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Blurb
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A MOMENT OF MADNESS causes Lizzy and Fitzwilliam to be compromised. They reluctantly wed, but he believes she conspired with her mother to force the union. Under those circumstances, they will never make a marriage work, so she agrees to his plan to pursue an annulment in three years. Lizzy is humiliated but determined to live her life as though Mr. Darcy isn’t part of it...and he isn’t.

Nearly four years later, an irate Fitzwilliam has come to America in search of his wayward bride. He wants to secure the annulment, so he follows her to the Colonies after she moves there when her sister marries an American. Bingley is along, and he doesn’t hide his disapproval of Fitzwilliam’s plan. When he finds Lizzy, she’s quick to agree to the annulment as planned, so they undertake a journey to the nearest city to find legal counsel. 

Along the way, their wagon wheel breaks, and they are set upon by bandits. Barely escaping, Lizzy is perilously injured, and Fitzwilliam has to find them help. A trapper and his family come to their aid, but as Lizzy heals, he realizes he can’t imagine living without her. Will Lizzy give him a second chance, or is she determined to end their marriage that has never really begun?



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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CONSIDERING HOW INSUFFERABLE Fitzwilliam Darcy could be, Lizzy didn’t like finding herself in the position of being grateful to spend time with him, but here they were. With Mr. Collins continuously hovering around her, she’d immediately accepted Mr. Darcy’s invitation to dance. Now, she danced with him, keeping her gaze averted from his and not speaking.

“You seem sullen tonight, Miss Bennet. Is something troubling you?”

Her mouth dropped open in an O of surprise at the charge. “I am hardly sullen, Mr. Darcy, but it is frightfully rude of you to say so.”

His lips quirked slightly. “As we both know, I am frightfully rude, am I not?”

In spite of herself, Lizzy’s lips twitched at his self-deprecating comments. He clearly referenced the poor impression he’d made upon everyone at the Assembly ball upon first arriving in Meryton to visit with the Bingleys at Netherfield.

“I suppose it would be frightfully rude of me to disagree with you.” She gave him an overly simpering smile, feeling chills down her spine when he chuckled unexpectedly. She softened her tone slightly, mainly because she didn’t wish to be overheard. “I must thank you for your impulsive rescue, Mr. Darcy.” 

He cast a knowing glance in the direction of Mr. Collins, who was currently treading on poor Charlotte’s feet. “He did seem to be quite attached to you.”

Lizzy shuddered. “Yes. I fear he might be planning something dreadful.”

Mr. Darcy’s eyebrows furrowed into a deep V. “You believe him to be dishonorable?”

Lizzy shook her head. “Even worse. I suspect he has fully honorable intentions toward me. No doubt, he will soon propose, and I find myself feeling rather pitiable about the fact.”

He frowned. “That should please your mother.” The words came out starched and with a hint of coldness.

She frowned at his reaction. “Perhaps, but it shall not please me. I must find an alternative.” She looked at him again, where he danced with Charlotte, and an idea started to occur to her. “My dear friend Charlotte feels she’s been left on the shelf for too long. It seems as though she would welcome the attentions of a man like Mr. Collins.”

“You would not wish to interfere with your mother’s grand scheme.” The words were relatively innocuous, though the tone was anything but.

Lizzy looked away from her friend and Mr. Collins to meet Mr. Darcy’s gaze again. “You seem to be trying to say something, Mr. Darcy. I suggest you state it bluntly rather than tiptoe around it.”

If he was surprised by her slightly snappish tone, he gave no indication. “I simply point out how much your mother likes to scheme to pair up her daughters. Not ten minutes ago, I heard her advising your sister Jane on how she must ensnare Mr. Bingley and keep his attention. After all, he does have four thousand per year.” He spoke in a mocking tone.

She groaned softly. “My mother can be quite the burden sometimes, Mr. Darcy.” Her eyes narrowed as she saw traces of his anger. “Surely, you do not believe Jane is like my mother?”

He turned his head to where Jane and Mr. Bingley stood on the edge of the dance floor, talking softly. Or at least they appeared to be. To Lizzy, it seemed quite an intimate pose, or as intimate as one could get in a ballroom surrounded by others. Her sister’s cheeks were flushed and probably from pleasure rather than the heat generated by so many bodies crammed into a room together. “Is that supposed to make some sort of point, sir?”

He arched a brow. “She does not seem to regard him in an overly affectionate manner. I daresay, she would be speaking with any other companion with equal excitement and animation. Perhaps she has a slight preference for Bingley over someone like Mr. Collins, but I suspect the preference comes from annual income rather than the person himself.”

She gasped at his accusation. “Are you implying Jane does not care about Bingley, and she is only trying to garner his attention for his income?”

He looked at her, his shoulders tense. He nodded once briskly. “I do not imply it, for there is no need. Instead, I state it bluntly as you requested when this conversation began.”

Anger surged in Lizzy, and she had to stifle the urge to stomp on his foot. It wasn’t necessarily out of concern for him, or even how poorly it would reflect on her own behavior, that stopped her. Rather, she suspected she would sustain far more pain from the action due to the thin soles of her dance slippers than he would with his feet clad in Hessians. “You have no idea what you are saying, Mr. Darcy. Jane loves Mr. Bingley.”

He snorted. “They have known each other but a few weeks. It is impossible to love anyone in that short span of time.”

Lizzy gritted her teeth. “Perhaps for more complicated people, but Jane is rather straightforward, as is your friend, Mr. Bingley. I believe they are a sound match.”

“I believe you are mistaken. You are giving far too much credit to Miss Bennet’s feelings.”

“And you are giving no credit to them.” Lizzy stopped dancing, finding she could no longer go through the motions. A couple nearby jostled into them at the unexpected stop and departure from decorum, but Lizzy was beyond caring. She clenched her hands into fists at her side, preparing to unleash her anger on Darcy when he did the worst thing possible.

He simply turned and walked away. He didn’t give her an opportunity to vent her spleen or to defend her sister. The arrogant, overbearing nature of the man prickled Lizzy’s temper, and she found herself storming after him. Even when he left the ballroom, she followed along behind, catching up with him in the hallway. She put her hand on his arm, and he flinched away from it, but he turned to face her. 

“I am quite finished with our conversation, madam.”

“I am not, Mr. Darcy. You are unfairly judging Jane. She is shy and reserved. She is not accustomed to showing her emotions, but she clearly lights up around Mr. Bingley. If you were not so blindly prejudiced toward her because of our family and lesser standing, you would see that as well.”

“I am not prejudiced toward her. I can merely see as an independent observer that she does not love Bingley the way he should be loved. He deserves a love match, not one that is strictly one-sided. That kind of relationship might make him happy in the short term, but how could it ever possibly satisfy him for a lifetime?”

“It is not one-sided.” She made no effort to modulate her tone or words. “You are as insufferable as I always believed you to be, Mr. Darcy.”

“And you are as shrewish and ill-mannered as the rest of your family.”

Lizzy lifted her hand to slap him before she could think better of it. She wasn’t certain if she was irritated or relieved when his hand intercepted her wrist, keeping her from connecting her palm against his cheek. Her eyes widened at her display of passionate temper, for it wasn’t like her at all. The man could draw out the worst in her, and she struggled to take a deep breath, trying to restore calm. 

They stared at each other for a moment without speaking. His hand remained around her wrist, but it was a gentle hold, not a punishing one. It was only strong enough to keep her from slapping him, and when she slackened her shoulders and relaxed her aggressive pose, his grip further loosened, though he didn’t completely release her.

As she stared into his deep brown eyes, Lizzy’s mouth went dry. Her palms were sweaty, and her stomach clenched as something sparked to life in her breast. It caused a fluttering sensation she’d never experienced before, and she swore her heart was galloping faster than any of her father’s plow horses could ever hope to.

“Miss Elizabeth...” He trailed off with a soft sigh, and his thumb started to stroke the inside of her palm where it rested around her wrist.

Lizzy shivered and closed her eyes for a moment at the sensation. It was barely anything, little more than a slight brush of his thumb against her skin, but it seemed like everything that mattered in the world distilled down to the simple touch. Her lips parted in a gasp as she stared up at him, seeing how tender and warm his gaze had become. She knew she should still be angry with him, but she couldn’t seem to summon the will to be so. As his head bent toward hers to initiate a kiss, Lizzy relaxed, arching her head upward to meet him.

His lips pressed against hers in a gentle fashion, and though Lizzy had never been kissed before, she was certain kisses weren’t normally like this. Surely, they couldn’t be so earth-shattering and all-consuming? The kiss was changing her life, sharply delineating between the Before Lizzy, who’d never experienced anything like it, and the After Lizzy, who would never forget it.

He groaned as he pulled her closer, releasing her wrist to wrap his arms around her. Lizzy twined her arms around his neck and surrendered to the mastery of his mouth. His tongue had just shyly dipped into her mouth, and she was stroking it with equal reticence, when they were jerked apart by a crow of delight.

Fanny Bennet clapped her hands together as she caught them embracing. “Oh, this is wonderful indeed, Lizzy. You are such a clever girl. No wonder you have resisted my attempts to match you with Mr. Collins. No doubt, you realized all along you had Mr. Darcy well in hand.”

Lizzy yanked away from Mr. Darcy at the same time he reared back. He looked incensed, and she was deeply ashamed by her mother’s behavior, and by being caught in a tryst with him. “Mother, you do not know what you are saying.”

“Do I not? It is quite obvious Mr. Darcy must now offer for your hand. Oh, what a brilliant idea you had, Lizzy. I could not have designed a more perfect plan.”

Lizzy’s mouth dropped open, and she slanted a glance at Mr. Darcy, who clearly reached the wrong conclusion. His lips tightened, and he glared at her. “I did not.”

He held up a hand in an imperious fashion. “Save it, Miss Bennet. I assure you, your machinations will not work.”

Fanny surged forward, hands on her hips. “What are you saying, Mr. Darcy? Do you intend to ruin my daughter? I assure you, you shall be ruining yourself and your reputation as well. Do you not have a young sister? What kind of example do you set for her by kissing innocents in dark corridors?”

Mr. Darcy flushed, his cheeks turning a ruddy color, and it was difficult to tell if he was more ashamed or infuriated. “I refuse to fall into Miss Bennet’s trap.”

Lizzy glared at him. “There was no trap, Mr. Darcy.”

He arched a brow, clearly disbelieving. “And yet your mother commends you on your scheming. I suspect you are far more like her than I presumed. Such a pity.”

“You will make an offer for her, or I will make such a scene that it will haunt you all the way back to London, Mr. Darcy.” Fanny spoke coldly as she faced off with the man.

Lizzy was trying to defuse the situation, but instead she groaned as her father appeared then, looking troubled. “What has happened?”

“Nothing,” said Lizzy quickly.

“Hardly nothing. I caught this man kissing our daughter in the darkened hallway here, Thomas. Can you imagine the uncouth behavior of one who is supposed to be a fine gentleman?”

Mr. Bennet stepped forward in a protective fashion, clearly angry. “Lizzy, was he forcing his attentions upon you?”

It didn’t seem prudent to lie, for she was certain it would only make things worse. “No, Papa.” She hazarded a glance at Mr. Darcy, who was looking vaguely like an ice sculpture at this point. “It was just a moment of madness, and it meant nothing.”

“It means you are engaged, or he is a scoundrel.” Fanny nodded for emphasis.

Mr. Bennet turned to Mr. Darcy. “Well, Darcy, will you be doing the right thing, or must I call you out?”

Lizzy’s eyes widened, and she stepped forward. “Papa, you cannot call out Mr. Darcy for this. Literally, it was nothing. Mama has read too much into the situation.”

Mr. Darcy stepped forward then. “Do not bother, Miss Bennet. For that would surely waste all your careful scheming and machinations. You have gotten what you desired. You must consider me a better catch than Mr. Collins to have stooped to this, so I will offer for your hand. We must have this distasteful business concluded as quickly as possible, for I want this kept as quiet as we can.”

Lizzy shook her head. “I shall not marry you.”

“You will, or your sisters will be ruined,” said Fanny in a tone that was half-threatening and half-fretful. “You must do the right thing here, Lizzy.”

It seemed patently obvious to her that the right thing was to forget all about the insane moment that had passed between her and Mr. Darcy and go their separate ways, but it was apparent neither of her parents were going to accept that idea. 

Her father looked deeply unhappy as he scowled at Darcy. “I doubt you can arrange for a special license, so surely you will acquire one via the banns?”

Darcy’s lip curled. “Hardly. I cannot think to draw out this matter for an additional three weeks. I will see the vicar at your local church and obtain a regular license.” He turned and looked at Lizzy, his expression and tone revealing nothing but cold disdain. “We shall marry in one week, Miss Bennet. May you be happy with the schemes you have designed and the consequences you reap.” With those words, he turned and walked away from them without another sound.

Lizzy glared after him before turning to face her parents. “Please, you cannot make this happen. It was an accident.”

Fanny laughed. “An accident, dear? What, you stumbled into his lips? I am not naïve, dear girl.”

“It was a temporary aberration. Why, just before the kiss, we had been arguing. Surely, Papa, you do not wish me to be married to someone with whom I disagree all the time?”

Mr. Bennet scowled. “No, I do not, but I suppose Darcy is correct in one regard. You must endure the consequences of your actions, and that goes for both of you. I am sorry, my dear, for it pains me greatly to imagine you marrying that odious man, but you must think of your sisters as well.”

Lizzy frowned. “No one even knows about it except for you two and myself, along with Mr. Darcy. I assure you, neither he nor I will say anything.”

Fanny’s delighted smile made it obvious she wasn’t going to agree with that. “Yet, word will still leak out. It is practically guaranteed, and then you will be ruined, and Mr. Darcy will be shamed as no true gentleman for not following through on his promises.” She seemed almost as delighted about that outcome as she did at the idea of Lizzy marrying a man who made ten thousand per year.

Flustered and annoyed, and recognizing her mother’s subtle threats, Lizzy threw her hands in the air and stormed away from them. She was angry and shaken, but she was determined there must be a way out. She wasn’t going to marry Fitzwilliam Darcy. The idea was preposterous.

True, they might have engaged in some softening toward each other during her time at Netherfield while tending to Jane, but that was hardly the basis for a good relationship. He had blatantly accused Jane of being a gold-digger in all but name only, and he believed she’d engineered this. He would be no happier with her than she would be with him, and surely, once he calmed down, they could set aside their differences long enough to work together to find a solution that extricated them from an unwanted betrothal that would lead to nothing but an unhappy marriage.

***
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DESPITE HER BEST EFFORTS to stop it, Lizzy found herself standing beside Fitzwilliam Darcy a week later at the church in Meryton. It was a small turnout, and there was no wedding breakfast scheduled to celebrate their union afterward. Mr. Darcy repeated his vows at the behest of the vicar, saying them in a cold and clipped fashion. It made the vicar cringe, but he didn’t say anything. 
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