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Blurb
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WHEN FITZWILLIAM FINDS Lizzy waiting in his carriage with a pistol aimed at him, they quickly discover they both have a mutual problem. Their sisters’ indiscretions are being used by someone to extort their families, so they decide to work together to learn who is blackmailing them. At first, they argue and have nothing in common, but he starts to see more to Lizzy than her fine eyes. Fitzwilliam is falling in love with her, but she resists his efforts because he objects to Jane’s seemingly shallow affections for Bingley. How can he allow an ill-suited match for his friend even if withdrawing his objections is the only way he can convince Lizzy to let him court her? Can he sacrifice his own happiness for his friend’s sake?
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Chapter One
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LIZZY QUICKLY DISCOVERED it was no easy task to follow someone and remain discreet about it. If only her father hadn’t forbidden her from coming along with him to make the payment to the blackmailer, she wouldn’t have been driven to the desperate decision to follow him inconspicuously. He had been fiercely angry with her for even knowing about the situation, and it was one of the few times she could recall her Papa giving her a blistering lecture about eavesdropping and snooping.

Truthfully, Lizzy hadn’t meant to discover her parents were being blackmailed due to Lydia’s behavior a few months ago with then-newly arrived George Wickham along with the militia regiment. It was Fanny and Thomas’s fault, for they had been discussing it too loudly, but still in a whisper-shout that piqued Lizzy’s curiosity. 

Perhaps she had lingered longer outside the door than she needed to, but once she realized what they were discussing, she’d been unable to tear herself away. Unfortunately, she hadn’t darted away quickly enough, and her father had caught her eavesdropping. When Lizzy had asked to come along to observe whoever picked up the package, her father had reacted predictably.

“Absolutely not, Elizabeth Bennet,” he’d said the previous night in a stern fashion. “I shall not take you, and we will not be lingering long enough to discern the identity of the foul blackguard who is extorting us to preserve Lydia’s reputation.”

“But, Papa, if we identify him, we can stop this now. Surely, we cannot afford to make continuous payments?”

“We do not need to make continuous payments. We simply need to marry Lydia quietly and discreetly, and the scandal will disappear if the blackmailer happens to reveal it. We are waiting to do that until your sister has secured Mr. Bingley.”

“I assured your papa that shall be any day,” Fanny Bennet had said with startling confidence.

Lizzy had frowned, not so certain of that outcome. Though Mr. Bingley seemed to like Jane and had interacted with her a few times during the two months the Bingleys and their fellow guests, Mr. Darcy and his sweet sister, had been at Netherfield, she didn’t see much progression in their courting. 

Jane was vaguely discontent with the glacial pace at which Mr. Bingley moved, and she’d confessed to Lizzy her confusion about the true depth of Mr. Bingley’s emotions. When she had pointed that out, her mother had been angry that she was contradicting her assertions, and she’d stormed from Thomas’s library with the scathing remark, “Do control your daughter, Mr. Bennet.”

Lizzy sighed now as she watched her father leave the packet of money inside a tree stump in the clearing as instructed. Soon enough, her father was turning back her direction, so Lizzy darted behind a large tree, holding her breath in a superstitious fashion until her father had passed, and she could observe him walking back to Longbourn.

As soon as she was certain her father was out of the picture, she returned her attention to the stump and the leather valise waiting there. It felt like forever that she stood pressed against the tree, her feet aching and patience growing thin from lack of movement and lack of progression on determining who was the swine blackmailing them.

Suddenly, there was a quiet rustling from the other side of the forest, and she held her breath again, though it was unlikely the blackmailer could hear her breathing from such a distance. She hoped she’d picked an unobtrusive spot, and she inferred she must have when a cloaked figure appeared out of the darkness moments later. Judging from the height and breadth, she assumed it was a man as he darted forward, scooped up the valise, and quickly ran back into the forest.

Lizzy took a deep breath and plunged after him, trying to be quiet as she ran. It was harder than she’d expected, particularly in the dark. If it hadn’t been for the blackmailer’s lantern leading the way, she might have lost track of the extortionist in the process. She emerged from the forest into another clearing seconds behind the blackmailer, and she quickly darted behind a tree in case he turned around.

Instead of looking behind him, he scrambled into a fine carriage. She was surprised at the quality of it, and there was a crest on the door, though she couldn’t quite make it out. As the carriage door closed behind the scoundrel, she heard him urging the driver to go. 

For a moment, Lizzy was paralyzed with indecision, but her window of opportunity to act was rapidly dwindling. Clutching her skirt in her hand, lifting it so she could run and jump as lithely as possible, she grasped hold of the bar on the back of the carriage and leapt up to the place where the footman would normally stand. She was glad there was none in attendance, since it was her only way to secure a ride on the coach.

When she was clinging to the bars and trying to stay crouched as low as possible, Lizzy had second thoughts about her course of action. The blackmailer could be going anywhere. How would she get home? What if he discovered her? If he was low enough to blackmail someone for a young girl’s mistake, he was likely capable of anything. 

That sent a chill through her, and a frisson of fear slid down her spine as her stomach clenched. For a moment, she briefly considered letting go of the iron bar and dropping to the ground, but the carriage was moving briskly enough she was afraid to do so. She was well and truly trapped, and she reminded herself she had some options and a way to protect herself if the need arose. 

With that realization, she was able to calm her racing heart, and she clung to her precarious perch for what felt like miles before the coach drew up near the tavern on the outskirts of Meryton. Lizzy was surprised that the blackmailer would be stopping for such refreshments, but she hopped down and darted to the other side of the carriage as the blackmailer started to depart. 

She wanted to follow him to see where he went, but it was rather anticlimactic, for he seemed to be entering the tavern through the back entrance. She could stand there, or she could sit in the comfort of the carriage to wait out the blackmailer as he stopped for a celebratory drink paid for by her for papa and earned at Lydia’s expense.

That fueled her anger, and as the driver stepped down to see to the horses, Lizzy quietly opened the door on her side of the carriage and slipped in. She closed it softly behind her and settled into the darkest corner, waiting for the return of the blackmailer. 

She reached into her reticule and removed the pistol she had purloined from her father’s desk. It seemed a relatively simple piece of equipment to use, and though she hadn’t practiced, she was reasonably confident she could put a ball in the blackmailer if required. He was likely to be quelled by her having the pistol to start with.

She was nervous, her hands shaking occasionally as she waited, wondering how much longer the blackmailer would stay in the tavern drinking. With any luck, he might be so deeply in his cups that he would be easy enough to overpower and intimidate into abandoning his wicked scheme.
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FITZWILLIAM SAT IN the tavern, checking his pocket watch every few minutes. He hated to be idle when that foul beast was skulking about. And that he had demanded to use the Darcy carriage for the evening still irritated Fitzwilliam to no end. He had been instructed to leave the carriage and driver outside, along with the payment, and to remain inside until the designated time. 

He wasn’t clear why his carriage had been commandeered, but he suspected this was another show of control on the blackmailer’s part. He was forcing Fitzwilliam into an environment that was uncomfortable to him as a display of dominance while using his possessions for whatever nefarious purpose.

Fitzwilliam clenched his fists, deciding two minutes before retrieval time was amply long enough to wait. He laid a coin on the table to pay for his ale, which he had meagerly nursed throughout the hour he had been forced to wait, nodded to Mr. Barker, who was looking at him as he started to depart, and stepped out into the fresh air.

He drew in a deep breath, purging his lungs from the terrible smell of tobacco smoke that had permeated the small tavern. That was one of the many reasons Fitzwilliam never favored such places. He disapproved of the dim lighting, smoky interior, and all manners of amorality that occurred in such places. Once more, he suspected the blackmailer knew quite a bit about his family to have chosen such a location to force him to wait. It was about humiliation, and he burned with it, but it fueled his anger and determination to discover the identity of the blackmailer.

He crossed the muddy ground, glad the earlier rain had dissipated, though mud smeared his boots and would force his valet to work extra hard to remove it. He was resentful of that on Ames’s behalf as he approached his carriage. He waved the driver away when Higgins would’ve stepped down to open the door for him. He did it himself, in no mood to wait, and slammed the door behind him to express some of the depths of his anger as he settled into the seat.

He was so consumed with his irritation that it took him a moment to recognize the familiar sound of a pistol being cocked. He froze, his heart suddenly hammering in his chest as he looked up and into the barrel of a small pistol. It wouldn’t shoot far, but at the distance separating them, it would be amply powerful enough for someone who was a good shot to lodge a blow that would likely be fatal, either immediately or from infection. 

He swallowed the lump in his throat and started to speak. Before he could, the cloaked blackmailer’s hood fell back slightly, and he recognized delicate features. They were contorted in anger and confusion, and he realized the hand holding the pistol was shaking. “How dare you, Mr. Darcy?”

Elizabeth Bennet. He immediately recognized her, for how could he not? She’d overheard his incomparably rude comments at the Meryton ball, and then she had done her best to disseminate the information to everyone in attendance. That had made him an outcast in the small village, and while that didn’t truly bother him, it made things somewhat inconvenient. 

It seemed to bother Georgiana in particular, for she moved among the people of Meryton while visiting their friends in Netherfield and inevitably overheard comments about her brother’s rudeness. He was embarrassed that he had done something to shame Georgiana, though he was pleased at least she seemed to have received acceptance among the townspeople. Whenever she mentioned it to him, they were always comments about him, so he was relieved for that.

“What are you doing in my carriage, Miss Bennet?” He reached out for the pistol, planning to snatch it from her hand.

“Do not even consider such a course, Mr. Darcy.” Her hand stabilized then, and she seemed to be aiming directly for his heart. “I should shoot you now and be done with it, but I demand an explanation. Why is a man like you extorting my family?”

His eyes widened in shock at the allegation. “I assure you, madam, I am doing no such thing.”

She sneered at him. “I suppose I did not see you lurking in the forest not even a half-hour ago to claim the money you insisted my papa pay for your discretion?”

“You certainly did not.”

She scowled at him. “I assure you, it was not a figment of my imagination. I saw you skulking about to retrieve the money, and I followed you to the carriage. I hopped on the back, and you arrived here. Is that why you must blackmail someone who is your inferior socially and financially? Have you wasted all your fortune on gambling and drink?”

In spite of the seriousness of the moment, Fitzwilliam couldn’t help a small laugh. “I assure you, that is the strangest accusation anyone has ever leveled against me. I am not the type to wager a fortune on such things, Miss Bennet. Now I demand you explain to me why you are sitting in my carriage and holding a pistol upon me?”

Her scowl deepened. “I am here to demand you cease your extortions. Lydia made one mistake, and it was not even that serious. She certainly did not compromise her virtue or elope with Wickham, and so I insist you let it go.”

He tensed at the sound of Wickham’s name. “George Wickham?” he asked in a low tone.

She looked uncertain for the first time. “Surely you must know him? He must have been the one to give you the information you are using against my family.”

“On the contrary, Miss Bennet, that scoundrel is also using delicate information against my family. I have no doubt he was the figure you saw skulking about tonight, for he demanded the use of my carriage along with the most recent blackmail payment.”

He disclosed that tersely, wishing he could do anything but reveal the truth of the matter. What choice was there though? It was obvious the Bennets were in a similar situation, and he couldn’t allow Miss Bennet to continue to believe he was the blackmailer. The only way to persuade her was with the truth.

Her hand trembled slightly for a moment before steadying. “Are you claiming you are also being blackmailed, Mr. Darcy?”

Fitzwilliam nodded once. “There was an indiscretion. Someone has learned of it and has been demanding payments for several months to protect my sister’s reputation.”

“Miss Georgiana?” Lizzy sounded shocked and dubious. “I can scarcely see her as the type to engage in any sort of scandalous behavior. Whereas Lydia is far too foolish and rash, and no doubt, she brought this upon herself.”

Truly, Fitzwilliam wasn’t surprised to learn it was Lydia Bennet who had brought disgrace to her family, for she did seem like the type. He didn’t think she was deliberately careless with her reputation, but she seemed capricious enough not to pay sufficient attention to such matters. 

He shifted with discomfort as he stared at Miss Bennet, who still held the pistol firmly directed his way. “Georgiana fell for the scheme of a vile seducer. George Wickham wanted her dowry, and he was on the verge of convincing her to elope with him when I happened to learn of the situation. I prevented it and made it clear I would never release her dowry to him under any circumstances, so the scoundrel disappeared. That left Georgiana with a broken heart, and she had done just enough to ruin her reputation beyond repair should word get out that she was alone with the man on a few occasions. I thought that was the extent of it until the blackmail letters started arriving at Pemberley a few months ago. When we came to visit with Bingley at Netherfield, the letters soon followed there. Whomever is blackmailing me to protect Georgiana must have some awareness of my movements.”

Miss Bennet was frowning now, and she had yet to put away the pistol. He was on the verge of asking her to do so when she pushed forward the hammer and placed it in her reticule before setting the bag neatly on the seat beside her. “I apologize for assuming you were the blackmailer, Mr. Darcy. Upon seeing the cloaked figure get into the carriage, I naturally concluded the vehicle belonged to him.”

“You are confident he was male?”

She nodded. “Judging by the height and the breadth of his shoulders, I am mostly confident to assume it was a man who picked up the payment my father left. Beyond that, I can tell you nothing, for he was heavily cloaked. Likely, he suspected we might be watching him, though I doubt he expected me to liberate a ride.” She smiled for a moment, and there was a mischievous gleam in her brown eyes.
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