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    To all Darcy and Elizabeth fans who wish to witness Darcy speaking his mind.
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The small-town assembly buzzed with the excited chatter of locals and the harmonious strains of a lively quartet. The air was thick with the heady scent of perfume, unwashed bodies, and the sharp tang of spiked punch, which seemed to encourage the usually reserved townsfolk into more spirited socializing. For Darcy, however, the atmosphere was suffocating, and the cacophony of matchmaking mamas and dancers whirling past cast a dark cloud over his mood. Leaning against a pillar, his scowl deepened as he watched the merry crowd laugh, gossip, and drink. 

With her sharp tongue and even sharper ambition, Caroline Bingley trailed Darcy like a shadow. Her disparaging remarks about the attendees grated on his nerves. Her voice, dripping with contempt, cut through the din as she kept pace with his every move. 

Darcy’s patience wore thin, and he escaped from Miss Bingley several times, hoping she would take the hint. But Caroline was nothing if not persistent. “Mr. Darcy, look at Mrs. Long’s dress...such a fashion travesty. And young Mr. Goulding’s dancing, it’s utterly laughable,” she sneered, her eyes glinting with malice.

Sir William’s oldest son, John Lucas, heard Miss Bingley and glared at her. At last, Darcy’s temper snapped, and he turned to the termagant, his voice edged with steel.

“Miss Bingley, your comments are reprehensible. Bother your brother or sister. Your conduct is worse than any of the locals. I do not want your company. I do not wish to hear your commentary. I will not dance with you. No matter how you attempt to compromise me, I will never marry you. Remove your hand from my arm. Find another man to victimize.”

Caroline’s voice faltered mid-sentence, her shock at his brutal dismissal rendering her speechless. Her face flushed with embarrassed outrage, and with a haughty toss of her head, she stalked off to find her sister.

A soft sound of stifled laughter caught Darcy’s attention. He glanced around, and his gaze landed on a beautiful young lady seated behind a nearby pillar, her eyes sparkling with amusement. Seeing her, a nymph-like creature with a mischievous grin, softened his stern demeanor. She overheard his exchange with Miss Bingley and found it highly entertaining. Vaguely, he remembered being introduced to the beautiful creature. He moved closer to her chair.

“Miss Elizabeth Bennet, I’d appreciate it if you kept my comments to Miss Bingley private. I have no desire to publicly humiliate her with my words. I wish only to make her abandon the relentless pursuit of my fortune. It is quite clear she holds little regard for my person,” Darcy said, a rare chuckle escaping his lips as he flashed her a brilliant smile.

Elizabeth turned her head to gaze directly into the laughing gray eyes of Mr. Darcy.

“Mr. Darcy, I will not repeat your words to the world. However, John Lucas probably heard you, and it is too good a story to keep from my sister, Jane,” Elizabeth replied, her eyes twinkling with mirth. “I wondered why you walked about the room seeking to hide from the guests. Now I understand. You hide from Miss Bingley. I sit here for a similar reason. I hide from my mother.”
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