand, Cousin,” Mr. Collins corrected me urgently, “Lady Catherine is nothing if not modest in her expenditures, and she expects the heiress of Rosings to comport herself similarly. Miss de Bourgh is permitted a very moderate allowance for personal expenses, including her gentle beneficence—in keeping with her status as an unmarried lady, of course. It would not do for her to appear to be proud by carrying enormous sums of coins. An entire six-pence is marked extreme favor for Mrs. Matthews.” 

I raised my eyebrows. “She is Christian charity itself.”

Charlotte coughed again. “More tea, Lizzy?”

6

“Darcy, I do not know if I can approve of these outings. You have gone out two afternoons, and Anne retires immediately to her room after each outing.” 

Some day, Lady Catherine was going to perforate her wood floors with that cane, but for now, she continued hammering away with the thing as punctuation to each sentence. I lowered my paper and bestowed on her an impassive look. 

“I expect she is only changing out of her outdoor clothing, as we all do upon our return.” 

“But she is up there above two hours!” 

“I did not know that was unusual. Is her color worse?” 

“Her color?” my aunt sputtered. “Why, she is perfectly ruddy, like a farmer’s maid! The wind is burning her cheeks and ruining her complexion.” 

“That is not possible, for we never go above a jog-trot, and the days have been fine. I do not think the sun is troubling her, for she is very cautious with her bonnet.” 

“Then there is no other explanation for it. She is becoming feverish by going out so much,” Lady Catherine decided. 

“Rather,” I argued, “her countenance is brightened by the exercise and fresh air. If she is weary afterward, is that not to be expected when one’s strength is being tried and tested?” 

“Anne’s health is too precious to be ‘tried and tested,’ as you say, Darcy. I insist we put an end to the scheme at once.” 

Richard chose that moment to enter the room. Heaven only knew where he had been, but he was in time to hear Lady Catherine’s last statement. His eyes widened, and his mouth popped open. I could nearly see the steam coming from his ears, so fast was he thinking to come up with an excuse, and his tongue would be working almost as quickly unless I invented something first. 

“In that case, Lady Catherine,” I rejoined, “I fear Anne’s health may never be strong enough.” 

My aunt sat up straighter. “Strong enough for what?” 

“Why, to fulfill her duties as a wife one day. A young lady must be of sturdy constitution to endure what lays before her. If she cannot even endure daily outings in fine weather, it speaks ill of her other prospects.” 

Lady Catherine seemed to consider this. “It will do no good if the building of her strength renders her bedridden.” 

“I think there is no danger of that,” I replied dryly. 

Lady Catherine’s fingers fidgeted on the sofa arm. “I do not like this scheme, Darcy, but you will see that Anne is perfectly strong. No one could be fitter, not even that Bennet hoyden. I trust she looks a bit disheveled after a drive, as a country girl of low breeding naturally must. I will permit these outings to continue so long as Anne does not look ill at dinner.”

I straightened my broadsheet and kept my eyes averted. Low breeding, indeed! It was probably well that Lady Catherine was blind to the contrast between the two young ladies, because never had I seen the equal of Elizabeth Bennet, lending her brilliance to the glory of the day.


      ***“What do you mean, ‘Go back and put on cosmetics?’” Anne huffed. “Mama does not permit me—” 

I glanced over my shoulder and made a hushing gesture at my cousin. “Surely you have something that will… I do not know how to put it.” I gestured in a fruitless attempt at expression. 

“Make me pretty?” she retorted. 

Anne could be a sarcastic creature when away from her mother’s governing influence. She rarely missed a chance to scold me over our supposed engagement and my lack of interest therein, even though her feelings matched mine exactly. There was enough of her mother in her that she occasionally saw fit to exact her pound of flesh by some insult aimed more at me than at herself.

“I am sure such measures are unnecessary,” I replied, though I think my ears must have caught fire for how hot they felt. “You are looking very well this evening.”

Anne stared at me expectantly. “Then, why do I need cosmetics for dinner?” 

“Lady Catherine is concerned that these outings are proving too much a trial for your health. And, as you do look rather red—”

She flushed redder still and cleared her throat. “That is none of your concern, Darcy.” 

“And I would rather it did not become so, but if you mean to continue enjoying your outings, and whatever you do to amuse yourself after you come back, I suggest you take measures not to look feverish.” 

She thinned her lips. “I will see what I can do.” 

She turned away, but I stopped her. “Anne, I do trust you have been feeling well.” 

“Better than ever, and I daresay better than you,” she retorted with a sweet smile. “I will see you at dinner, Darcy.”


      ***“I tell you, Darcy, it is not working.” Richard was pacing, alternately raking his hands through his hair, and covering his mouth as he walked.

“How do you mean? I thought matters were turning quite conclusively in your favor.”

“No, no, I believe Anne still thinks it is you displaying an interest in her, albeit for the first time.” 

I scoffed. “Anne is no fool. She cannot be so blind as to think I would court her by sitting in the driver’s seat with another lady while you sat beside her. Besides, I spoke with her earlier, and she is most assuredly not waiting around for me.” 

“No…” Richard scratched his chin. “But I believe she needs a little more persuasion before she will accept me. She has to know what a horror Lady Catherine will become if she chooses me, and I do not think she is quite ready to take that leap.” 

“Then you must be more frank with her. If you will not tell her all your troubles just yet, you must at least say something of your urgency. I have already advised her as much as I intend to do.” 

“Oh, I did not mean for you to do it.” Richard dismissed me with a wave. “And I do not think much of telling her we must court by the calendar. One cannot woo a lady with the elegance of a charging bull, but I must find some way to speed matters up. For one thing, there has hardly been any hint of romance about our outings, particularly with you and Miss Bennet either ignoring each other or bickering the whole time.” 

“Bickering? You make it sound as if we are squabbling like children. We are most often debating as intelligent adults are wont to do. Miss Bennet has an unusually keen mind.”

“And you simply cannot resist provoking her.” 

“Provoking? I hope not, but I do enjoy hearing her speak. What would you have me do? Flirt openly with the lady?” 

“It cannot hurt.” 

I stared at him. “Ridiculous.” 

“I am serious, Darcy. There would be nothing to put Anne in mind for courting, like seeing another couple who are obviously attracted to one another.” 

“Obviously!” I sputtered. 

“Oh, come, Darcy. If I were deaf and dumb, as well as blind, it would be hard to miss. You cannot take your eyes from the lady. All I ask is that you… oh, I do not know. Soften a little. Smile at her now and then, let her tease you a bit.” 

“Elizabeth Bennet teases me quite enough, thank you.” 

“Yes, and every time, you get red around the collar and act as if it displeases you when I know perfectly well that you will spend the whole evening recalling what she said and trying to think of better ripostes to her sallies.” 

I narrowed my eyes, refusing to rise to his accusation of infatuation with Elizabeth Bennet. He was… well, he was not wrong, but I could not let him know that. “What do you mean for me to do? Leave the lady on with expectations I cannot satisfy?” 

“Good heavens, Darcy, you act as if I am asking you to behave like a rake. All I am asking is for you to act a little merry, lose the frown, and pretend as if you were sitting next to a beautiful woman on a fine day. And if you should think to take her out for a stroll after luncheon, leading her in one direction while I take Anne the other way, I will be forever in your debt.”

I regarded him narrowly. “And set us both up for a compromise?”

Richard flashed me a guilty smile. “Now, come, Darcy, you know I would never act dishonorably, but it will demonstrate to Anne once and for all that you are quite firmly out of the running.” 

“She knew that years ago.” 

“And—” Richard held up a finger— “it will help her feel less the focus of the crowd so she will be more willing to talk and act like a lady in love. It is hard to get Anne to say anything at all while she knows others are listening. If your attention is fixed pleasurably on Miss Bennet, and hers on you…” 

I sighed reluctantly. “Yes, yes, I see. But I mean to do nothing that would give rise to any speculation or expectations from another quarter.” 

“Of course, Darcy, of course. Just help me with the setting a bit. That is all I ask. I will name my first son after you for this.”

I did not remind my cousin that the likelihood of him ever having a son seemed remote if he was fixed on our cousin as his bride. There was no point in returning to that subject, for he decided long ago that Anne’s other charms—most notably, her fortune and lack of other prospects—were far more attractive than a house full of bairns. 

“Cheer up, Darcy. Can it really be such a chore to let Miss Elizabeth Bennet provoke you to laughter?” 

I cocked a narrow eye at him. “You can have no possible idea.”
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Again, I was to go out with the party from Rosings. I dragged my feet when it was time to go upstairs and dress for the outing. It would not have been such a trying venture if I had any say in the matter. Had it been my idea, I would have looked forward to each day for the fresh air and pleasant scenery, if not the company. 

However, even Charlotte had drawn me aside with a private plea not to create waves in the tranquil waters of Rosings Park. She had her husband neatly eating out of her hand and his lady patroness interrupting the household management less than she had in the first days of their marriage. If I caused a fuss, poor Charlotte would have to begin all over, establishing hers as a smooth and drama-free household.

And so, I acquiesced. The inconvenience must be put to an end sooner rather than later, and surely even one of Mr. Darcy’s stubbornness would not persist in daily carriage rides over the next two weeks. Rain, if nothing else, would soon put an end to this frequent bore. It seemed, however, that I underestimated another member of the party—namely, Lady Catherine. 

“Her ladyship expresses her most magnanimous appreciation,” my cousin had gloated that very morning. “She sent a note in which she recommended the topic of my sermon on Sunday, but she also praised Miss de Bourgh’s glowing countenance and abundant health. Did I not tell you, my cousin? Is she not everything beneficent and magnanimous?” 

“I fail to see how one note speaking well of her daughter’s health is magnanimous,” I disagreed mildly. 

“Oh, but you have not heard the whole! For she specifically says—” he held a note up and found a place with his finger. “Yes, here it is. She specifically says to convey her direction for Miss Bennet to continue as she is, for—this is what she says exactly— ‘her influence has been found helpful and not at all offensive.’ There, are you not pleased with such an effusive recommendation?” 

I thinned my lips and smiled at Charlotte. “Eminently so.” 

“I knew you would be. It is always my pleasure to see that lady Catherine finds reasons for praise. I take great delight in seeing my efforts noted in such away.” 

“I am certain you do,” I said, without looking up as I turned the page of my book. Charlotte started coughing again.


      ***There are certain individuals who, no matter the provocation or strains of the moment, always seem to appear fresh and radiant. My cousin Anne is not one of these individuals. Elizabeth Bennet, however… I took care to look away after she mounted the carriage. It would not do for such a perceptive creature to note the way my eyes tended to linger on her, nor could I bear the humiliation of Richard discovering my true inclinations. 

There they strayed, however, and no amount of denial would serve. I had wholly lost my head over that Hertfordshire lass. I only wondered what my father would say if he could have seen it. Oh! The lecture I would have received about letting my eyes wander! 

But that was not the worst of it. No, indeed, for I was to discover what a wretch I really had become. The worst of it was that I was utterly unrepentant. I was enjoying my transgression to the full.

Had my father lived to bear witness to my infatuation, I doubt I should have left off. In fact, a word of remonstrance might have pushed me into a still more defiant act. I might have even… Good heavens! 

I snatched my gaze away from the soft curve of her cheek in profile and drummed my fingers on the ledge of the carriage. It was certainly not an option to drag Miss Bennet down off that seat and kiss her soundly, but I would be lying if I tried to claim that notion had not just almost robbed me of all my sense. 

“Do you mean to lose your way again today, Colonel Fitzwilliam?” she asked in such a light tone of amusement that something in my stomach dropped. No one sounded quite like her: my will-o-the-wisp with the fine eyes and bewitching smile.

“I never mean to lose my way,” Richard laughed back, “but I am afraid I have already done so.” 

“I do not think you are lost at all, Colonel.” 

“No?” There was a slight check in Richard’s tone, and I saw the reins twitch in his hand. Beside me, Anne stirred for the first time that day, her attention fixed on the pair in the front seat. I wondered what she made of the affair, but so far, she yielded no clues.

“Not for a moment,” Elizabeth continued. “I believe you are far too clever for that. Indeed, I think I have a divined the real purpose for your lack of navigational skills.” 

“Pray, tell me all my secrets, Miss Bennet,” he returned, his voice not quite so easy as a moment before. 

“Oh, it is perfectly simple. Why go to the effort of managing the team and watching the road when Mr. Darcy is perfectly happy to do so himself? As you are the more gregarious of the two of you, it renders you more available for conversation when you are not distracted by driving.” 

“There you have it, Miss Elizabeth,” Richard agreed readily. “I daresay, Darcy, we will not be able to fool this one. Best guard our tongues, eh, old boy?” 

Elizabeth turned to look over at her shoulder at me just then. 

“I never expected to fool Miss Bennet, nor would I wish to,” I answered. 

“But you do find it stimulating, I wager, to set me up with a mystery and then let me guess at it,” she said. 

“I cannot deny that.” 

Her eyes had fixed on mine, and for a moment, my throat closed of its own accord. Had Richard not stepped down from the seat just then and coughed so conspicuously, I doubt not that I would have simply sat there and admired her pert nose or those sparkling, eloquent eyes. 

But Richard was getting down, and this was my chance to sit beside the lady once again, rather than staring at her from the back. She settled her skirts when I came beside her, and there was a second—did I imagine it? Her fingers seemed to drift from the edge of her skirt to the leather of the seat, terribly close to my leg. She peeped up at me, and I do believe she was blushing when she returned her hand to her lap. I clicked to the team, trying my best not to watch her, but the damage was done. 

Elizabeth Bennet, in her proper and demure way, was flirting with me.
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I think if Mr. Darcy ever falls head over ears for a woman, she will be the last to know of it. 

Not that I think such a proud and haughty man could ever be lain waste by mortal woman. No, his dignity would not suffer such a surrender! But if it ever did, I believe he would be so stiff in her presence that she would be utterly convinced that he despised her. I do not state that as a mere supposition. I have proof. 

“What should we talk of today, Miss Elizabeth?” he had asked as we were setting out. 

“Oh! I have no particular requests. You may tell me about the costliness of the buttons on your waistcoat, and I would be quite content to respond with my admiration. After that, we may be silent.” 

He turned a dour eye on me, with which I am sure he meant to deride my sense of humor. Charlotte would have laughed, but apparently, it did not amuse Mr. Darcy. “I dress with care, as is suitable and proper, but I am not one to boast over my wardrobe, Miss Bennet.”

“Why, then, you could amuse me with your observations of the weather. I assure you, I would find it supremely engaging.”

“I know that for an untruth, for you would only use the subject later to abuse me.” 

“Abuse you! Mr. Darcy, of what can you be speaking?” 

“Do not ladies talk amongst themselves about the foolishness of gentleman?” 

“Indeed, they do. How is that offensive?” 

“Is there a more banal topic than the weather? No, indeed, if I wished to assure myself of your mockery, there would be no better way to do it. Therefore, I shall not succumb to the temptation to talk of such mundane matters and expose myself to ridicule. I think you would consider it an affront if I took tales of your burgeoning efforts at the pianoforte to laugh about with my friends.” 

“I do not see how that is the same thing,” I replied airily. 

“It is when the gentleman has no talent for conversation.” 

“But no one is mocking your conversational skills. Why would you even be defensive about that?” 

He turned his head again, and in a steady, grave tone, replied, “No man wishes to be made a fool of.” 

“Then do not make a fool of yourself, sir,” I answered crisply. 

He looked back to the horses and fell completely mute. I am certain I would have found it amusing enough simply to listen to Colonel Fitzwilliam and Miss de Bourgh behind us, but they, too, had gone silent. Except for the colonel, who occasionally pointed out a particular sort of bird nesting in the bushes, we were a depressing party for the next twenty minutes until we reached the place where we had picnicked the day before. 

I settled it with myself then. If no one else attending these daily outings would exert themselves to conversation, I would give up that effort and simply enjoy the scenery.


      ***“Darcy, you must exert yourself a little bit!” Richard hissed as we were taking the picnic basket down off the carriage. “Why will you not speak to Miss Elizabeth?”

“I did. We spoke for three minutes, and I daresay it was a most engaging interlude.” 

“Really? What did you speak about?” 

“Why, we spoke of… I believe we spoke of our lack of something to speak of.” I frowned. “Miss Elizabeth is a rather intimidating conversationalist.” 

“Intimidating, my eye! The girl is perfectly agreeable. Why, she is ten times sweeter than Miss Emma Brooks, who was badgering you so determinedly last season. And Caroline Bingley! I would fall on my saber before I let her within bayonet-range! Give me Miss Elizabeth to talk to any day. I cannot fathom why you are always so tongue-tied around her unless she has got to your heart, as well as your head.” 

“Do not be ridiculous. I am unassailable.” 

“Then, for heaven’s sake, man, lend me some help and talk to your lady so I can talk to mine!” 

Richard reached over me with a jerk of his arm and a dirty glare. He hefted the basket himself and marched over to where the ladies were spreading out the blanket, leaving me to follow in a muddled and blackened state of mind. Naturally, there was nothing I would have liked better than to let down my guard, cross swords with the lady, and let her engage my mind with my defenses all laid aside. But it was a perilous prospect, sure to end in one of two ways—ruin and cataclysm, or a wedding. 

That latter… was sounding less and less terrifying. 

Elizabeth looked up to me with such a perfect challenge in those flashing eyes that there was nothing else for it. I claimed the place close to her, and devil take the rest. Richard sprawled beside Anne in such a casual fashion that one might presume them for an engaged couple rather than a clandestine and uncertain—and perhaps one-sided—courtship. 

I saw the arch of Miss Elizabeth’s brows, the tiny crease beside her mouth, then she glanced at me. And there was such a comprehension in her eyes that I understood it at once—she had seen Richard’s design. Of course, she had! She was no fool. And perhaps… 

Yes, perhaps I could make my task easier if I enlisted her as an ally rather than the unwitting object of my bungled fascination. 


      ***Once again, we enjoyed a fine alfresco tea, although anyone in their senses would question the weather's reliability in April for daily picnics. Our luck was no different than one might expect, for though the day was clear and even warm, I felt a bit of dampness soaking into my skirts through the blanket when we finally stood. 

Miss de Bourgh had arranged herself carefully on a thick quilt atop the picnic blanket, so it is doubtful she felt any discomfort. However, the colonel was at her side at once, concerned that she might have caught a chill after sitting so long on the grass. He suggested a bit of walking by the sunny pond to warm us before our return, and we all agreed.

“Miss Elizabeth,” Mr. Darcy said as he got to his feet beside me, “The path by the pond is short, and I would prefer a longer walk. Perhaps you fancy a view of the anemone wood before we mount the carriage again?” 

I had to confess that yes, this was a most agreeable idea, for I always liked seeing such a cheerful carpet of flowers raising their heads in the spring. Besides, a short walk would not suffice for airing my clothing, and sitting beside a man with damp skirts was not a notion to my liking. 

“I thank you, yes,” I agreed. 

Mr. Darcy gave me his arm. “Do you enjoy admiring nature, Miss Elizabeth? Perhaps the thrushes are nesting.” 

It was a thin excuse, but foolishly, I permitted him to lead me away. I noted with some dismay that Colonel Fitzwilliam supplied an equally pitiful reason to coax Miss de Bourgh to the sun-dazzled pond in the opposite direction. 

I walked beside Mr. Darcy, only waiting for the uncomfortable moment to come to an end. My one consolation was that this was a man who had every reason not to behave in any manner that might induce gossip or necessitate a hasty marriage. No, he would sooner jump off a cliff! He looked no happier than I was, as he kept toying with his cuff links and clearing his throat. 

At last, he stopped, cast a glance over his shoulder to be certain we were alone, and addressed me. He was very red in the face, and his voice was earnest, but he said something so preposterous that I had to scratch my ear to be certain I heard correctly. 

“Miss Elizabeth, I hope I can enlist your aid in a most vexing matter. I require some assistance in my endeavors at matchmaking.”
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I stared. Coughed nervously, just like Kitty, and stared some more. “Matchmaking? Then, it is true, and you are a willing party to all this.” 

Mr. Darcy did something then that surprised me even more. His countenance cleared—most handsomely if I must say—and he offered me the sort of smile that even a less attractive man could employ with devastating efficacy. On Mr. Darcy, the whole effect was somewhat dizzying. 

“Indeed, and I see you are not ignorant of matters yourself.” 

“How could I be? What with the colonel so overt in his attentions and you so obligingly stepping aside, the matter seems rather obvious.” 

“Perhaps to you and to myself, but the lady wants some encouragement.” 

I crossed my arms. “Encouragement of what kind? I shall have no part in any scheme to ruin Miss de Bourgh.”

Mr. Darcy made an expression of patent distaste. “We are of the same mind in that.” He offered his arm again, and we began to walk more slowly as he continued. “I believe she does not object to being courted by Fitzwilliam rather than myself, but it will take more than that to arrange the affair. First of all, time is of the essence.” 

“Time? How so?” 

“We are set to depart in ten days. Next month, Fitzwilliam expects to be sent to the Continent, unless he has cause to sell his commission and get out.” 

Mr. Darcy’s mouth worked seriously, and he brushed a little wood flower with his toe before looking back up to me with as earnest an expression as I had ever seen from him. “I would not have you think my cousin is a coward or unwilling to do his duty for King and Country. Indeed, he has served with distinction for fifteen years already and has seen numerous assignments overseas.” 

“But he would prefer to avoid another one?” I guessed. 

“He must avoid another one. His pride does not permit him to speak of it, so I will not, but there is a pressing reason, and not one that his dignity will suffer to be made public.” 

“So,” I continued, my tone not at all accommodating, “Miss de Bourgh is his ticket to a free and prosperous life?” 

“You make it sound very cold. I assure you it is nothing of the kind. Fitzwilliam fancied Anne when we were children and has long resented that Lady Catherine intended her for me. My wishes were always more closely aligned with his own, but I expect Richard was waiting for me to marry elsewhere before he addressed the matter. Now, he has not the time for that, but no one may speak of it without raising our aunt’s wrath. And Anne herself is certainly unaware of it.” 

“Perhaps she is not now,” I said. “Even at this moment, they are walking alone together. We are abysmal chaperones, Mr. Darcy. Is your intent that they should become in trapped in a compromise together?” 

He stopped and smiled down at me with an odd quirk to his lips. “I would never do that to either of my cousins. We shall rejoin them in a moment before they pass out of earshot. No, there is another thing that I would ask of you. Were it not something I found personally… arduous, I would not have to be so plain, but there it is. Anne must be so convinced of her desire to marry Fitzwilliam by the time we are scheduled to leave that she will be willing to defy her mother for him.” 

“Do you mean you would still go away, leaving the lady to face her own mother’s disappointment and indignation over the match?” 

“If such a match is to be, there would be no cause for Fitzwilliam to stay away longer than it will take him to sell his commission. But Anne must know her own heart, and I fear at the moment, it is only lukewarm.” 

I shrugged, lifting my hands in a helpless gesture. “I do not know what you expect me to do about such a problem, sir. If you will excuse me, I believe I should be going back.”

“Wait one moment more, please, for I am coming to it. My cousin has hopes that with…” he cleared his throat and tugged at his waistcoat. “Well, with… certain... lively examples... Miss de Bourgh might be induced to behave with more warmth and less reserve. He has this odd notion that a more open manner between them might be the deciding agent in leading her heart.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “I do not understand.” 

Mr. Darcy sighed. “My cousin specifically requested that we… that you and I, that is… that we behave in a manner indicative of courtship ourselves.” 

I could not conceal the gasp of horror that escaped me. “Do you mean you want me to flirt with you?” 

One side of his mouth twitched curiously, but then his expression sobered again. “The request was not mine, but… Yes.” 

I was shaking my head and already walking away. “Mr. Darcy, I have my own reputation to keep. It would be most imprudent for either of us to engage in behavior we would regret later.” 

“Regret?” One of his eyebrows edged up, but then he cleared his throat and straightened his shoulders. “I agree, which is why such interactions will take place only when we are away from the house, and for the benefit of Colonel Fitzwilliam and Miss de Bourgh. We shall keep it as a strict matter of business between ourselves.”

I squinted up at him, waiting for his facade to crack, but it did not. “Are you truly asking this of me?” 

His lips pursed. “Do you find it so distasteful?” 

“Indeed, I do! Are you not the man who once told me that disguise of every sort is your abhorrence?” 

He winced at this. “I do not consider this disguise.” 

“What do you call it?” 

He shifted on his feet. “A noble deed. Something I find acutely uncomfortable in every way, but intended only for good.”

I tilted my chin down and regarded him through one eye. “Manipulating another woman’s sentiments—a woman you were expected to marry yourself? Putting on an act to induce her to behavior that is out of character for her? How is this only for good?” 

“Because I know Anne,” he shot back at last, his fist tightening on his walking stick. “I believe she would like very much to find the courage to engage herself to Fitzwilliam, but she is afflicted with mortifying reticence. I also know how unappealing and perhaps untrustworthy her other options will be if she loses Fitzwilliam, and Lady Catherine sees me choose another bride, as I must someday. She will regret to her dying day if she fails to secure Fitzwilliam now.”

My mouth went dry at this sudden outburst from proud and serene Mr. Darcy. I blinked, a new recognition dawning upon me. “You… you care about them both, very much.” 

He blew out a breath, his fingers flexing on the knob of his cane as he relaxed. “I do. Richard is the best among men, and he will make a finer husband than she could find anywhere. The sooner Anne becomes persuaded of that in her heart, the better for everyone.”

I cannot say why, but I felt my head nodding slowly. “Then I will help, Mr. Darcy.”
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There is a particular satisfaction that always frames a man’s mind when something fits, just so. A certain pleasure in perfection, in finding a match to some part of his life. It is as if he suddenly discovers a thing which has been missing so long, it was no longer remarked until it comes to alight on his hand.

That, I recognized with a shiver as thrilling as it was foreboding, was precisely the feeling overtaking my senses as Elizabeth Bennet curled her arm through mine and smiled adoringly up at me. It mattered not that it was all an act. It felt genuine. And I do not doubt that it truly was, for had I not admired her even in Hertfordshire? Surely, she was perceptive enough to notice, but her own good sense had informed her I could not be expected to declare myself, and thus she had tempered her responses appropriately. 

Now, having seized on a perfectly sensible opportunity to express to me her sentiments, she displayed no hesitation. That only redoubled my respect for her, for such a woman was more than rare. She must be unique in all the earth. And I was a helpless connoisseur of her charms.

“Mr. Darcy, did you say you particularly favored the plum preserves?” she asked, with a coquettish flutter of those remarkable lashes. We had just regained Richard and Anne’s company and were facing the prospect of packing up our basket. I regarded her carefully, wondering what ploy she was about. Certainly, it was wisest to follow her lead.

“Indeed, Miss Elizabeth. I have a fondness for all manner of tarts and jellies. Why do you ask?”

She withdrew her hand from my sleeve and examined the tips of her gloves as if considering removing them again. “I find myself rather famished once more, and I was hoping to persuade the party to stay a moment longer with the excellent repast the housekeeper packed. But there, now I have confessed my design, and I shall look a fearful glutton unless someone joins me.”

“Nonsense, Miss Elizabeth,” I replied. “I was hoping for another scone myself.”

“Oh! I daren’t eat an entire scone. Perhaps a bite or two.” She slanted those exotic dark eyes up to me, and the slimmest hint of mischief flickered there. I understood.

“Perhaps you would like to share one,” I offered, reaching for the basket. “Allow me.”

From somewhere beyond my consciousness, which was centered on Elizabeth Bennet, I perceived Richard standing back beside Anne. The awed expression as he witnessed me, Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley, buttering and slathering a scone with preserves, then presenting it to the bewitching creature at my side. Richard’s cough of shock as Miss Elizabeth drew near and playfully accepted a bite of the delicious confection right from my hand, and the gasp of wonder when I smiled back and indulged in the remaining half myself.

If I registered the experience with alarm, it was quickly repressed. Indeed, the entire interlude, though it lasted only a moment, was wholly wanton and inappropriate. Pillars of honor and virtue had crumbled for less, but I reminded myself that it was in pursuit of a noble cause. 

And if it was a sample of things to come, even my hair was standing at attention, waiting to see what Elizabeth Bennet intended next. 


      ***I meant to enjoy this, and thus far, I was succeeding marvelously. Mr. Darcy must care a great deal for his cousins if these were the lengths to which he would go to secure their happiness. I knew not what it cost him to behave with such perfect civility, and even charm toward myself, but Mr. Darcy was far more than “tolerable,” when he put his mind to it. Did I not know better, I might have been persuaded to believe he truly found me somewhat fetching.

Of course, this much was not true—I was under no such delusions—but never in all our acquaintance had Mr. Darcy smiled quite so well and often, nor spoken so fluently on any subject. It turned out that the gentleman was something of a bird enthusiast. Or a naturalist would probably be a more fitting description, for he spoke as frequently of the intrepid April buds and blooms as he did the birds and bees flitting about them. Who knew that stoic and proper Mr. Darcy could apply a smile to his face that would stretch from ear to ear when he encountered a mother wren carrying a hopeful bit of soft grass in her mouth?

All I knew was that it was vastly entertaining, and something of a balm for past insults when I could rely on Mr. Darcy to rise nobly to a bit of teasing rather than making some stiff retort and moving away. Heaven help me, but if we had not entered a sort of pact—if his manner had been even half genuine—I would have found it impossible not to be swayed by the easy melody of his voice or that maddeningly alluring cleft in the middle of his chin. Once or twice, I had to remind myself who he was.

“Miss Elizabeth,” he said, after a particularly rapturous sigh at the beauty of spring surrounding us, “are you familiar with Sir Edmund Spenser?”

“Of course. The Faerie Queene has long been a favorite. Art thou, then, transfixed by yon splendor?” I asked, gesturing to an aspen-studded field to our left—bathed in pale sunlight and waving its new grasses to us as we passed.

“Faith, madam, I am transfixed,” he replied with a most… diverting smile. “Perhaps you will know this stanza: 

Tell me, have ye seene her angelick face

 Like Phoebe fayre?

Her heavenly haveour, her princely grace,

 Can you well compare?

The Redde rose medled with the White yfere,

In either cheeke depeincten lively chere:

 Her modest eye,

 Her Majestie,

Where have you seene the like but there?11” 

I pursed my lips in thought. “The Ruines Of Time?”

His smile broadened. “No. Its name is hardly worth recalling, but it is an ode to the fair Queen of the Shepherds… Eliza.”

I confess it. The way he was looking at me, and the way he said that name—a sobriquet I had always loathed until I heard him say it—I blushed furiously.

“Alas, sir, you have me at a disadvantage,” I protested. “The only poem that comes to mind in which I may invoke a name like your own is the tragedy of Sweet William.”

“Indeed, I should not like to be compared to such a poor soul,” he replied easily. “Wretched fate! Married to another while his true love dies of sorrow? But fear not that the sad tale should apply to me, as I would never betray the lady of my heart.”

This, he intoned with such a warm, lingering look that I felt my face growing hot all over again. And I was entirely tongue-tied for at least three minutes as I tried to conquer this new fascination that was a flirtatious Mr. Darcy. Perhaps I had been unwise to agree to this scheme, for it was already becoming more and more difficult to recall the truth of the matter.

We were nearing the parsonage now, and any moment he would return to his usual, disdainful self. I could not let the moment pass without one last flirtation, scoring one final point, so I turned to him with an inviting smile that would have done Lydia proud. “Mr. Darcy, what is your opinion on the matter of household contrivances?”

His brow furrowed, and he flicked the ribbons, turning the horses up the bend that would take us to the parsonage. “I am not certain what you can mean. Pray, elaborate for me, Miss Elizabeth.”

“Of course. You, sir, strike me as a man of orderliness and decision. I understand from my cousin that there is a modern convenience quite unlike any other. A marvel to behold, or so it is said, and worthy of even the loftiest personage’s notice and oversight.”

“Truly?” He affected a serious look, but there remained an odd set to his lips. Did I not know better, I might have believed him to be amused. “Do tell, Miss Elizabeth, for I should dearly like to ensure that my own house is fitted with such a wonder if it merits your approval.”

“Oh, I am certain that anyone would approve of this device if they saw it fixed properly in all its splendor.”

“But your approval is rarely bestowed, and therefore well worth the earning. What is this tremendous innovation? Water that pours from a spout in the kitchen? Candles that light themselves?”

“No, indeed, nothing so absurd. What I speak of, sir, is the most practical notion ever to come to a proper house. I speak of none other than shelves in the closet, perfectly affixed at precisely the right heights for optimum storage of one’s possessions.”

His mouth twitched. “You do not say! Why, how odd you should mention such a contrivance, Miss Elizabeth, for only last year, my good aunt recommended the installation of this very thing. As a conscientious nephew, I undertook to heed her advice at once, but only on a small scale until I had discerned their usefulness. I was making over a particular room in my house at the time anyway, and I must say, the experiment was a success.”

“I am very glad to hear it, sir,” I answered. “You must have placed them in your own quarters, then?”

“No, indeed. You must know how gratifying it is for me to hear your praise of the concept of shelves, Miss Elizabeth, for I installed them in the mistress’ chamber at Pemberley.”
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Richard was watching me strangely all that evening over dinner. Anne, too, saw fit to cast odd looks my way, but neither would deign to enlighten me as to the cause of their mystification. Anne retired early, and Richard followed not long after, denying me the satisfaction of hectoring that smug look from his face over a glass of brandy.

The next morning was much the same. I felt on several occasions their curious gazes upon me, but whenever I would confront their impertinence, either Anne would examine her fingernails or Richard adopted the tactic of speaking to our aunt. Thus, I was prevented from discovering whatever had bemused them both. More than once, I confess, I found an excuse to pass by a looking-glass to be certain there was nothing in my appearance over which to laugh. 

By mid-morning, I had had enough. “I am going walking,” I announced rather loudly. “Fitzwilliam, would you care to join me?” 

The scoundrel, he sat back in his chair and pretended to consider. “Do you desire my company for your own pleasure, or was there some other reason you invited me?” 

My hackles rose. “I invited you because you seem to need some exercise.”

He shrugged, then went to dress for the occasion. Soon after, we set out from Rosings, attired quite dandily, if I do say so; I in my best silk hat with a new walking stick and Richard with his cravat decently tied for once—probably because he had imposed upon my manservant rather than attempting it himself. 

“Tell me, Darce,” he asked with a saunter in his stride and a twinkle in his smile, “where are we promenading this fair morning?” 

“Where do you wish to go?”

He gestured. “Shall we sally forth into the village and see if our aunt’s exhortations to prosperity have born fruit?” 

I could not help but roll my eyes. “I would prefer not.” 

“The butcher’s, then. Our aunt’s cuts of meat are abominably poorly, and I no longer wonder why neither of the ladies ever has a spare ounce of flesh on their ribs.”

“And hear nothing over dinner but the extravagance of the expense? If the earl were calling, she would sustain it, but we are not so distinguished.”

“More is the pity. Ah, then I have it. We are going to the parsonage.” 

“We are?” 

“But, of course. Why else would you suddenly decide we needed fresh air? I have noted that you are quite fond of Mr. Collins’ company and vastly prefer his conversation to many others. You were positively riveted the other day when he was expounding upon all matters moral. And when he shared his expertise upon chimney pieces, I thought you were set to take down notes.” 

I was staring all askance now, nearly veering off the path as I walked beside Richard. “What has got into you today?” 

“I should ask the question of you, but as I know you will not answer it, I shall not trouble myself.” 

“You think my behavior odd?” 

“Odd? No, far from it. Indeed, we are so far beyond odd that I can safely say we are venturing into downright curious with your behavior.”

“What, precisely, do you find so objectionable?” 

He gave a little laugh. “You mistake me, Cousin. I never said anything about being objectionable.” 

“Then, I do not understand.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “Do you not? Oh, well. I suppose it is no matter.” 

“You will not enlighten me?” 

“No,” he said with a shrug. “I do not think I will. Perhaps it is only my imagination, after all.” 

I stared at him as we walked, but he carried on as nonchalantly as if we had just been discussing the weather. Eventually, I was obliged to watch my steps, for my feet nearly strayed from the path when a woman’s voice rang sweetly over the hedgerow. She was singing Robin Adair, and so light of tone and pert of expression that it almost sounded like a frolic rather than a soulful ballad. 

“Ah,” Richard noted with a grin, “it sounds as if the fair Miss Elizabeth is out enjoying her constitutional.” 

“She is very fond of walking,” I agreed. 

“I daresay she is. Fine girl, that. Fair and healthy, rosy of cheek and quick of tongue. And such a light and pleasing manner about her! A man could do far worse.” 

“She has very few prospects.” 

“Oh, I would not say that. Indeed, the lady may do surprisingly well for herself.” 

I shot him a narrow glance, but he was not to be sidetracked. No, the fiend stepped around the hedge and was dropping his hat to the lady before I had even caught up. “Miss Elizabeth! What a pleasure to see you out enjoying this fine day.” 

She was the picture of radiance; I confess it. If Gainsborough had been seeking a lusty country maid who yet exuded every refined charm of classic femininity, he could have done no better than to paint her fair face among the spring roses. She smiled freely at Richard, arched a brow at me, and then fell into a curtsey of such exquisite grace as made my heart turn a puerile flip. 

“Good afternoon, Colonel,” she greeted us. “I am surprised to see you wandering this far so early in the morning. I thought our afternoon outings were quite enough for your tastes.” 

“Not at all, madam. Darcy and I are both avid outdoorsmen, no matter the season or the activity.” 

She slid a curious glance at me, with a trace of that playfulness from yesterday flickering there. For a moment, she looked as if she were trying to decide whether our charade was warranted without Anne present. To my everlasting disappointment, apparently, she decided it was not. 

“I am familiar with Mr. Darcy’s habits. He partook most enthusiastically of the shooting around Meryton. Tell me, sir, for I have long been curious; how did our local coveys compare to what you have known elsewhere?”

“I found nothing to complain of the entertainments in Hertfordshire in general, nor of the sporting more specifically,” I replied with a bow. 

“Indeed? Nothing was too confined or unvarying for your taste?” she asked with a saucy tilt of her head. 

This, I could not resist, and I smiled as I spoke. “Miss Elizabeth, do you not know that on occasion, there is nothing a man likes better than to discover something to be unvarying?” 

“I did not. Pray, enlighten me.” 

“Why, there is nothing so satisfying as a dependable chase. If there was one thing I learned about the sporting—of all variety—around Meryton, it was that I could always count on being well entertained.” 

“Is that what you call it? Why sir, I had no notion that you felt such. I should have thought your impressions to be far less favorable.” 

“How so?” 

“Only that you seemed rather disaffected with the area and its residents upon our first meeting. As I recall, you said something to the effect of our local attractions being… What was it? Not handsome enough to tempt you? Yes, I think that was it. Furthermore, I believe that your good opinion, once lost, is lost forever. Therefore, I am very surprised to hear you speak so warmly of our poor old Meryton.” 

If she knew she had just struck me a nearly killing blow, she hid it well. Hid it behind a smile so guileless, so carefree and enchanting, that no one could but hold her an angelic creature. Thus, I was obliged to do, even as she dipped her fair curtsey and turned away at the call of Mrs. Collins from the house. 

No defense could I make. No opportunity did she grant me for apologies. Not that I would have recommended myself well in my present state of humiliation and astonishment. I’d never any notion that she overheard my remark that day, but she had delivered her mortal stroke with such sweetness and grace, and I had little choice but to smile as she walked away from us. The cunning vixen! 

Richard was grinning like a fool and chuckling under his breath—a thing he was wont to do when he smiled too widely and too carelessly. “Such a fine girl! Yes, I tell you, Darcy, there is a lady and no mistake. Why, I should have kissed her hand in parting if we had another moment. What do you think?” 

What did I think? 

What I thought was that she had just scored a deadly point on me, and I would be hanged before I let it happen again.
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Great mercy, but Mr. Darcy could be delectable when he wished! Our ride in the carriage that afternoon proved everything vexing and provoking. Oh, of course I enjoyed myself, far more than I should have, given the identity of my partner in conversation. He was light of manner and dizzyingly handsome when he smiled—which was rather constantly—and his quick repartees and engaging mots left me almost scrambling to catch up.

For the first time in my life, I thought I had met my match in wit and clever turns of phrase. I could not land a flirty mark upon the gentleman that he did not return with even greater stomach-tingling charm. I was beginning to blush in earnest as we drove, and I daresay I was as good as a muddled simpleton when he helped me down from the carriage and secured me to his arm.

“May I offer my compliments today, Miss Elizabeth?” he asked, absolutely oozing dreamy charisma with every syllable.

“Your compliments on what, sir?” 

“Why, on your most enchanting self. You look as dazzling as you ever do. But there, that may not pay you such a handsome compliment because it sounds as if I find your appearance today to be rather the same as always, which, I assure you, I do not.”

“But you still manage an insult, sir, because if I am so very fetching today, I must ask you how dreadful I looked yesterday!”

He pressed a hand to his chest. “On my honor, Miss Elizabeth, yours is a beauty that steals the breath upon first impression, and then possesses the soul ever more with each passing day.”

I laughed. “But that will not do at all, for if you were so struck by my humble looks upon our first meeting, I assure you, the impression was known only to yourself.”

“To whom should a proper gentleman make his sentiments known when a lady, within mere minutes of their meeting, fairly plunders his rational thought and ransacks the very equanimity of his heart? I protest that such a confession on the gentleman’s part would be impolitic in the extreme, and any man of sense would go to great lengths to conceal his discomfiture until such time as his proper feelings may be ascertained.”

I tipped a saucy look at him, permitting my lips to curve in a way that I knew, from my own looking-glass, to set off the shape of my cheek to best advantage. My eyes, I allowed to gently rove from head to toe over that... admittedly... wondrously tall and masculine form. “Mr. Darcy, what you suggest is almost unthinkable. Do you mean for me to suppose that every man to whom I am introduced ought to behave curtly to me as proof of his admiration? I suppose then that a man who conducts himself properly is, instead of being duly affected by my feminine charms, rather neutrally disposed? Indeed, sir, I shall never again know what to think!”

For an instant, his expression flickered and froze as he stared ahead. Then he cast a swift glance over his shoulder, to the hopeful couple walking behind us, before lowering his voice and his head. “Miss Elizabeth, pray recall what we are about.”

“It would be impossible for me to do otherwise,” I returned in a whisper, “for the gentleman with whom I thought myself to be slightly acquainted has utterly abdicated his place for this loquacious rogue I see before me.”

“Rogue?” he asked sharply. “You think me untrustworthy?”

I offered my sweetest smile. “I am not certain what to think of you, sir. Pray, speak on. I shall find the conversation at the least, diverting, and at best, illuminating.”

“How so?”

“Why, you had previously such a grave and taciturn set to your demeanor that whatever fine qualities you must have were, regrettably, concealed behind a most forbidding front. Naturally, I was suitably impressed by your consequence, as were we all, and the evenness of your features, your commanding presence, and tasteful wardrobe all gave testimony to your worth as a prospective admirer, if there ever were any such lucky lady for you to admire. But therein lies the difficulty, for you formerly had such a disapproving way about you that your present compliments echo hollow and insincere.”

Oh, how satisfying! His ears turned quite red, and his jaw was working madly as his nostrils began to flare in indignation. And yet, he could not return my accusations with anger, for his cousins were approaching near enough that his more resonant voice would carry clearly. He seemed to be holding his breath, a thing that must have been excruciating, for his cheeks were turning any number of dark and changeful shades. At last, he made some low remark.

“I beg you to recall, Miss Elizabeth, that few men are truly at liberty to express their sentiments. Those who do make free with pretty words are often those lacking the integrity or the wherewithal to substantiate their admiration in some more worthy manner.”

I paused and lifted one brow in a pointed look. “I have been paid many a compliment by an honorable man who meant no harm and wounded none of my dignity. Mr. Wickham, for example—”

“You take an eager interest in that person’s concerns!” he interrupted hotly.

“Should I not? He is everything polite and gentlemanly, though he has been deprived of the advantages that had been designed for him.”

“Miss Elizabeth,” said he from between clenched teeth, “I fear I can say nothing on this matter which will not make me sound more the villain than you already believe me to be.”

“Villain! Nay, such a word never crossed my lips. I might be willing to accept that there might be differing accounts of the matter, but how shall I judge truthfulness? In looks and manners, the goodness appears to be all his.”

His face was sheet white, and his nostrils were flaring unevenly. “Manners? You speak of manners, Miss Elizabeth, when integrity ought to be the greater concern.”

“But how shall I know anything of a gentleman, his integrity included, without first examining his conduct toward myself? And, I must say, yours did not compare favorably. Come, Mr. Darcy, you are a man of sense and education who has seen much of the world. You cannot be ignorant of how a man could contrive to deliver a few polite and sincere words to a lady without offending his honor or insulting hers.”

Mr. Darcy looked as if he wanted to spit and stalk away, but the colonel’s voice behind us seemed to recall him. He took a few short breaths, forced his fist on his walking stick to unclench, and said tightly, “Madam, you have me at a disadvantage. Permit me a gentlemanly diversion whilst I rally a defense.” He stopped along the path, turning away, and bending down. I could see his sides heaving, and I thought I heard some muttered comment that amounted to, “Be he a man of self-control and decorum...”

When he straightened again, it was with a supremely affected smile. He doffed his hat quite agreeably and presented me with a bouquet of freshly picked spring bluebells. I could see how it pained him to look pleasant and bite his tongue, for his complexion was chalky, and his off hand was locked like a vise. But he could not dare rise to my challenge, for the colonel and Miss de Bourgh had caught us up and were passing by with amiable looks on their faces. 

That, I decided, was enough torment for the gentleman. I had said my peace, tasked him with the ungallantries I would lay at his feet, and I would now retire. There was nothing to be gained from abusing him incessantly, and truly, I no longer thought him a wicked man. Insensible and prideful, perhaps, but after recent days, I could not even consider him truly unpleasant. He was simply a man too important for his company, but he did seem to care for his cousins. 

As a sign of a temporary truce, I gave him a coy and flirtatious smile as I curtsied and accepted the flowers. And I vowed that I would have my way with him. 

In conversation, that is. 

I began to think I had been holding back, but no more. From that moment on, I would show him no mercy, but not in a combative way. No, no, it was far more fun to discomfit him rather than to confront him. If the game was to flirt to the death, I would unleash upon the hapless fellow my whole feminine birthright, from my mother and her mother and a hundred women before. He would wish Caroline Bingley had got her hooks into him by the time I was finished! 

Mr. Darcy must have decided to force down his rumpled feelings for the sake of putting on a fair face for his cousins. He was everything smooth and beguiling for the rest of our outing. Indeed, I daresay even the dashing Mr. Wickham could not have outdone his old acquaintance, though the performance was an artifice. He smiled and laughed, he spoke prettily on all subjects, and he was nearly sweet while we indulged in our repast. 

Why, the gentleman rested at my side and arranged a small plate of cheeses, designed for us both to share, and more than once, our fingers grazed each other. I felt quite sure that had been his design, for he only inclined his head nearer on each occasion. But I was not to be overcome by a simple touch of gloveless hands, and I was certainly not ready to surrender.

“Mr. Darcy,” I asked as we were putting up the basket, “I believe our party is to dine at Rosings this evening.”

He paused in settling the basket, half-turning toward me. “Indeed? I had not heard.”

“Neither had I, for a surety, but my good cousin boasts that each Thursday, the residents of Hunsford are expected for cards. Perhaps he is mistaken, or perhaps I speak before an invitation has been issued, but such was my understanding.”

“Oh, that is true, Miss Bennet,” Miss de Bourgh put in from the carriage seat. 

I had nearly forgotten the lady, quiet as she was, but she turned around now to face us both. “Mama never troubles herself to speak until she is sure that no better company may be had, but you may depend on it—she will have sent by a note while we were out. She counts on Mr. Collins to admire her fashionable guests and the bounty at her table, you know.”

I turned a half-triumphant, half-inviting smile up to Mr. Darcy. “It seems, sir, that we shall be in company again this evening.”

His breath was somewhat unsteady as he secured the final strap on the basket. I believe he smiled, but it might well have been a grimace of pain. With Mr. Darcy, one was never sure. “What good fortune. May I assist you into the carriage, Miss Elizabeth?”

I turned over my hand and rested it gaily atop his. “I am much obliged, kind sir.”

When we pulled up at the mercifully empty parsonage that afternoon, Mr. Darcy himself handed me down from the carriage, giving up all pretense that Colonel Fitzwilliam had been my escort. He removed his outrageously costly silk hat and swept me the sort of bow I imagine Sir Galahad might bestow upon his lady fair. 

“Until this evening, Miss Elizabeth,” he intoned. 

Oh, if I thought he were half in earnest, I would have been a silly, simpering tangle of lace and ribbons by now! There was something so sumptuous in his tones, in his very looks, that I shivered when he lifted those brown eyes to me again.

“I will live in expectation,” I answered. And if my voice was somewhat breathless, it was surely intentional. Calculated and deliberate... honestly.

He smiled—white, perfect pearls splitting a face that was almost too exquisite to look upon. “Do you? I daresay my own anticipation must be far more excruciating.” 

“You do not say! Why, my fair sir, I must give you something as a balm for your poor nerves.” 

Once more, he placed a hand on his chest. “It is not my nerves, madam, but my heart for which I feel at present.” 

“Surely, there is nothing for the heart quite so pretty as this,” I replied. I held up that quaint little wildflower bouquet he had made for me, woven together with blades of reed grass, and buried my nose in it with all the flair and élan of a practiced actress. 

Mr. Darcy was clearly not so immune as he might have liked to believe, for I declare his eyes widened and his breathing staggered. And when I pulled out the boldest and brightest of all those little bluebells and slid it into the corner of his lapel like a perfect coquette, I quite fancy that his heart was drumming in that broad chest loudly enough for the colonel and Miss de Bourgh to hear. 

Oh, indeed, I had rattled him. It was costing him every shred of his composure and dignity to maintain the facade of moon-calfed meekness. I think I had never felt anything so satisfying in all my life as when I heard him husky whisper of gratitude before he departed.
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That afternoon, I fell terribly indisposed. My stomach clenched, beads of sweat poured from my brow, and I felt by turns ice-cold or unbearably suffocated. I took a repose in my room, but my limbs were suddenly shot through with aching tingles that forced them to action. I attempted to pace, but I only tumbled to a chair moments later, dizzy, and almost nauseated.

There were no two ways about it. Either I was mortally ill, or I was inescapably in love.

I hoped it was the former.

George Wickham. George Wickham! Did she truly denounce my conduct compared to him? I growled and snarled about my room, not fit for the company of man or beast, as I fretted and fumed over her words. And I nearly became sick in earnest because the worst recognition was…

She was right.

I had been a swine in all our earliest encounters. And no doubt, Wickham was as gallant as a king’s courtier. How could she not think him the kinder man? The one more worthy of her admiration? For wealth and status would hold no sway with her—that was one of the reasons I had long ago lost my senses about her. What had I done to recommend myself to her, apart from a few deliriously pleasurable outings and some of the most memorable conversations of my life? 

Faith, I would swear on my father’s grave that the sort of magic we sparked in the last few afternoons could easily eclipse anything she might have ever seen from Wickham. We were a match! She brought out a desire in me that I had never known, to be both friend and foe, lover and comrade, challenger, and confidante. She must have felt it! I know she must, for never had even she been so quick, so sharp and merry, so inviting and so coy all at once. Surely, she had enjoyed our afternoons as much as I had.

Except for one small detail. She believed them all to be an act, and I had already given up any hope of that. 

I was lost.


      ***“Darcy, where the devil have you been?” Richard demanded, as I made my shaky appearance in the drawing-room that evening. “I looked for you to keep Lady Catherine distracted after we came back from our drive.”

I smoothed an unsteady hand over the buttons of my dinner jacket and made a bold face. “I had business... er, letters to write.”

“Bollocks. You said that yesterday, even had a fine stack to send out the door with the butler this morning. I had grand schemes to divert Anne when we—I say, Darcy, you are not looking quite yourself. Did you take a chill earlier today?”

I swallowed. “Something like that.”

“Ah, then I have just the thing. Here, have a bit of port before dinner.” He went to the side table and poured a sliver of the brown fire for each of us. I swallowed mine in a grateful gulp, then stared at the bottom of the glass as if it held the answer to my troubles.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Richard asked.

I emitted a short, bitter chortle. “If I could find and order them, I could consider selling, but at present...”

Richard stepped slowly around the sofa, taking the longer route to cross the room so that he could casually confront me, face to face. He thinned his lips and sent a glance to the door—I well understood why, for the ladies would be down soon.

“Perhaps I may guess what troubles you,” he offered. 

I rested my elbow on the mantel and raised a brow. “I wish you luck, for I cannot seem to sort it myself.”

“Oh, it is not so very difficult. A pleasing figure, hair like Parisian chocolate, sparkling eyes, and a keen mind, all belonging to one lady who, in a perverse twist of luck, you fled from in Hertfordshire and stumbled into again here in Kent.”

“Here, now, what makes you think I ‘fled’ from anyone? I follow no plan but my own, and no man or woman has ever yet held such sway over me.”

“Mmm. Is that why I got that sudden letter from you announcing a dramatic change of plans last November? The day after a ball, was it not?”

“That is not the point. You think I live in dread of Miss Elizabeth? That I have been desperate to avoid her?”

He rubbed a thumb over his chin. “Avoid? No. You seem to enjoy her company.”

“As any man with sense would, but I have no particular admiration. Nothing out of the common way.” Even as I spoke the lie, I could not meet his eyes.

“And when you sport with her, engaging in wordplay that borders on the scandalous, staring at the way she walks until you nearly lose your footing?”

“At your request,” I retorted. “Do not forget that I was perfectly content to remain distant with the lady until you begged me to act the gobsmacked half-wit around her.”

“I asked for you not to be a curmudgeon. I never meant for you to take up a contest to see who could out-woo whom.”

“Perhaps you ought to have clarified,” I said testily. “This sort of charade goes against all my principles, and I am quite at a loss as to how I should now conduct myself in the lady’s presence.”

“Ah, so there is the problem. You feel dishonest.”

“It is not only I, but Miss Bennet who has declared it as well. That I should have given anyone cause to think me insincere! It is not to be borne.”

“What reason did she give?”

I scowled at the fire. Thrust my chin into my fist and sealed my lips.

“Well,” he sighed, “I suppose I must leave it to you, then. I shall only suggest that your behavior has been somewhat... exaggerated. Perhaps a bit of moderation, a bit of honest confession, might go a long way toward easing your mind and Miss Bennet’s sense of dignity.”

“Are you not the man who pleaded with me to help sway Anne because you could not bear such an honest confession yourself?”

“The thing is not at all the same. Anne is modest and retiring, wanting every encouragement to feel at ease before she explores her heart. Elizabeth Bennet would comfortably vanquish you on the field of battle, then sweetly dress your wounds later.” He gave a half-smile and finally drained his glass. “By Jove, Darcy, you speak of ‘any man in his senses.’ I must wonder where your head is. Hang her connections and lack of fortune. If you had half a wit in that great noble brain of yours, you would do whatever it took to win that clever Venus.”

I never had a chance to express my indignation over his assumptions, for at that moment, Anne and Lady Catherine appeared. Once again, Richard, with his uncanny sense of timing, had got the last word in, and I could do nothing but simmer in silence about how wrong he was.

Except this time, he was not wrong.
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We were received at Rosings with Lady Catherine’s usual air of impressive disdain. She calmly accepted my cousin’s effusive gratitude at the invitation, then cast her eyes over Charlotte and myself.

“Mrs. Collins, I believe that lace looks new,” she sniffed. 

Charlotte curtseyed. “It is, my lady. It was a gift from my mother upon my marriage, and Elizabeth helped me to make something of it this week past.”

Lady Catherine’s mouth puckered, and she leaned somewhat more heavily on her cane. “It is not seemly for a parson’s wife to dress in the first stare of fashion. I suppose some admission can be made for a bride’s trousseau, but of course, you will take great care to preserve such a fine article for many years. Anything less would be in the poorest of taste. I say, Miss Bennet has a deft hand with the needle. Her mother must not have entirely neglected her education.”

It was my turn to curtsey now. “I thank you, my lady.”

“Miss Bennet, there is something that vexes me greatly. Why has a suitor not been found for you? I believe you said you were nearly one and twenty. With your estate entailed upon Mr. Collins, I wonder that your mother has not made it her principal goal to secure matches for her elder daughters. Why, she has permitted her younger daughters to come out, but she seems to have been woefully negligent in her task of getting rid of the elder ones!”

I could but smile. I would save the outraged laughter for later. “If my mother has failed to secure a match for me, it is not for want of trying, my lady. I fancy that I have been found too poor and too plain to tempt anyone of consequence.”

From the corner of one eye, I saw my cousin holding his breath, sucking in his chest, and looking innocently down his nose. But the other eye caught Mr. Darcy standing in the periphery, and it was he who held my interest. He had been listening with what appeared to be sympathetic contempt for Lady Catherine’s rudeness, but his eyes hardened and glittered at my final words. 

That was the fun of crossing swords with Mr. Darcy. He was sufficiently affected by his gentlemanly education to possess some proper feeling, and intelligent enough to know when he was being mocked. I wondered if our aborted fight this afternoon had cost him any peace… for it had been tormenting me.

“Fiddlesticks, Miss Bennet,” Lady Catherine scoffed. “You are by no means without your allurements for the right sort of gentleman. Perhaps your sights have been set too high for your station. Or perhaps they have been too low, as a man would require some means of his own to afford you. Your mother has been unwise in her management of your introductions, or you have turned them away with your boldness. You are too impertinent by half, Miss Bennet, but perhaps we can be of some valuable service to you in that regard.”

“Oh, my lady,” I breathed—for I could hardly do anything else— “would you be so kind? I scarcely know how to thank you.”

Charlotte coughed.

Lady Catherine ran a derisive eye over my friend, then addressed one of the gentlemen behind her. “Fitzwilliam, I must impose on you this evening. Entertain our Miss Bennet here so that she might gain some refined experience in elegant discourse. It is no less than my Christian duty to serve the girl properly, and you will do well enough for the purpose.”

“The pleasure would be entirely mine, Lady Catherine,” the colonel vowed. “However, I always depend greatly on Darcy’s expertise. I fear too much of my own experience has been gained in the barracks rather than the ballroom.”

For the first time, I dared to look Mr. Darcy fully in the face. And he, intrepid fellow that he was, was staring back at me. 

Was he still angry from our argument earlier? If he was, he hid it masterfully. Too well. I saw his lips twitch, then a slight crease appeared beside his eye as he stepped forward. 

“Miss Bennet,” said he with a bow and a flourish, “may I escort you to dinner?”


      ***Lady Catherine was seriously displeased. 

I could see it in her urgent frowns, her frequent interruptions, and her sharp reprimands to the servants. She had meant for the colonel to take me in hand, pat my head like an overindulged child, and permit my feral country manners to compare unfavorably with Miss de Bourgh’s. What happened was something quite the reverse.

Colonel Fitzwilliam seemed to have discovered a new fascination for Fordyce, and he plied my cousin most mercilessly on the topic. Anne de Bourgh roused herself for a long discussion with Charlotte on one of the parishioners, who had developed an unfortunate cough in the last week. That left Mr. Darcy and me, conveniently situated at the end of the table opposite Lady Catherine, entirely to ourselves.

He seemed to have put down, at least for now, the indignation I had seen in him before. However, he was not so absurdly amorous as he had been on our recent outings. I felt this with relief—not for Lady Catherine’s comfort, but my own. His cleverness and willingness to engage in wit and raillery had been a welcome addition to his character, but the almost cloying suaveness with which he had begun to deliver his addresses suited him ill. And it chafed me the more I thought of it, for it almost seemed as if some other man had come to inhabit Mr. Darcy’s clothes.

This evening, however, he was more himself. More of himself was perhaps a better way of putting it. His propriety was firmly back in its place, but mixed with it was just the right amount of levity from our recent encounters, with the flaming anger from our earlier conversation apparently smoothed away. 

It seemed that at last, I was being treated to the whole man, the generous man. The real man. The man Mr. Bingley and Colonel Fitzwilliam must have known, who spoke earnestly and without pretense; whose quick mind was tempered by a deep gentleness and sincerity of address. And I wished, though I would cut my tongue out before I confessed it, that I might have had some true appeal for him.

“Truly?” he asked me, all aghast at what I had just told him. “You do not like fish?”

“Rather, it is the fish who objects to me,” I replied. “Do you see that great beast there, eyeing me so balefully from his platter? Nay, I could not dream of offending his poor self. What if I took a bite and did not relish it? The insult would be insufferable.”

“Then you must not object to shellfish, for they cannot stare at you while you eat.” 

“True, and as Lady Catherine is not serving shellfish this evening, I am spared the necessity of inventing an excuse on that count. But here, we have thoroughly canvassed my gastronomic preferences; what of yours? A real gentleman would volunteer something, rather than forcing the lady to do all the talking.”

“On the contrary, Miss Elizabeth, I find it the mark of a true gentleman to listen rather more than he speaks.”

“Oh? Then let us examine your previous behavior and see how you measure up, Mr. Darcy. I distinctly recall the first evening of our acquaintance—”

“For which I beg leave to apologize,” he interrupted.

“But I have not accused you of anything yet,” I rebuked him mildly. “Hold your tongue, oh, ye who claims to listen. Now, then, as memory would have it, you spoke to no one but your own party, save for those undoubtedly mortifying instances when you were forced to endure introductions to the local eccentrics. There, have I recounted it correctly?”

“To my everlasting shame, you have, but you failed to confront me with what I said to those of my party. I know full well that you did hear it, so do not withhold, madam. Pray, lay your grievances at my feet, for I am surely deserving.”

“Oh, I have already obtained satisfaction on that score,” I replied as I took a sip of champagne. 

“That is not possible, for I owe you an apology, which I have not yet tendered.”

“Mr. Darcy,” I laughed, “if I meant to go through my life dissatisfied until every person who offends me offers an apology, I shall be so sour and disagreeable that I will be the most unlikable person I know, and it is a hard thing not to like oneself. No, no, I was quite content in merely making you sweat a bit at the discovery that your ill-judged words were overheard. Did you know, sir, that your cheeks turn all blotchy when you are embarrassed?”

He obliged by displaying that self-same irregularity of coloring on his face—a feature I found quite fetching for how well it humanized the gentleman. Slowly, he drank from his glass and set it aside, as if gathering his thoughts, then turned to me fully. “You have me fairly, Miss Bennet. Will you permit me to save a bit of face?”

“Oh, I could not deny you something so simple.”

“Perhaps it is a bit off the subject, but I would like to explain some of my discomfiture earlier today, when you mentioned… the name of a mutual acquaintance.”

“Go on,” I urged. I could see, by the sudden earnest discomfort in his eyes, that I was about to hear something so true it was painful. I decided before he even uttered the words that I had no choice but to believe them.
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