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Blurb
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WHILE IN KENT, FITZWILLIAM finds the object of his affection in attendance at Hunsford. Interaction deepens his interest, and he’s prepared to throw aside caution and common sense to claim Elizabeth Bennet as his bride. On the cusp of proposing, they end up arguing instead when she learns about his meddling to keep Bingley safe from Jane. While fleeing him, Lizzy is injured, and he carries her to Rosings Park. It is the beginning of a new understanding between them.

It’s also the beginning of a friendship between Lizzy and Anne, and Fitzwilliam finds himself drawn into Lizzy’s madcap scheme to ensure his cousin’s happiness. An unintended engagement requires maneuvers and machinations, but it might provide Fitzwilliam the perfect opportunity to enact his own agenda—one that leads to a life of happiness with one stubborn Miss Bennet.
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Chapter One
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FITZWILLIAM KNEW IT was madness, but he could no longer deny how he felt about Miss Elizabeth Bennet. His feelings had been building for months, ever since that disaster of a meeting at the Assembly ball. He recalled the time she’d spent confined at Netherfield while waiting for Miss Jane’s illness to pass, and where he had once cringed at their interactions, now he smiled fondly. 

It was there he had first gotten to see the real Miss Bennet, and he marveled now that he had been blind to her for any length of time. Of course, her atrocious family was still a consideration, and it had allowed him to continue to fight his feelings for longer. He had fled Netherfield with every intention of never seeing her again, but when she’d arrived at Hunsford a few weeks ago, having already been in attendance when he and his cousin Richard came to visit Lady Catherine, it had seemed like fate.

Fitzwilliam was many things, but he wasn’t one who could defy fate. He could see now that he was destined to be with Miss Bennet, and he only hoped he could convince her of the truth of that. Surely, she could not remain unmoved in his presence? He had seen glances she directed his way when she thought he wasn’t looking, and he certainly hadn’t imagined the becoming flush and coy smile on her face yesterday evening when he sat across from her in the dining room at Rosings Park when their gazes had locked. There had been such an air of softness about her for a moment, and it had fueled his resolve that he simply must confess his feelings and plead for her hand.

He was certain his aunt would be dismayed, and the Matlocks would probably find her equally unsuitable, but none of that swayed Fitzwilliam any longer. He was prepared to accept her and overlook the unsuitability of her family, and surely, she would be nothing but grateful for his willingness to lower himself.

He stopped by the rectory, impatient to meet with her though visiting hours hadn’t yet begun. Mrs. Collins seemed surprised to see him, but she directed him to the grounds, along with an airy, “Eliza does like to walk every morning, whether she is at home or here.” There was a gleam of interest in Mrs. Collins’ eyes, but he didn’t indulged her curiosity. Instead, he rushed from the rectory and set out to find Miss Bennet.

Finally, he saw her figure ahead of him, and he increased his pace, stumbling for a moment as he realized she was walking with his cousin. Miss Bennet had her arm through Richard’s, and she appeared to be engrossed in whatever his cousin was saying. A sharp sting of jealousy twinged through him, and he gritted his teeth as he hurried forward. 

Miss Bennet’s dowery would never be sufficient for his cousin, and he refused to allow the man to toy with her affections. Those affections belonged solely to Fitzwilliam, and he had no doubt Miss Bennet would acknowledge that fact as soon as he proposed.

As he drew closer, Richard was the first to notice him. He stopped walking and lifted his hand in greeting, but he appeared awkward. “Fitzwilliam, I did not expect to see you out and about so early.”

He frowned at his cousin. “I am often up with the dawn.”

“Er, right.” Richard scratched at his neck in an uneasy fashion, and he appeared discomforted. “Still, you are not one for long walks in the mornings. I would be much less surprised to see you on Goliath.”

Normally, he would’ve claimed the horse for a morning ride, but recalling Miss Bennet had a fear of them, he had eschewed his usual mode of transport. He just shrugged his shoulders without bothering to reply. He turned to Miss Bennet then. “I was hoping we might walk together for a time, Miss Bennet. There is something I wish to discuss with you.”

“Oh, how fortuitous. There is something I wish to discuss with you too.” Despite her eager words, her tone sounded off to him. 

As he looked closer, he realized she was almost trembling, and she seemed angry. He glared at his cousin, wondering what Richard had done to leave the lady in such a state. He would never expect Richard to do something dishonorable, but he couldn’t deny ugly thoughts came to him. In a stiff tone, he said, “You will excuse us then, Richard.” He made it a statement of fact rather than a question.

The colonel hesitated for a moment, looking like he wanted to say something. He slanted a glance to Lizzy, clearly finding her resolved, and then he sighed heavily. “Yes, of course, Fitzwilliam.” There was an air of inevitability about him as he dropped Miss Bennet’s arm and stepped away. 

Fitzwilliam watched him go, unsurprised when his cousin paused and looked back once before continuing onward as Fitzwilliam offered his arm to Miss Bennet. To his surprise, she shunned it. After an awkward second, he returned it to his side and cleared his throat. “What I wish to discuss with you...” He trailed off, finding it unexpectedly more difficult to begin now that they were alone. “Let us walk.”

She nodded stiffly and fell into step beside him, but she still didn’t lift her arm to take his, though he made a pointed effort to offer it. Finally, he let it drop to his side again. “I hope Richard did not upset you.”

She looked up, eyes wide. “Why would you assume that?”

“The situation seemed tense between you, and he clearly left you in that state. I hope you did not have your hopes pinned on him offering for you, Miss Bennet.” He couldn’t help a sharp note of censure bleeding through, feeling betrayed by the idea of Miss Bennet pinning her cap for his cousin. “He is the second son of an Earl, so he must have an heiress to maintain his current lifestyle should he ever wish to retire from the militia.”

She frowned at him, looking perplexed. “I am aware. I have no designs on your cousin, I assure you, Mr. Darcy.” She scowled, looking angry.

He put up a hand, realizing he might have sounded accusatory. “I was not saying you did. I was merely explaining the situation. I hope you would have no reason to look at Richard in such a way.”

Lizzy shrugged her shoulders. “He is a fine young man, and he will make an excellent husband for a lucky heiress, but I understand the reality of the situation.”

He disliked hearing her speak so flatteringly of his cousin, though Fitzwilliam knew the colonel was a fine man indeed. He wasn’t so far gone as to not realize jealousy was prompting his negative reaction to her faint praise. 

He cleared his throat, determined to set aside that topic of conversation and focus on what he had come to discuss. “We have known each other for a few months now, Miss Bennet.” He hesitated, waiting until she had nodded before he continued. “I must admit, we did not get off to a good start.”

She let out a decidedly unladylike snort. “No, we did not. Your way of insulting every woman in Meryton ensured that.” She grimaced lightly. “Except Jane.”

“Y-yes  I... I do owe you an apology for that.” Why would she bring that up once more? He was content to let it never be mentioned between them again. “As we have spent much time together—”

“Not overly much, yet it has an uncanny ability to feel like forever.” Her tone was difficult to read.

He frowned, feeling a dart of apprehension. “Yes, I suppose that is true. Conceivably that is why I feel so confident in discussing this with you. Though we have not spent perhaps as much time as other couples, I feel like we have a good basis. I recognize your flaws, and I understand and accept the burden of your family. I know this is typically not done, but I have decided to be happy and not worry so much about what is acceptable or not.”

She seemed mystified. “How very wonderful for you. While you have decided to be happy, I must ask, why have you gone out of your way to ensure others remain unhappy?”

Her tone was entirely too sweet, and it caused him to stumble over his words and his feet. He drew to a stop as he looked at her. “Pardon me, but I do not understand the question, Miss Bennet.”

She had stopped as well, and now she turned to fully face him, hands on her hips. “Have you been trying to prevent Mr. Bingley from courting my dear sister, Jane?”

Fitzwilliam gulped. “How did you hear about that?”

“Your cousin was most enlightening, though I suspect he did not realize he was being so at first. He simply mentioned how you had to save your friend from a grasping social climber. When I ventured to guess it might be Mr. Charles Bingley, he confirmed it, and he seemed to realize I was upset by the news, though perhaps not why. No doubt, he is not yet aware Jane is the target of your villainy.”

He drew himself up, anger filling him. “It is not villainous to wish to protect a friend. Your sister is all the things you said and more. I overheard her conversation with your mother.”

She frowned. “I do not need to know which one, for any would be damning, but I implore you to consider whether you heard Jane or my mother advocating for the mercenary position of marrying Mr. Bingley solely for his four thousand per year?”

Fitzwilliam frowned and then shrugged. “It does not matter. It is obvious Miss Jane does not have the full regard she should for Bingley. He deserves a love match, not a woman in love with his fortune and station in life. I have been nothing but protective of him.”

“In the process, you have broken my sister’s heart by providing unneeded protection. She loves Bingley, you cad.”

His shoulders reared back, and his anger reached new heights. “She does not. It is obvious to—”

“What is obvious is you are a man who likes the sound of his own voice and would never reconsider his opinion. I assume that once someone has lost your good opinion, it is lost forever?”

He nodded stiffly. “That is a fair assessment.”

“I assure you, you are not the only one to hold that position, Mr. Darcy. I do not believe I could find a lower opinion of you if I tried. I cannot believe you would willingly consign my sister to a broken heart because she is shy and not as expressive with her emotions as you would have her be. Have you even discussed it with Mr. Bingley? Do you know if she shows a different side to him?”

He scowled. “I do not have to know these things. It is evident from observation that she does not love him. I will not allow Bingley to waste his heart and fortune on a woman such as she. Your family alone would preclude her from being a suitable match for Bingley, and he is but one generation removed from trade.” 
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