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LIFETIMES BEFORE...

When a fortuneteller at the Netherfield ball tells Lizzy and Fitzwilliam they are soulmates who have lived many lives before, both dismiss the claim. Yet as the days pass, Lizzy finds it harder to disbelieve she was once in love with Mr. Darcy in a previous life. With her loyalties torn between Mr. Wickham, so wronged by Darcy, and the man himself, who draws her, can she separate the truth from the lies? Which man deserves her heart, and which man has held it for innumerable lifetimes before?

This story includes a touch of magic, intrigue, danger, and a decidedly fated happily ever after for ODC.

While Abbey sometimes writes steamy JAFF, this shorter tale is strictly SWEET.
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Chapter One
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THE BINGLEYS’ BALL was in full swing at Netherfield, but Lizzy kept looking around. She wasn’t certain he would come, but she hoped she had persuaded George Wickham to attend. After all, he had no reason to feel shame or avoid Mr. Darcy. The shame belonged on Mr. Darcy for his own actions.

Thinking of the other man had her gaze seeking him out without her mind’s permission, and she was pleased to see Mr. Darcy looked uncomfortable standing on the edge of the dance floor. Of course, he wouldn’t deign to dance with anyone attending the ball. None of the women were handsome or accomplished enough for him. She doubted his opinion had changed about that since the Assembly ball.

“Miss Bennet?”

She shivered with pleasure at the sound of Mr. Wickham’s voice. With a smile, she turned to him and held out her hand as he brought it to his mouth to kiss the back through her glove. “You did come. I am most pleased, Mr. Wickham.”

“I decided I cannot stay away from such a beautiful woman and such fine amusements.” His often-indolent curls were arranged carefully this evening, and he was every inch the fine officer bedecked in his militia uniform. 

He was a pleasing sight, but Lizzy couldn’t help feeling vaguely dissatisfied that she wasn’t more pleased to see him. After all, she’d spent most of the last hour awaiting his arrival, but now that he was here, it was somewhat anticlimactic. She couldn’t explain why and did her best to push aside such thoughts as Mr. Wickham claimed her next two dances.

They got into formation, soon engaging in the complicated steps for their first dance together. Mr. Wickham was as charming and flirtatious as ever, and Lizzy found herself laughing more than once, though her heart wasn’t completely in it. She was baffled by her reaction, since she found Mr. Wickham a most congenial fellow, and she enjoyed his company.

Her gaze kept returning to Mr. Darcy, though she couldn’t explain why. She supposed she mildly enjoyed watching him suffer. He considered such things like this ball with all the rusticated families of Meryton’s society beneath him, so it was with some pleasure that she watched him squirm as the ball proceeded.

Before their next dance, the musicians indicated they would be taking a short break. She stood with Mr. Wickham when the dance had finished, a pleasant smile fixed upon her face. When he offered to fetch punch, she agreed.

As she waited for him to return, she moved closer to Charlotte, wanting to discover if she was having an amusing time. Lizzy had managed to avoid Mr. Collins’s attention for the most part this evening, but her friend didn’t appear so lucky. Mr. Collins had been monopolizing Charlotte’s time for most of the past hour, but he was out of sight now, perhaps also fetching punch.

Before she could ask Charlotte anything, even something simple about her experience with the ball, Sir Lucas caught their attention as he spoke to Charles Bingley. “Have you rousted that lot of gypsies yet?” asked Sir Lucas.

“What gypsies, Papa?” asked Charlotte.

“We have had some encamp on our land,” said Mr. Bingley. He appeared unconcerned.

“It is disgraceful,” said Caroline Bingley as she drifted in their direction. “I have suggested thrice now that Charles send people to force them on their way.”

Mr. Bingley shrugged. “They are doing no harm, dear sister. They have kept to themselves.”

“Not entirely,” said Sir Lucas with an ominous expression. “A few of them went into Meryton, and one of the lads claims the gypsy woman in charge of their encampment can read palms and see the future. Balderdash.”

Lizzy admired Mr. Bingley’s restraint and clear conviction when he said, “I have no intention of sending anyone on their way as long as they do no harm. I have extensive grounds at my disposal here at Netherfield, so let that be the end of it.”

“How marvelous,” said Kitty as she approached. Her sister must have been eavesdropping on the conversation. “You simply must bring the woman here, Mr. Bingley. It would be such a lark to have her read our palms.”

“What a waste of time,” said Mr. Darcy with an air of finality that suggested he held the last word on the subject.

Lizzy couldn’t let that stand. She found the whole concept silly herself, but she disliked his presumption in assuming he could make the decision for everyone. “On the contrary, Mr. Darcy, it could be quite entertaining. I would be interested in a palm reading from this supposedly gifted woman.”

With a little bit of clamoring from Kitty and Lydia, Mr. Bingley was smiling moments later. “Yes, why not? I shall have a servant fetch her. I have forgotten her name, but I doubt there will be confusion. He must simply ask for the one who tells fortunes.”

Lizzy wasn’t particularly excited about the idea, but she did enjoy being at odds with the prideful Mr. Darcy. She turned away from him, pleased by how disgruntled he appeared before she focused her attention on the entrance along with most of the other guests as they waited. 

The musicians were prepared to resume playing, but no one yet appeared to be ready to dance, so Lizzy assumed they were all waiting for the arrival of the fortuneteller. She doubted if there were any among them, except perhaps Kitty and Lydia, who held any stock in such notions, but they were probably as curious as was she.

It took less than ten minutes for Mr. Fellows to return with a Romani woman in her forties. She had long black hair liberally threaded through with silver, large gold hoops in her ears, a profusion of rings and bracelets, and a shawl that jingled when she walked. She approached Mr. Bingley, carrying herself as though she were the Queen of England allowing an audience with a lesser mortal. Lizzy found that quite amusing, though she overheard gasps of shock and Lady Lucas decrying the woman’s lack of humility.

She paused before Mr. Bingley, nodding at him. “You wished to see me, sir?”

“If we could impose upon you for the entertainment of our guests, many would like to have their fortunes read. Of course, there will be compensation.”
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