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Chapter One
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“It is so warm today!” Mrs Elizabeth Darcy declared, fanning herself furiously with a letter she had lately received from Jane and was writing a reply to. “I was given to believe that it was cooler to the north of the country!”

“It is often so,” her husband, Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy conceded, as he exchanged an amused glance with his sister, Georgiana. “But rarely in July. It is midsummer, dearest. If you want to escape these temperatures I fear you will have to go to the very tip of Scotland and that is not a journey I see fit to undertake.” He tugged at his collar, the only evidence he would permit of his own discomfort. “Especially when it is so warm today.”

Elizabeth shot him a look that was half affectionate, half murderous and flopped unceremoniously into a chair.

“Poor Lizzy,” Georgiana said, stepping to her new-sister-in-law’s defence, as she often did. “You cannot imagine how we ladies suffer, Fitzwilliam. And you are rarely as sympathetic as you might be.”

“I am very sympathetic.” Darcy’s voice was one of indifference: he was bowed once more over his letters, his dark eyes rapidly passing over lines of scribbled text that only he could make any sense of. “But I do not see what can be done about it. I am not a wizard, Georgiana. I cannot conjure up storm clouds out of nowhere.”

“How unfortunate you are not!” Elizabeth sighed. “I would settle for a slight breeze, you need not trouble yourself to summon a tempest.” She blew her husband a kiss and he rolled his eyes at her before returning to his letter, the smile playing about his lips betraying the fact that he had become rather used to this bickering way the newly-married Mr and Mrs Darcy had about them.

Georgiana smiled too. For so long the summers had stretched endlessly at Pemberley, with her brother alone for company. She could not begin to count the ways her life had improved since he had returned home with a wife in tow. And what a fine wife Elizabeth Bennet had turned out to be! She seemed to understand Fitzwilliam almost as well as he understood himself and was quick to laugh him out of any tempers he fell into so that life in Derbyshire had become very jolly indeed, despite the present heat.

“Perhaps we should venture outdoors for a walk, Lizzy. We might enjoy what little breeze there is for an hour in the shade of a tree.”

“That is an excellent idea. Will you join us, my love?”

Fitzwilliam’s head was still bent over his letter and it took two attempts for his wife to catch his attention. At last, he looked up.

“We are going for a walk,” Elizabeth said, speaking slowly and carefully as if she were addressing a foreigner or a fool and Fitzwilliam applied a patient smile to his face, taking the gentle censure as it was meant.

“A fine idea. I give you leave to enjoy it.”

“We shall go with or without your leave! Come, Georgiana, your brother is being obtuse. Let us leave him to his very important correspondence.” She glanced over her own letter once more and laid it by. “Perhaps I will feel more in a humour to write to Jane after a little fresh air to clear my head.”

“I shall request tea to be brought upon your return,” Darcy said, with a good-natured wave. “You will not be more than an hour, I suppose?”

“Probably,” Georgiana said.

“Perhaps,” was Lizzy’s caveat. Her eyes danced and she grinned at her sister-in-law. “Who knows what adventures may befall two young ladies at the boundaries of their estate!”

“Try not to enjoy yourself too much, my dear! And do take care to return my sister in one piece.”

Georgiana and Elizabeth could hear Fitzwilliam’s laughter as they made their way down the corridor and tried to resist joining him.

“I’ve half a mind to invent just such an adventure to tell him on our way back. That will put paid to his teasing.” Lizzy slipped an arm through Georgiana’s as they walked. “Come, Georgiana, you must help me compose it. Where shall we begin? A highwayman?”

“But we shan’t be near a road.”

“Quite so! Hmm...” Lizzy withdrew her arm just long enough to reach for her bonnet. “A vagabond, then! Or several?”

“A peddler. Come to sell his wares.” Georgiana tied the wide blue ribbon of her bonnet securely under her chin and the two young ladies emerged into the bright afternoon sun. 

“A fortune teller!” Elizabeth beamed. “Yes, we shall say we crossed paths with a fortune teller, who told us both the secrets of the days and weeks to come.” Light danced in her eyes as she thought over this. “We might orchestrate several little follies over the next few days to persuade him of her accurate predictions. Oh, yes! How merry a joke that will be.” She rubbed her hands with glee and Georgiana stifled her laughter.

“One day he will tire of you making such mischief.”

“I dare say he tires of it already, but I shall not let that deter me!” Elizabeth laughed. “I am so fortunate to have married him, and I love him dearly, but your brother can be so very serious at times! He is a young man, still! He ought to act freely and without care at least once in his life!”

“I dare say he did, in asking you to marry him,” Georgiana said, stubbornly. “Recall that his first attempt was not met with success.”

“Oh, do not remind me!” Lizzy flushed from embarrassment at this recollection as much as from the heat. “I dare say he told you many terrible things about me during that particular period of our acquaintance. I am only grateful you did not believe them all! For imagine how terrible it would be to marry Mr Darcy only to have you, his treasured sister, despise me!”

“I never could!” Georgiana was dedicated in her affections, and she had liked Elizabeth from the first moment of their meeting, even before she knew that this was the Elizabeth Bennet who had so captured her brother’s heart. She had secretly longed for the pair to resolve their differences and be wed and was only too delighted when the longed-for wedding took place. Marriage had not only brought her brother happily home again to Pemberley, with no desire to leave it, but it had also brought her the one thing she had always longed for: a sister. Georgiana felt as if life was very nearly completely perfect. 

If only I might one day have such a love of my own... She closed her eyes, forcing away the memories that sought to consume her whenever she thought of love, however fleetingly. Her one experience with romance had been enough to make her wise to its promises for life. George Wickham had broken her heart, but enough time had passed now that that strong vessel had begun to mend. Perhaps one day I will learn to love again, Georgiana thought. If only I might meet the right man...

***
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“THERE, NOW! ENOUGH roughhousing. Go to your studies!”

Richard saluted his young nephew, who giggled and threw himself at his uncle’s knees, knocking him down and keeping him there by clambering on top of him.

“I said - enough roughhousing - oof!” Richard laughed as his niece caught sight of the play and decided to join them by jumping into the fray. “Well, I certainly can’t defeat both of you. I am outmanned, outgunned, outmanoeuvred...”

“And out of breath. Children, please allow your uncle to breathe. I don’t wish to have received him safely home from the war only to lose him to suffocation.”

Giggling, the two small children obediently scurried off him and stood aside, allowing their nursemaid to usher them back to the school room. Richard sat up, brushing off his coat and breeches and at last accepting the hand his brother offered him to bring him back onto his feet.

“They are fine children, Edward.”

“You are a fine uncle to put up with such naughtiness.” The Earl of Matlock’s face was grim but there was a sparkle in his eyes that betrayed the proud papa within. “I assure you they know better than to scramble around on the floor at any and every opportunity.”

“Young children should never be made to grow up too soon,” Richard said, defiantly. “We were not all born little masters-of-the-land, as you were.” Richard nudged his brother in the side, before growing sober. “Except perhaps for Darcy. There, two of you. I shall do my best to bring up the rear and remain childish as long as possible.”

“May I say you are doing remarkably well, in that case?”

The two brothers looked at each other before bursting into laughter.

“Come, Richard, take a walk in the garden with me, will you? The weather is too fine to remain indoors.”

Richard was amenable to this. He and his brother had been getting on better than ever since his return from the war, and it seemed as if his proximity to death and valour had worked in conjunction to smooth over any differences between the two Fitzwilliams. They were now not only brothers but friends, too. Richard was grateful, although he remained conscious of not outstaying his welcome. 

As if his brother had read his mind, the earl enquired as to his future plans almost as soon as they were out of earshot of the house.

“You are welcome to remain here as long as you wish, of course. You must not hear me dismissing you or demanding you take your leave. I am merely curious what your plans are, now that...now that...”

He could not quite bring himself to say now that the war is over. That was the general consensus, of course, but as most military families knew, peace was ever a temporary thing. Richard had taken his leave of the military, though. He had given his all to his country when it needed him and had been repaid with rank and respect and no small fortune. He was not an earl, of course, but Richard had never envied his brother the position of heir and inheritor of their estate. He surveyed the gardens, remembering how they had looked as a child and wondering how much of his brother’s day was devoted to keeping them in order. Not directly, of course, but in managing the staff who would keep the estate running as it ought. He was a good manager, Edward Fitzwilliam. Richard would have been a disaster. 

“I suppose I ought to consider acquiring an estate of my own and settling down one of these fine days.” He raised his hand to shield his eyes from the sun and squinted to make out the boundary of their land and winced. “A small estate. One that will provide hours of enjoyment and very little trouble in managing.”

“An excellent idea.”

Of course Edward would approve of this. Richard’s brother had been encouraging just such a plan since before his last deployment. No doubt he had a choice selection of just such estates compiled and was ready to advise his younger brother on the benefits and limitations of each in turn.

“I am in no hurry, however.” Richard tilted his face up towards the sunshine, enjoying the warmth of it and closing his eyes against its brightness. 

“Edward! Richard!”

Both men turned at the sound of Lady Matlock, who had ventured out into the garden. She waved at them, and Richard fancied he could make out a pile of letters clutched within her dainty hand.

“You see, this is why I am reluctant to take on an estate of my own,” Richard remarked, punching his brother companionably on the arm as he passed him and hastened towards the house. “They come with so much unnecessary correspondence!”

Edward grumbled something Richard did not hear but obediently fell into step behind his brother. It was not until both gentlemen reached the house that Richard was forced to eat his words. At least half of the letters were addressed to him.

“Unnecessary correspondence, you say?” Edward asked, with a mocking little laugh. “I wager yours is of an entirely different sort.”

“Certainly is!” Richard nodded approvingly, as he split the seal and smoothed out the first letter, glancing over it with a grin. “Ah! Here, this is news that will cheer you, Edward, and your lady-wife.” He smiled contritely at his sister-in-law, who swatted him on the arm and urged them both indoors, to the quiet cool of the parlour. “I am for Pemberley! I wrote to Darcy and asked if he fancied me as a guest for a week or two, for you know I am not fond of outstaying my welcome here and might as well wring out every advantage of my friends and family that can be taken.” He consulted his letter for the details. “I shall ride over there in a few days and stay a week or more with them. Then, who knows? The world - or England, at least - is my oyster!”
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Chapter Two
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“Well, my dear, I have news!”

Elizabeth’s present favourite room in Pemberley was the one in which she now sat - a small library that had been gifted to her upon her arrival, and which offered a sanctuary of perfect peace and quiet in which to read. At least, it did when she was not interrupted. With a patient smile, she laid down her book, forgoing the outcome of the black knight’s duel for the moment, and welcomed her husband in.

“I judge from your expression that it is good news. Is it news that will interest me?”

“It ought to. My cousin is to visit us!”

“Which cousin?” Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed. She had met Darcy’s Kentish cousin Anne de Bourgh only once and had not been greatly enamoured by her. Of course, she had been influenced by the profound and vocal dislike taken of Elizabeth by Anne’s mother. Lizzy bit her lip. Lady Catherine de Bourgh still had not forgiven her nephew for marrying Elizabeth Bennet of Longbourn, and the notion that she would now permit her daughter to travel to Pemberley to visit them was a peculiar one. “You cannot mean Miss de Bourgh.”

“Miss de Bourgh?” Darcy blinked. “Indeed, I cannot.” He chuckled, ruefully. “I fear we shall not see dear Anne or my aunt for some months yet. No, I write of Colonel Fitzwilliam!” He held his letter aloft, and Elizabeth leapt from her chair to reach for it. This only made her husband hold it higher in the air and, being taller, he succeeded in keeping it out of his wife’s grasp. “I shall tell you what Richard says,” Darcy said, shooting his wife a rueful look. “My cousin is rather too free with his words when he writes only for men’s eyes. I shall spare you the indignity.” He smirked as he cleared his throat and began to read, selecting only the most pertinent section.

“I have decided to visit you, Darcy, if your invitation was truly meant. It has been an enjoyable spring staying with my brother but my little niece and nephew quite exhaust me! As does Edward, if I may be honest...” Darcy paused, his eyes flickering to his wife. “He does not mean that unkindly, he is joking.”

“I know sarcasm when I hear it,” Elizabeth countered, with a wry smile. “Better than you.” She smoothed her skirts and folded her hands patiently in her lap. “Continue.”

“I am honour-bound to find an estate of my own and settle down like a dullard, but until I succumb to that fate have taken it into my mind to visit a few friends around the country, of whom you are chief amongst them.” Darcy looked up from the letter. “Well? Is that not a pleasant piece of news?”

“Very pleasant!” Elizabeth patted the seat of the sofa, urging her husband to sit beside her, instead of pacing to and fro before her. “When will he arrive?”

“He does not say.” Darcy scrutinised his letter a second time and now, being closer, Lizzy was able to surreptitiously glance at it, her eyes landing on more than one scribbled damned which made her avert her gaze again. She fought a smile, thinking that Colonel Fitzwilliam’s hastily scribbled note was not unlike himself: brash and cheerful and amusing, but a little careless of propriety and manners. He was not uncouth, merely unrefined, or at least he saw fit to let society manners drop when he was amongst friends. Lizzy was privileged to be considered amongst this group, for she admired the colonel very well and had long nursed a secret desire to find him a wife from amongst her own coterie of acquaintances. Her smile dropped into a frown. Alas, with every month that passed so did her available pool of young ladies to choose from. Jane was married, as was Charlotte - although, Lizzy reasoned, it was thanks to Charlotte’s becoming Mrs Collins that Elizabeth had first met Colonel Fitzwilliam to begin with. I never then imagined him becoming family!

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





