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CHAPTER ONE


Competition






“FINISHED—I WIN!” Lydia cried.


“You can’t possibly be done,” Catherine wailed, throwing a piece of linen onto her lap and staring at her sister.


“Finished how? The whole napkin or one side?” asked Elizabeth. An eyebrow arched as she stared down her sister.


“The first side,” Lydia admitted.


“I’ve finished three sides and am on my fourth.”


“No fair! You win at everything!” Lydia fussed, looking pretty even when she pouted.


“Hush,” Jane admonished. Her blue eyes smiled in a sophisticated pose that contrasted to Lydia’s wild, girlish enthusiasm.


“How did you get so far so quickly? I bet your stitches are a tangled mess!” Lydia cried.


“Elizabeth isn’t interested in gossip, so she didn’t listen to my news about the new neighbors,” said Mary.


Catherine added, “yes, and what Aunt Philips told me this morning.” Kitty repeated details about Netherfield Hall’s new owner while Mary gawked like a fish. 


When Kitty finished, Lydia said, “at least I’m the tallest. That is one thing that Lizzy can’t beat us at.”


“Height can’t be a competition. Nor one’s physical appearance to a degree, since we can only supplement what our creator endowed us with clothes, jewelry, or powder,” said Elizabeth. She sewed neat, minuscule stitches while she spoke. “A competition must set out fair and equitable rules as opponents vie for acknowledgment. There isn’t any possible way to compete over height unless we wear heeled shoes. Therefore, there can be no competition about height or other physical traits. There is no help if you want different hair or eyes.”


Lydia shook her head making her artificially-curled hair dance. “Blond hair is the hair of angels, don’t you think, Jane?” 


Jane smiled the patience of an older sister and continued stitching.


“There is far too much competition for the attention of gentlemen…,” said Mary but again was interrupted.


“Not one decent man within five miles! I fear I shall never marry!” Catherine wailed. 


“We will certainly never marry if we’re never allowed anywhere other than Meryton’s assembly hall,” said Elizabeth. “Our father’s disinclination for travel sets us at a disadvantage to meet eligible men. We have to face facts. We compete with girls of equal station and similar dowries.” She snipped her thread. “Moreover, these women happen to be our neighbors and friends. It doesn’t promote much neighborly feeling, does it? It’s why I wash my hands of this entire marriage business. Yet, it is our occupation, our calling.”


“But I want to fall in love!” Lydia cried with Kitty seconding the sentiment. Even Mary’s eyes shone with a certain hope that such a situation would come for her, the one plain Bennet sister.


“And if you fall in love with a rogue? One who has no money and runs through your pitiful dowry, how shall you live? As gentlewomen, our chosen occupation is the getting of husbands. But if you don’t want to be destitute as Mamma fears, then we must compete with women of similar status for the men who attend the Meryton assemblies. So learn the rules my dear sisters, or I fear you’ll be sorry.”


“How boring you are,” said Lydia, throwing down her unfinished napkin. “I want to marry a soldier and brush his red coat every evening.”


“Soldiers’ pay is notoriously poor.”  


“But red coats make men handsome!” said Catherine. 


The two youngest talked about the militia regiment that had been stationed in the area. Elizabeth picked up another square of fabric from the table, carefully pressed, and awaiting stitching. She returned to her seat just as Mrs. Bennet bustled in.


“Oh, my dears! Your Aunt Philips told me about this young man who has let Netherfield Park! What an opportunity for us—just think, an eligible young man. A fine thing for you girls!” 


“I think it’s only a ‘fine thing’ for one of us, Mamma, otherwise Mr. Bingley would be a bigamist or a rake,” said Elizabeth. “Which are you envisioning?”


“Lizzy! Watch your tongue,” Mrs. Bennet scolded. “I meant for him to marry one of you. That would create an opportunity for the rest of you to meet other, better gentlemen.”


“None, we have so far, met none,” said Elizabeth. Jane squeezed her forearm in warning.


“You need to look your best for the assembly. Put down that sewing and run upstairs to decide what to wear. We have just enough time to mend tears and re-trim dresses to catch Mr. Bingley’s eye!”


“I’m certain every other young woman in Meryton will be doing the same thing, and…,” Elizabeth began. Jane’s hand squeezed harder and she left the rest unsaid.


“Shall we not have new dresses, Mamma?” Lydia brightened. The still-unfinished household project slid from her lap to the floor, forgotten. 


Mrs. Bennet looked conflicted. “I’m not certain your father would approve that expense. Do you have money in your allowances?” Kitty and Lydia returned blank stares.


“Since this will be an important evening,” Catherine began, turning to look at Mary and using logic when the outcome was important. “And since Mary never spends her money on clothes, I’m sure she has pin money to share!” 


An argument erupted between the three youngest and their mother. Jane tugged at Elizabeth’s arm, and the two sisters set aside their sewing.


“You are so sharp. Far too sharp, I fear,” Jane began.


“I’m being frank about our futures. With only a thousand pounds each, we aren’t likely to capture any man’s attention. Despite being gentleman’s daughters, the only thing we have to offer is our beauty which is a fleeting attribute. Papa never leaves his book room to travel, so our horizons—and acquaintance—are never expanded. He’s even been so cruel as to turn down Aunt Gardiner when she suggests one of us come to London for an extended visit.”


“You are still being sharp. You know that Aunt Gardiner has four children and until this year her nursery was quite busy; Papa was being kind in refusing. Care of her children must be foremost, and introducing us to young men is beyond Aunt Gardiner’s abilities.”


“Then why invite us? To help as nursemaids?” Elizabeth asked with a salty tone. 


“Aunt Gardiner sends us invitations because she loves us, though no argument will win you over today. You insist on winning by being a termagant. If going to the assembly isn’t to your liking then stay home!” It was rare for Jane to lose her patience.


“I go for variety. There are few entertainments in our village, I seek them where they lie. Otherwise, there is only home and family or walking to Meryton to see the neighbors. The routine bores me.” A sound made them turn their heads.


“I guess we shall need to re-trim them with lace and ribbon.” Mrs. Bennet’s voice wafted down the stairwell from above. 


“It seems Mrs. Hills’ project of sewing new napkins is to be thrown over for dress beautification,” Elizabeth growled. “I shall wear my boring blue dress and finish these linens while the rest of you attempt to remake tired dresses with cheap ribbon.”


“You are too much! My cream with the lace is serviceable. Besides, I have few expectations of this assembly despite the reports about this Mr. Bingley. I shall help you with the linens.” 


Elizabeth’s fierce countenance softened. “I don’t know what I would do without you. I should truly be a hoyden and beyond Mamma and Papa’s tutelage without your example. Someday, they may get me to accept the attentions of some worthless young man.”


“Lizzy, what put you in a foul mood today?” 


“Our Aunt Philips’ visit, I suppose,” she answered, calmer with the others out of the room. “Why must our only way of ensuring our future be marriage?”


“It is how people of our station establish themselves; they form alliances. The family is the linchpin on which English society rests.”


“Yes, but why can’t we get our hands dirty making money some other way without ruining our reputations? I’m rather clever if what Papa keeps telling me is true. Why must I marry a man for his money, and hope there is love in the bargain? Why can’t I go into trade like Uncle Gardiner?”


“Why should you want to when your husband would provide you with money?” Jane asked, confused. Elizabeth thought she would never make her sister understand her point. 


“What if I prefer love to marriage? What if I choose to fall in love with a man (please note that I have not specified ‘gentle’ man) who is not able to marry me? What then?” 


“Lizzy, what do you mean?” Jane’s color paled.


“You know exactly what I mean. If I choose to live outside the bonds of matrimony because I love a man, that’s what.” Elizabeth managed to sew and be daring at the same time.


“You can’t! Think of the scandal! It would ruin all of us.” Jane’s color increased as her voice lowered.


“That’s the trouble. Marriage is a business, see Jane? See? One that doesn’t involve two people with feelings for each other, but ties whole families together as you asserted. But I want to do something different, be bold and daring. I want to go into business for myself. I want to win on my own terms.” Elizabeth stopped stitching to see if she inspired her sister. Jane looked mortified. 


Lizzy continued, “I promise, no running off disguised as a boy to establish myself in a tinsmith shop in a brave attempt to rise through the ranks. But I can assure you one thing. I will never marry for love. I think love is an invention to ensure that women follow society’s rules.”


“Lizzy!” Jane hissed. Sounds from above indicated that their sisters had made their dress selections as their voices echoed loudly in the upstairs landing, ringing down the stairs. “You are bitter, not bold. And love is not an invention, consider Mamma and Papa.”


Elizabeth sneered. “They don’t love each other! Papa was duped by a pretty face and Mamma married him for his money. No, we cannot use our parents as an example, if we did, we should believe that love is war.” She was pulling her sewing back up, but stopped. “Yes…love is war. A battlefield. Why have I never considered it before? Someone has to win a battle, therefore, someone must win at love! Though in the marriage mart, I fear it’s often the man who wins unless the woman is well-dowered and has a family to protect her.”


“Lizzy,” began Jane, intent on arguing, though it wasn’t in her nature to do so. 


But footsteps clattered on the stairs, and the sisters rushed in squealing about their dresses armed with handfuls of trim, some of which was raided from Jane and Elizabeth’s sewing boxes. Lizzy’s instincts for battle turned to retrieving her lost property, and she forgot about her argument with Jane.













CHAPTER TWO


Business Partners






A FEW DAYS later, young people called at the Bennet's home. The Lucas family lived nearby and were intimate friends. The father, Sir William Lucas, had been knighted after an address to the king during his mayoralty. The mother, Lady Lucas, was a vague, empty-headed woman with a brood of children. None of the Lucas multitude were married. 


Three of the oldest walked to Longbourn since it was excellent exercise, and they were bored. The younger daughter, Maria, had the additional motivation of gossiping about the upcoming assembly, but Charlotte and John-William shared Elizabeth’s reservation about the monthly dance.


Initially, everyone gathered in the back drawing room to talk about the new neighbor. While other estate owners had paid formal calls on Mr. Bingley, Mr. Bennet had yet to do so, not feeling honor-bound to leave the house. However, word spread of Mr. Bingley’s attractive face so the Bennet daughters wanted as many details as the Lucas siblings could spare. Sir William was a cordial man; surely he had called on the new neighbor.


“Did he?” Lydia prompted. 


“He did!” Maria bit her lips wanting to drag out the suspense. But she blurted out, “Papa assured me he is quite handsome!”


“Does he have blue eyes?” asked Catherine. A discussion ensued between the youngest Bennets and Maria about Mr. Bingley’s attractions.


“But have any of you seen him to confirm?” asked Elizabeth, looking from Maria to Charlotte to John-William. The two Lucas sisters shook their heads.


“Papa gave us a basic description; I fear Maria has her own ideas and elaborated,” said John-William. As plain as his older sister Charlotte, the two siblings shared similar characteristics with thin faces, distinctive eyebrows, and small, dark eyes. Maria’s plump cheeks, blond curls, and bright eyes made for a pretty face, though she was as empty-headed as her mother. 


“I have not!” Maria cried.


“Have too,” John-William mouthed, turning so only Elizabeth could see him. She smirked. 


“He has blue eyes and is irresistibly handsome! Besides, he’s worth two thousand a year. That makes him entirely eligible!”


“Two thousand a year is nothing to sniff at. Think of the pin money you would enjoy,” said Mrs. Bennet. 


“Only his wife would enjoy that privilege,” said Elizabeth. “Do you think we should all go to the assembly? Perhaps that might overwhelm him with so many choices.”


Mrs. Bennet bit her lip to stop saying something unkind, but John-William suggested they stroll in the gardens. Clouds hung heavy in the sky and the wind send eddies of leaves past the window. Elizabeth and Jane agreed to join him and Charlotte. The four were good friends, having played together as children even if the two Lucas siblings were older.


“This new neighbor isn’t going to change any of our fortunes,” said Charlotte as they walked into Longbourn’s formal gardens just outside the drawing room’s doors.


“How do you know? We’ve not had a new neighbors in years,” said Jane, grabbing Charlotte’s arm as a gust of wind buffeted their skirts.


“This young man isn’t going to be interested in the likes of us. Neither of us has a sufficient dowry to attract a man with two thousand a year. You are the prettiest girl in Meryton and have the best chance with Mr. Bingley,” said Charlotte, keeping Jane tucked beside her.


“And nothing else,” said Elizabeth in a soft voice that only John-William could hear. She asked the company. “What if he is like Mr. Hawkins who leased Netherfield that one summer for a house party?”


“I suspect Mamma and Aunt Philips will be sorely disappointed,” said Jane. 


“Mr. Hawkins barely acknowledged the neighbors who called and refused all invitations. No one knew how many people stayed with him,” said Charlotte. “Perhaps this Mr. Bingley will be like that and not attend any neighborhood gatherings. His appearance won’t impact the neighborhood. Jane let us head over there.” The two women huddled together and moved away from Elizabeth and John-William to shelter near the tall hedges.


“Your sister is right; Mr. Bingley’s appearance won’t affect our fortunes. We shall need to make our way in the world, Jack. It’s as we feared,” said Elizabeth.


“My father retired from business; I believe I have trade in my blood. I shall be able to make due,” he remarked. Jack was a childhood nickname that only Elizabeth still used.


“Your father is a dear; he is difficult not to like,” said Elizabeth kindly.


“Opting to be kind wasn’t necessarily the best choice as it hasn’t provided well for us children. He might have made more money if he kept at his trade.”


“A few more years in business might have lined the family pockets more effectively,” she agreed. Their path diverged from Charlotte and Jane, as the two women remained out of the wind. “Nothing for it, but for us to go into business together as we planned.”


“Look, Elizabeth…Lizzy Bea,” he said, using her childhood nickname. “Pacts made when we were young are folly. We mustn’t cling to them now that we’re adults.” John-William was twenty-four, and an intelligent, sharp-witted man. He and Elizabeth were of like character.


“Five years ago we weren’t so very young. You were nineteen, a young man, and old enough to marry.”


“But you were fifteen, that isn’t old enough to marry. Besides, we can barely be together and keep a civil tongue in our heads. We constantly set each other off to the worst behavior. I fear marriage would be constant battles. And besides, I don’t love you.”


“The point I keep making is marriages aren’t about love! They are about the business of bringing two families together, funding how a family functions. We would rub along well enough if we were ordinary people, what with my dowry and you getting that legacy when you’re twenty-five. But we’re not ordinary! With our excellent minds, we could go into trade and be rich as Croesus in no time.”


“You have remarkable faith in our joint abilities, Lizzy Bea.”


“I love Jane and Mary, perhaps I’m even fond of the other two, but what do I have at home to challenge me?”


“Must you always be winning? Always be on top?”


“Is it wrong to strive for things? Or only wrong because I’m a woman? Ambition isn’t lady-like is it?” He said nothing. “Your silence answers that. I’m tired of playing the game. I am twenty and have been out for years without any prospects.”


“So you do want to marry,” he said gently.


“If I fall in love, I might agree to marry. But marriage in our station is about alliances and business.” Elizabeth peeped at him, but he wasn’t looking at her. “Are you not over Lucy yet? Isn’t she the last one?”


“I need to be more circumspect about my love interests,” he murmured.


“You need a more mature outlook and not allow a pretty face to turn your head,” Elizabeth shot back.


“If I can’t marry for love, I may as well be charmed by a pretty face as a plain one. If I’ve been condemned to walk the earth with this ugly mug, I might as well pursue beautiful women as plain ones if there is no winning in either case.” 


“You didn’t use to be so…despairing.” She sounded hurt, but hurt for both of them.


“I’m doing my best to stave off you convincing me to marry you someday,” he answered.


“But I thought I was rather beautiful, or so Mamma tells me. I may not be as angelic as Jane, but I understand that physically, I’m quite attractive,” she chuckled.


“You are, but your character is wanting, Lizzy Bea. I don’t want a wife who would always insist on being on top,” he asserted. She gave a rather unladylike grunt without understanding his underlying crudity.


“I suppose there is simply a point at which men and women stop being friends? Have we reached that stage?” Elizabeth asked gently.


“Perhaps we have. We need to let the other topic go and not hold each other to past declarations,” John-William insisted.


“I believe you’re secretly in love with me. It’s why you still call when your brothers never get within a half-mile of Longbourn,” she teased.


“Elizabeth Beatrice Bennet must you always have the last word?” he cried in exasperation.


“Yes!” she answered with a laugh.













CHAPTER THREE


The Meryton Assembly






MR. BINGLEY CAME to the local assembly. Mrs. Bennet’s insistence on re-trimming dresses hadn’t been in vain. Her daughters traipsed in behind her with fresh ribbon on their frocks. It had rained continuously since the Lucas family called, what else was there to do but sew? 


While Elizabeth considered remaining at home with her father, after days of confinement, she decided to attend, reckoning on either observing this new neighbor first-hand or witnessing the neighborhood’s disappointment when he didn’t arrive. But appear he did, bringing with him guests.  This was an unexpected development as they only expected to meet the sister who intended to keep house for him. 


There were two sisters, both fashionably dressed. Their attire was both admired and picked apart. However, there were also two men. One was a husband to one of the sisters; the other was a friend, an unmarried friend. This information circulated with devilish interest among the crowd of mothers. Mr. Darcy was rumored to be quite rich.


After her first set of dances, Elizabeth found Charlotte Lucas and dragged her to the back of the hall where she would loiter for most of the night. The two friends had much to share.


“You were Mr. Bingley’s first choice as a partner which must elevate you in status,” Elizabeth began. “You will be invited to tea for days to come.”


“He is an agreeable man, and I believe will be an outstanding addition to the neighborhood.” It was the sort of response other women wanted, but not Elizabeth.


“Hrm. Agreeable, decent, he sounds boring! Mr. Bingley isn’t the sort of man to turn my head.”


“We’ve not much choice with our dowries. We may only admire him from afar. He’s not likely to consider us.”


Elizabeth patted Charlotte’s hand as she teased, “we shall grow old together, pining for husbands, but why did he come here, specifically, do you think?”


“What do you mean?” Charlotte asked, drawing back.


“Why come to Meryton? I wonder if there isn’t some deception he is practicing on us. You and I are realistic about our expectations.”


“You are the daughter of a gentleman. Mine retired from trade even if he now owns property,” her friend pointed out with typical honesty.


“Mr. Bingley is being discreet; word is that his money comes from trade. Is he attempting to distance himself from the stench of working for his money? I can only believe it’s his first step towards becoming a gentleman, and he shall move elsewhere once he has mastered this trial at estate living.”


“How very bitter you are, Eliza.”


“Why else would he come to Meryton?”


“Because he is thrifty and got the lease for a good rate?” 


“I wonder though, if there isn’t a sort of war between his disparity of station and wealth. How does he view himself? Does he see himself as above us because he has money or below us because he comes from trade?”


“This is a night for dancing, not such conundrums! What do you think of his friend, Mr. Darcy? He is purported to be a gentleman and rich.”


“I was dancing. I’ve not had the opportunity to observe this paragon,” Elizabeth remarked with scorn, staring at the bustling room.


“That’s him, over by the window,” Charlotte whispered.


“He’s rather uninteresting,” said Elizabeth, a squat man in a green coat talked to Mr. Goulding. He appeared about thirty, with curling, fashionable hair wearing well-tailored clothes. Nothing about him appealed to her. Lizzy laughed. “Is that the measure of a rich gentleman?”


Charlotte laughed, “that is Mr. Hurst! I don’t know much about him. No! On the other side, over in that corner by himself.” 


She and Charlotte stood in one corner where sconce light flickered indifferently just as it barely lit the opposite corner where a stranger stood in its shadows. Mr. Darcy didn’t speak with anyone. That was her first observation.


Her second was to acknowledge a strange fluttering inside that she couldn’t name as she stared across the worn floorboards at this newcomer into Meryton’s well-ordered and monotonous society. Mr. Darcy was tall, and though she couldn’t perfectly discern his features as well as Mr. Hurst’s, she felt drawn to study him further.


“What is he doing skulking in the dark instead of dancing,” she said in jest.


“Perhaps he is shy.”


“I wonder why he has come if he’s standing by himself?”


“You spend far too much time asking questions, Eliza. This is a dance, perhaps he wanted to dance?”


“But Mr. Darcy is not dancing,” Elizabeth shot back.


“True, but he is new to the neighborhood and has not made everyone’s acquaintance yet.”


“Maybe he doesn’t wish to be with anyone. He’s had enough of new people, and in particular, women and mothers fawning over him. He sees himself as being above our company and is taking a respite from constantly suffering the ill-mannered charms of forward women.”


“Or perhaps he is waiting to dance with someone from his party,” Charlotte speculated. After the current set ended, the gentleman stepped away from the shadows to dance with one of Mr. Bingley’s sisters.


Elizabeth left her corner as one of the Lucas brothers solicited her hand. Most eyes in the assembly room were on Mr. Bingley as he danced with Mary King, but Lizzy couldn’t help watching his friend. She couldn’t account for her eyes following his movements. 


Mr. Bingley displayed all the best manners, something that Leopold needed to practice, though he danced well. Their friendship meant they didn’t need to talk. Mr. Darcy also danced well, nor did he and his partner speak, but he didn’t engage his neighbors in polite conversation when the dance permitted such opportunities.


Maybe that was the point. Mr. Darcy shared a similar outlook with Elizabeth. He gazed at the Meryton crowd with the same set of eyes. He was just as much a reluctant partner to the evening’s activities as Elizabeth, yet he had chosen to attend, like Elizabeth.


“In support,” she said aloud.


“In support of what?” Leopold asked. “Not Bram and his cronies off to put dead mice in carriages? I see him talking to his friends. I ought to go nip that in the bud.”


Elizabeth laughed. “Youth have their follies, and you are an excellent brother. You should stave off his mischief lest they upset the new neighbors.” Leopold thanked her and when they reached the end of the line; they spun off the dance.


Mr. Darcy was at the end, and Elizabeth had her first opportunity to observe him up close. As was constantly reported, he was tall, but so too was their town blacksmith. Darcy, however, was built differently, a trim, elegant sailing ship rather than a seventy-six gunner like James Hope.


Darcy’s dark visage didn’t invite like that of his friend, but that wasn’t what Elizabeth wanted. He was more anti-hero than hero with dark eyes below brooding brows. Her heart did funny little flips as she watched him, maintaining as casual a posture as she could. She found herself drawn to his hands. They were elegant and expressive; Elizabeth found them captivating and fixated on the signet ring on his smallest finger as he completed the final steps of the dance.


She had never found a man more intriguing, and her eyes followed him as he exited the dance area with his companion, leading her back to the other Netherfield inhabitants. Elizabeth neither noted nor cared about any others.


‘Who is this man?’ She stood stupidly like a statue as people mingled and spoke, sought refreshment and new partners. She paid attention to nothing else but the tall, silent sailing ship of a figure. A man who was entirely a stranger but enthralled her, though Elizabeth had no words to describe why or how such enchantment worked on her.


Randall Goulding suddenly appeared before her. “Lizzy, care to dance? I was going to ask Jane but that new fellow has asked her a second time!” he huffed, blowing out a breath that puffed up the hair on his forehead. Elizabeth agreed, turning to look at the set. “Wait! Maria’s free. Don’t feel blue,” he declared and ran off to solicit Maria Lucas’ hand, beating out one of the militia officers. 


Randall was the spoiled only son of William Goulding, a local land owner. He had just finished his studies at Oxford and spent most of his time strutting around the village as if he were the most attractive and eligible young man in Meryton. He probably would have been if the militia weren’t billeted nearby.


Most of the officers had found partners, and Elizabeth stared without seeing as the set began, lost in thought about this new neighbor. She was startled from her reverie by John-William.


“Have no fear. I shall not ask you to dance,” he teased.


“Have you danced?” Elizabeth asked in return.


“I have; I braved asking Miss Bingley.”


“How very daring of you, my dearest friend; you should tell me all about it,” she laughed as she led him to her back corner. “Is she pretty? Are you smitten?”


“Don’t tease, Lizzy Bea.”


“I see how the wind blows.”


“She is unlike any other woman in Meryton, that is certain.”


“Beautiful and charming. I shall hear of nothing else for a fortnight.”


“Must you always tease!” 


“I shall not say another word if you fetch me a drink, then my lips will be too occupied.” 


Jack nodded and walked away.






FITZWILLIAM DARCY WATCHED his good friend passing hands in the dance. Bingley lived to be contented and pleased with life whereas Darcy was suspicious of human nature and skeptical of motives. People were only swayed by self-interest, so he gazed around the hall wondering what this group would ask of him. 


He didn’t believe any of the young women would raise their eyes to him or that the mothers would encourage their daughters to make a play for him. Such theatrics had stopped in recent years the more cynical he became. Darcy wore his distrust on his face like he wore superfine on his shoulders. 


He had no one to partner or speak with. Caroline and Mrs. Hurst were dancing, and Hurst had wandered off (probably to play cards). Darcy turned to find his friend again.


Bingley’s evident pleasure glowed as he clasped hands with a blond creature while they wove down the line. Darcy never worried how he fared: Bingley would succeed at anything he tried, though life was cruel. Someday, life would demand payment from Charles and he would be unable to measure up. But he liked the fellow and helping him with the details of living like a gentleman was what friends did, even if there were fewer pleasures on a leased estate.


He drifted away from the dancing legs, music, and merriment back to the shadows of his corner. Every person was interchangeable with everyone else. In any village, there were a set of characters: the village mouthpiece (sometimes a mayor, sometimes a talkative busybody), the beauty, the peacock or swain, the mothers, and the self-important men who viewed themselves at the top. 


He saw it all here, including the young women like chicks in a barnyard not paying attention to their mother hen but running wild. Often, he liked the tradesmen best. They were predictable and the bedrock of a village. The more time a person had on their hands, the more empty-headed he found them. This included most people in his class who hated any sort of study or instruction or even intelligent conversation.


The shadows in the corner across from him moved, and a female figure stirred. She stared at the dancing figures, enthralled by the movement. 


‘No doubt left behind by the scarcity of gentlemen or she’s been slighted.’ Darcy stared at her profile searching for flaws to pick apart as he had no other employment.


“Darcy!” said Charles, appearing unexpectedly at his side. His friend had left the dance. “You must come dance. I hate to see you standing by yourself in this stupid manner, come dance!”


“Your sisters are engaged, and I’ve not met another woman I feel inclined to dance with,” he answered, still staring at the woman.


“You are the most critical man! Tonight is for dancing and there are several uncommonly pretty girls here.”


“Your partner is handsome,” Darcy conceded, looking at the patient blond who waited for Charles.


“She is the most beautiful creature! But I believe that is one of her sisters over there, who is also very pretty. Let me ask my partner to introduce you.” 


Bingley stared at his shadowy creature. Darcy warred with Charles labeling her ‘pretty’ as he gazed more keenly at her profile. Dark brows lay over smooth porcelain cheeks; her long straight nose sat over lips that presided over a strong chin. Her ebony hair was pinned up and a small earring hung on a beautiful shell-like ear. He stared at the ear in wonderment. 


Then he recalled his other assumptions about this creature being passed over because fewer men danced, and her being slighted. Darcy felt no need to inflate her ego by stooping to dance with her. He turned to say something caustic, but his eye caught the movements of a young man holding two glasses of wine as he skirted the dancers. 


The man approached the lone figure, made the tiniest of bows, and held out one of the glasses. She reached up to take it, her lips widening in pleasure. The man, a rather ordinary one, swept his coattails back to sit next to her. 


The woman turned, watching him, and Darcy was hit, full blast, with the vision of her beauty. Its freshness disarmed him in a way he couldn’t describe. Teeth showed between her lips as she had eyes only for the ugly man. Her eyes laughed as she sipped her drink.


“I fear she is occupied, and there is no one available. You had best return to your partner and enjoy her smiles. There is nothing else for me,” said Darcy, not taking his eyes off the sister. 


Charles took his direction and returned to the dance. Darcy remained in the shadows and watched the pair in the better-lit corner, as the sister looked with what he thought was rapt attention at her companion without saying a single word as the young man talked. Though the man had turned his back to Darcy, he could tell that he spoke as his drink remained untouched; occasionally he leaned forward conspiratorially.


‘Is she only humoring him? Is this an attempt at sympathy with this ugly man so he will ask her to dance? If she begged me, I might dance with her.’ 


Giggles drifted across the space, and Darcy refocused on the woman. Her skin was smooth, flawless, her smile wide. However, her bright eyes stared not at Darcy but this nobody of a man. Something turned over inside his gut at that man receiving the focus of such beauty.


‘She obviously must be interested in him, this menial. He’s not even that handsome young peacock I saw earlier, strutting around as if he had been imbued with God-given gifts.’ Darcy shuffled his feet, widening his stance without breaking contact. 


‘I must discover who these two are. It will give me a focus while I’m in the area. It’s only a matter of time.’













CHAPTER FOUR


Round One: Attraction






MRS. GOULDING SCORED a coup as she was the first hostess to invite Mr. Bingley to dinner. That her invitation beat out others to the coveted new neighbor invited gossip. The neighborhood wondered how she had managed to be first. She had additional incentive as Randall Goulding was rumored to be smitten with Miss Bingley; many assumed the admiration must be returned. 


The Gouldings had three daughters; Allison was out in society, but Emily, the second daughter, hadn’t been formally presented, though she was to have her come-out the next spring. Now eighteen, she attended Meryton activities. Unlike Mrs. Bennet, Mrs. Goulding kept a tighter rein on her daughters, but that evening, Emily’s smile helped welcome the visitors.


The entire Bennet family came. Mr. Bennet came for the food. Mrs. Bennet intended to pick apart everything Mrs. Goulding did as a hostess. Jane came because she found Mr. Bingley charming. The other Bennet sisters came to flirt, hoping the militia officers would appear. Elizabeth was the sole woman fixated on Mr. Darcy; she could think of nothing else. After greeting their hosts, Elizabeth drifted over to speak to Miss Lucas. 


“How are you?” Charlotte asked. “Faring well?” Lizzy replied with an appropriate answer. “And Jane?” They turned to find Jane speaking to Mr. Bingley, Mrs. Hurst, and others.


“My sister has confessed how much she admires our new neighbor—and after only meeting him the one time! Jane says he has all the traits that a young man ought to possess.”


“‘One time’ is a vague phrase. Jane must have used her time wisely while dancing with him. In Meryton, we mostly have country dances which allow conversation, and they shared their interests. It’s how a woman and a man get to know one another.”


‘Whereas I’ve never spoken to Mr. Darcy. But why would I consider him? There isn’t any reason for him to admire me—though I am beautiful.’ She pouted. ‘But looks only go so far. Likely he is arrogant.’ She didn’t dare turn to find him. 


Instead, she said aloud, “if anyone deserves happiness, it is dear, sweet Jane.”


“Jane is kind, beautiful, and has a particular appeal to young men,” Charlotte agreed. “Her future is more assured. Your other sisters’ behavior may be less appealing.”


“None of the other three has much allure. Mary tries too hard; she is like overly bright sunlight. Lydia is boisterous and wild, and Catherine is a sheep following her around.”


“And you?” asked Charlotte. “What does your future hold?”


“Even that looks bleak since John-William appears captivated by Miss Bingley. Someday I hope he will have realistic expectations.”


“I’ve never understood your attraction to my brother.” Her friend frowned.


“I am not attracted to him. We have a business arrangement.”


“Eliza,” Charlotte said softly. “I’ve often thought you prettier than Jane. Dark hair is all the rage, and with your looks, you could marry well. But your biting wit is going to get you into trouble. It certainly isn’t going to attract a husband.”


“I don’t believe I’ve ever espoused a need for a husband.”


“Are you challenging yourself? Are you even attempting to do your best? Using the best of your abilities and talents?” asked Charlotte.


“What accomplishments do I truly have? Neither of my parents saw fit for masters. None of us draw or sing well. I only play the pianoforte because I badgered old Mrs. Riggs to teach me. We speak no languages. We Bennet daughters are pathetic specimens of the gentleman’s daughter variety.”


“And yet I believe you’re a romantic. On occasion, I’ve heard you assert that you would marry for love. That option will never appear for me.”


“I would marry for love if a man offered himself to me body and soul. But that isn’t likely to happen,” she agreed. Then Elizabeth couldn’t help it; her eyes swept around the room to find him. Mr. Darcy stood in a group of men speaking to Mr. Goulding, Sir William Lucas, and remarkably, her father. 


‘If he would simply worship me, I could love him. I would win then.’ 


“I look forward to being an old maid with you. Perhaps, we might pool our money and create an establishment,” her friend chatted on with longing, bringing Elizabeth back to reality. 


“I don’t know how many years longer my father might survive and provide me with room and board. Our estate is entailed to a worthless cousin. None of us daughters are amplified by its income,” said Elizabeth.


“What do you think of Miss Bingley?” Charlotte changed the subject. 


They found the young woman in a group; Caroline Bingley spoke to Allison and Emily. Her beauty was enhanced by her raiment. Elizabeth recalled her argument that though height and beauty weren’t something to compete over, beauty could be enhanced by expensive fabrics and fine lace, and Miss Bingley certainly wielded that power. 


‘Her dowry must be considerable.’ 


The Goulding sisters had honey-blond hair and shared a similarity of looks. But while Allison affected an air of aloofness, Emily’s apple cheeks rose when she smiled, and she often smiled. Elizabeth thought she out-shone Miss Bingley as far as prettiness, though her perspective was likely different than a gentleman’s. She found Emily’s inviting expression more appealing than Miss Bingley’s proud bearing or Allison’s cool demeanor. Perhaps men considered Caroline’s puffed-up mien, enriched with expensive lace, more attractive. 


John-William sauntered over and followed their eyes across the room to their object of interest. 


“She is a vision, isn’t she?” he remarked, keeping his eyes on Miss Bingley and positioning himself so he could stare without embarrassment at the newcomer. 


“I’ve not been formally introduced to my rival,” said Elizabeth.


“Don’t tease,” Jack sighed.


“Shall you escort her into dinner or does Mrs. Goulding have some order of precedence in mind?” she asked.


“I don’t know,” he admitted. 


“You need to beware of Randall, rumor has it you have a rival.”


Jack scoffed. “Randall is such a lunk-head. I don’t know that Miss Bingley would ever consider the likes of him. Besides, it is only calf-love on his part.” Elizabeth couldn’t help slipping her hand into his arm and pulling him closer. 


“Yes.” She assured her good friend, “it’s a case of calf love.”






DARCY MADE AN effort to identify and speak to the most intelligent people in the room, which meant the older men. His hostess was welcoming, but she eyed him the way mothers did with marriageable daughters, so he kept a stony face. However, she passed him over to give a warmer smile to his friend—for which Darcy was not unhappy. 


The principal Meryton families were represented in the room, but he found it odd that they all had children of similar age. Darcy felt out of place. Most of the younger men had just reached their majority and were at an age of wonder, with few shared experiences. He found the colts wet behind the collar just as exasperating as giggling débutantes.


Charles had formed an infatuation with the eldest Bennet daughter likening her to an angel. Darcy had no opinion of Miss Jane Bennet; his brief observation of her having occurred on a single night. But his friend needed some object to admire: it was Bingley’s custom wherever they landed, be it town or country. This would last until another pretty girl distracted him. Hopefully, Miss Bennet would captivate him until they finished shooting and moved on.


While Charles spoke with his angel, Louisa added biting commentary. Neither sister had expressed curiosity or asked for involvement in their brother’s aspiration to enjoy the liberty of a manor. Their connection to trade might be to blame, or maybe it was their education at a private seminary in town: an in-bred focus on the joys of London led them to view this move to the country with derision. 


Bingley’s two sisters didn’t understand that to be a lady, one had to be a country flower. Darcy’s eyes darted to another group, and he caught sight of her, the sister. Someone mentioned the second Bennet sister was called Elizabeth. Her dark beauty shone even at a distance as she spoke to an attentive companion.


‘Probably nothing more than romantic, girlish gossip, foolish topics that young women share; no doubt they are speaking about me. She must be interested in me. All women are. They come with blushing entreaties to fall at my feet or stare at me from afar.’


A third figure interrupted the two: it was the ugly man. He was all swagger and settled between them, first looking at Bingley before glancing at Elizabeth. It was impossible to discern the topic, but Darcy felt she was laughing at the interrupter. Tightness spread across his chest. Teasing was a sign of intimacy—she knew this man well if she could tease him. Just what was their relationship? Were they secretly engaged? Lovers? The tightness inside crimped even further when she slipped her hand under his arm.


The young man had such a look of longing that Darcy had to close his eyes. When he blinked them open, he discovered his host addressing him. Dinner was served. He plastered a half-smile on his face, nodded, and said something appropriate. Then he bowed to his hostess and led her into the dining room as the other guests maneuvered themselves in order behind the couple.






DARCY LINGERED OVER his glass, not listening to the men’s boasts or the answers that Charles gave to questions as the men finished their port. He was an island, self-contained and immobile. Besides, the port was excellent. 


As soon as the men joined the women, Caroline waved her handkerchief at him.


“This place is tedious. It isn’t London. How does anyone live here? Live like this?” Her teacup was empty. He had yet to even look for the coffee table.


“You want to be a lady? You need to understand country life,” he said brusquely. “Don’t be fooled by those fashionable friends you so envy and follow during the season. London is simply dessert, but the country is the meal proper. Where do they go when the season is over? To the country. It’s where they were bred, like horses or aged like fine wine to become ladies of the ton.” 


Caroline looked appalled to be compared to a horse. Her cup rattled on its saucer in her annoyance.


He continued, “give the country a chance. Charles and I have the shooting. While our days are full, figure out the ins and outs of the women’s society; their hierarchy.”


“It’s all so tedious here. And these women? Likely only one brain to share between them.”


“It is practice for being a lady,” he hinted, yet again. 


Caroline turned sharply to look at him. Darcy didn’t care if she thought it was a hint of something more concrete between them. She needed to be taken down a notch, and eventually would be. Caroline Bingley needed life lessons. She reached over to slip her hand around his arm, just like Elizabeth had with that man before dinner.


“A lady,” she sighed, leaning close.


Darcy searched for his lady, finding her alone, having just taken a sip from a cup. Their eyes locked. His eyes bored into hers. It was the first direct contact between them that he perceived. Elizabeth didn’t lose contact as she placed her cup back down on its saucer.


‘I must mold her into a worthy match for me. Why wouldn’t she fall hopelessly in love with me? I have it all, it’s only a matter of time.’






TONIGHT’S WINNERS: JANE and Bingley, since they are, at least, obvious about their attraction for each other and willing to admit it.













CHAPTER FIVE


Round Two: A Game of Cards






MRS. BENNET INVITED fewer neighbors to her dinner; she planned to set up card tables afterward. Her idea was to encourage Mr. Bingley to remain at Longbourn and within Jane’s orbit as long as possible and not let him slip away after the coffee.


She had considered not inviting the Gouldings, but her triumph at the number of courses (more than her rival) was too much to bear. She must out-do Mrs. Goulding, so that family must be invited. While the formal dining table at Longbourn could seat twenty-four, there were twenty for dinner, including some officers to help round out the number of men. 


Elizabeth had finally been introduced to him at Netherfield. She and Jane went to call, as was proper, on Mrs. Hurst and Miss Bingley to welcome them to the neighborhood one morning and discovered the gentlemen were in. Mr. Darcy didn’t shake her hand; he merely acknowledged her with a dip of the head. It was the gregarious Mr. Bingley who possessed her hand and waxed on about how pleased he was that she and Jane had called on his sisters.


Since that visit, Elizabeth anticipated what sensations touching hands with Mr. Darcy would engender. Shaking hands with Mr. Bingley brought out only ordinary feelings, but she imagined skin-to-skin contact with him would be different. Greetings often didn’t require the passing of hands, but more often, farewells did. In the oddest way, she looked forward to saying goodbye so she could touch his hand.






DARCY EXPLAINED TO Charles there was an unwritten rule that country hostesses didn’t send out dinner invitations to more than two dinners a week. It meant they wouldn’t be overly plagued with attention from the neighborhood. He believed it a positive attribute of country life. 


But Bingley enjoyed society, and in London, Charles frequently went out every night of the week to some dinner or rout or card party. His friend was the sort who fretted with nervous fingers if home two nights in a row. This dependency meant that every invitation was accepted. However, Darcy shadowed his friend in anticipation of seeing her with more eagerness than he typically showed.


This hostess passed over greeting him to effusively welcome Charles just as the previous one did. He smiled at her discernible interest in his friend and turned to take in the gathering’s composition. The crowd was less tightly pressed together, and the rooms were larger. She stood next to a sister waiting to greet guests. Elizabeth’s eyes looked to the side before she leaned close to share a secret. 


A flare of jealousy sparked as he glanced where her eyes had been, expecting it to be the ugly man who he now knew to be John-William Lucas. The first person Darcy had met was the father, Sir William, an expressive man who had pounced on their party at the assembly. Sir William had fathered a large brood of children of which his rival, Mr. Lucas, was the oldest son. Though Lucas wasn’t strictly a rival as there was no comparison between Fitzwilliam Darcy and the country son of a retired merchant.


However, Elizabeth’s gaze was on a trio of militia officers who completed the company for the evening. They counter-balanced the number of women with the Bennet and Goulding daughters (though that peacock, Randall Goulding strutted around the room with disgusting familiarity). Darcy watched as the officers spread out in tactical formation to secure dinner partners before he realized that Mrs. Bennet wasn’t using order of precedence seating. One redcoat made a short bow to Elizabeth, and she took his proffered arm. 


The butler announced dinner, and his hostess remarked that they should sit wherever they pleased. Darcy saw Caroline’s head snap up and a look of horror flash on her face as Randall pranced up to offer his arm. She smiled but didn’t take it, her eyes pleading with Darcy. He gave her no encouragement of rescue. Instead, he neared Elizabeth without hope since he anticipated the officer had beat him to her company.


‘If you had simply held out, you could be mine.’ His heart thumped though his exterior was calm. A Bennet sister stood mutely next to Elizabeth.


“Good evening,” he said in a bland voice to Elizabeth and the officer, then turned to the sister. “Miss Mary, would you care to accompany me into dinner?” He knew he correctly identified the sister as her eyes lit up, and she accepted. He winged out his arm before turning to see how she took his machinations. Jealousy didn’t beat in Elizabeth’s heart apparently, as Mr. MacLaine had turned the pair of them towards the dining room. She didn’t stare forlornly at him.


‘Or maybe it does, but you have a better handle on your expressions than I surmised.’ 


He led his companion into the dining room. Darcy seated Mary near Elizabeth and MacLaine.






“YOU’RE NOT GOING to join the regulars?” Elizabeth asked, after Mr. MacLaine’s long explanation that he had found a purchaser for his militia commission.


“No one believes me because I’m the exception. I’m a soldier who has saved his money, but it helps that my father is still alive and has connections. That has made the entire process run smoothly.”


“I wish you well, every happiness,” she said, reaching for her wine glass and saucily toasting him. The topic of a man’s future should be a happy one, particularly as he was leaving the militia to become a gentleman, but she sensed tension. Her eyes strayed beyond Mr. MacLaine’s rough features to Mr. Darcy; it was because of him. He paid more attention to her conversation than to poor Mary. 


Elizabeth looked again at her dinner companion. The lieutenant’s attractiveness was marred by his weather-beaten and red skin. The more he drank, the redder it became. MacLaine’s manners were decent, and she had never found fault with him, but flirting with an unavailable man was an excellent way to tease Mr. Darcy.


“Shall you be conventional,” she asked, leaning closer and hoping that Darcy couldn’t hear the words, only see her movement, “and decide it is time to settle down? Find yourself a wife?” The first remove still lay on the table; there hadn’t been time to indulge in too much wine. Mr. MacLaine didn’t take the bait to lean over conspiratorially.


“I don’t know what the future holds. I expect my hands will be full settling into my new estate.” 


“Very diplomatic answer,” said Elizabeth pulling back. “But where is it?” 


“Leicestershire, northwest of the big city,” he answered.


“How far from Derbyshire?” she asked, risking a glance at Darcy to see if he overheard. His estate was rumored to be in Derbyshire.


“Quite near the border between them,” said MacLaine. 


Mr. Darcy glanced their way at the mention of his county, then he leaned in close to Mary. Whatever else the lieutenant had to share about his new estate, its size, name, finer points, and features, was lost as envy of her sister sitting so near him distracted her. It was replaced with such a strong desire to be in a different seat that she lost the flow of the entire room.


She had to reach down and pinch her leg to bring her focus back to the dinner, participants, and conversation. Losing the progress of the dialog, and in particular, that of her dinner partner would never do. She never lost at anything she set her mind to.






DESPITE MARY AND MacLaine separating the two of them during dinner, Darcy could focus only on Elizabeth. 


But he was a gentleman and generations of manners were bred into him. He asked Miss Mary questions and received answers even if he wasn’t able to recall the topics covered. On his other side was Emily Goulding. The numbers between the men and women weren’t even, so she had walked in with another Bennet sister. But whenever he attempted to turn towards her in politeness, her pink lips clamped together, her eyes widened, and she shook her head as if he was asking her about battlefield tactics.


Elizabeth and the officer spoke about the man selling out. Darcy tried to tune out their discussion and was mostly successful, but ‘Derbyshire’ taunted him. ‘That’s a deliberate move on her part.’ He stared hard, then realized his tactical mistake. Quickly, he leaned closer to Mary and asked how she liked a particular dish. She responded in a humdrum voice, then perked up as she mentioned a second. He didn’t let his eyes drift towards Elizabeth but sensed she was aware of their bowed heads. 


Minutes later, the second remove was brought in, along with new wine. Mr. Goulding, who sat on Elizabeth’s other side, asked for a dish. Darcy had the opportunity to observe her in profile again. It pierced his heart. Could he think her ears perfection? In those delicate shells dangled an amber stone. Her dark hair lay in waves, held up invisibly and without adornment unlike the other women in the room. Elizabeth Bennet was breathtaking in profile.


After passing Goulding the dish, Darcy selected another and suggested it to his dinner partner then turned to Emily and offered it to her and Catherine Bennet. And so went the second remove; he became the master of the dishes without looking towards Elizabeth again. Mr. Bennet’s excellent wine helped to maintain his charade until sweetmeats appeared and the ladies rose to exit, giving him a period to breathe without feeling as if he were hunted.






MRS. BENNET WAITED impatiently for the men to finish their port for she had sent away to London for a Pope Joan board and was anxious for it to be broken in. Servants laid out card tables around the room, but the table for the Pope Joan board was placed in the center of the room with six chairs rather than four. 


“For you know, you can play with six,” said Mrs. Bennet haughtily. Someone took the bait and asked how the game was played, stepping up to admire the green and gold board on its raised center. The hostess didn’t quite understand the rules and blushed, her mouth opening and closing. Her daughter Mary saved her embarrassment. She loved obscure study and had read up on the game and gave a dry recitation of the rules of play.


“We will go over them again when the men join us,” Mrs. Bennet insisted without thanking Mary and bustled off as the tea and coffee were brought in. She pulled Jane and Elizabeth over to serve. After the women got their cups, they returned to admiring the Pope Joan board, reaching out with delicate fingers to touch its lacquered surfaces. Only one dissenting voice said it looked more like something for serving food than a card game.


“Allison!” Mrs. Goulding scolded. Elizabeth wondered if Allison was attempting to mimic Caroline Bingley’s hauteur; she thought she failed. But a mother’s reprimanding voice was a universally rattling utterance.


The men arrived but not before the women finished their first cup of tea. They waited with jittery fingers, eager to test the new game. The ladies dragged the men over to admire the game board and to flirt. It was obvious that everyone wanted to try out the Pope Joan board, though there was only room for three couples. 


The married men stepped away for coffee, while the younger solicited partners. Being dinner partners didn’t dictate playing cards together. Caroline stared at Mr. Darcy, however, Mr. MacLaine asked her to play cards with him. She agreed, visibly relieved not to be partnered with Randall again.


Mary began an explanation of the rules for the Pope Joan game as soon as everyone assembled. Impressed with her knowledge, Mr. Hurst implored her to play with him. Lydia and Allison were brash in getting the militia officers to pair up with them. 


The other tables were set to play Whist. Mr. Bennet led three guests to one table while Mrs. Bennet led others to a second. Caroline ended up seated at a table with Randall who had Catherine as a partner. 


Elizabeth, who had been serving coffee, delayed showing any interest in either the new game or any particular person but stared as Mr. Darcy approached with his empty coffee cup. 


He silently handed it over. It was only after she handed it back that he commented. “We are the last to form a table.”


“Yes,” she agreed. “With six at the Pope Joan table, the numbers don’t come out even. It will have to be just the two of us.”


“Are you ready?” he asked. She nodded. The two brought their coffee cups to the remaining table. “I suppose we should play Piquet?” Darcy said languidly, holding out the chair for her.


“There is always Wit and Reason,” Elizabeth suggested with a saucy lilt in her voice.


“I’m surprised, Miss Elizabeth, that you would suggest such a game. It’s more chance than skill.”


“I don’t know your fancies tonight. Given how long the men were at port, I thought perhaps you might be befuddled with drink. You might prefer a game where chance is on your side.”


“Ah! Do not discount my skill at cards. It is unparalleled.”


“So we’re to play Piquet?” she asked an eyebrow arching.


“Have you ever played Costly Colours?” he asked.


“I have not,” she admitted. “But I enjoy games and am willing to learn. Is this a game for ladies?”


“It is similar to cribbage. Since you are new, we shall not wager on the results.”


“There I think you fail to understand how quickly I can learn, nor are you appreciative of my skills as a card player.” The two stared off across the table.


“Let us play a hand through, a practice hand, and see where we stand,” he suggested, picking up the full deck from the table and shuffling them expertly. Once they finished the hand, her skills in memorizing the rules and learning the scoring system surprised him. 


“Well, Mr. Darcy, are we to wager money on our game now?” 


“Surely you are too green to want to attempt a bet?”


“I always play to win, and I think wagering is warranted,” she asserted.


“As a gentleman, I feel that wagering with a young lady on a game she just learned would be unpardonable.” 


A smile crept over Elizabeth’s face, lifting her lips and brightening her dark eyes. 


“What if the winner can command the loser to do anything?” 


Darcy shifted his shoulders as he looked at his opponent. His breathing quickened though it didn’t change the timbre of his voice. 


“We are essentially strangers to each other, however much the setting encourages familiarity.” His caution didn’t elicit a change on her face; in fact, she looked more determined. “It must be a gentleman-like request of the winner.”


“Of course,” Elizabeth agreed; her eyes boring into him. The desire to win this battle burned everywhere. “We must, neither of us cheat. Cheating at any game is deplorable,” she said in more seriousness.


“Of course, but I am a gentleman.”


“So everyone asserts, though I know little about you.”


“Elder deals.” He began distributing cards.


“You’re not a young pup like others here,” she agreed.


“Mog?” Darcy asked.


“No, I don’t wish to exchange hands,” she answered and play began. 


He was able to score points at the Hit Points of both 15 and 25 causing Elizabeth to frown. She played the Grand Point and had Colours in her hand, but he still held enough points in his hand to win the first round.


The play between them was mostly in silence, but during the next round, she asked him about Derbyshire and how it differed from Hertfordshire. She hit the 15 and 25 marks and scored those points. Darcy paused in describing the nearby village of Lambton, narrowing his eyes as he peered at his opponent. She gazed at her hand. For someone newly taught, Elizabeth had picked up the rules quickly and shown a remarkable ability to count cards. 


Suddenly her dark eyes flicked up to stare at him over the tops of her cards, and his heart rattled around in his chest as though a wildly batted cricket ball. Those eyes. Dark. Luminous. He blinked, feeling lost, not knowing where he was in play or their conversation. He couldn’t help the smile, probably a rather idiotic one, slipping onto his face, as he stared back.


“Grand Point,” she said, playing a three. Her tone was triumphant, and her eyes blazed.


“Hand?” he asked, attempting to sound indifferent. His hand was good; it always was, but Elizabeth still carried that round with her hitting each mark. But the game wasn’t over yet. Competition spurred them on, even though sounds around them indicated that the other tables were folding. But the Pope Joan game board garnered enough attention permitting him and Elizabeth to finish their competition.


The pair plunged into another round, a third should determine the winner. 


‘It’s a game of mental determination.’ 


The two slowly laid cards on the table. She laid a seven down, bringing the total to 12. ‘Is it a bluff? Why wouldn’t she assume I have a 3 to mark the 15 hit point?’ 


He peered at her over his cards mimicking the way she held hers in the previous round but couldn’t read anything on her face. Darcy played his three, carefully watching her. A small spark flared, but that was all he could discern.






ELIZABETH’S INSIDES FELT hot, though she maintained as icy an exterior as she could. 


‘What if the winner can command the loser to do anything?’ Whatever made her propose such a thing to a gentleman? A stranger!


To win this card game burned inside, but she acknowledged embarrassment at having suggested such an intimate, absurd, scandalous proposal. Darcy was a stranger; she had first spied him sneaking around the Meryton assembly rooms only a week ago. For the first time in her life, Elizabeth considered deliberately losing as she couldn’t think what she would do if she claimed her prize. Jane would be mortified if she found out (conversely, her mother might see her in a more positive light).
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