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Chapter 1





It was a beautiful November morning. The sun was bright, heavy dew – not frost – covered the ground, and the air was so crisp that it nearly crackled. It was in this wonderfully tranquil setting of perfection that Fitzwilliam Darcy drew in a deep, cleansing breath of solitude and released it in a puff of vapour reminiscent of the fog that rose lazily above the moors on a morning such as this. Nothing. Absolutely nothing was so refreshing as a solitary ride in the early hours of the day.  

As he relaxed into the rhythmic undulation of his horse’s movements, he had to admit to himself that his decision to not ask his friend, Charles Bingley, to accompany him this morning had been a most excellent notion, for it meant that, for the past hour, Darcy had not heard even one word spoken about the lovely Miss Bennets who were currently ensconced in one of Netherfield’s many guest rooms. 

And just like that, as he approached the stables, Darcy’s mind sprang from its repose to once again twist, turn, and completely jumble itself around the thought of the youngest Miss Bennet in residence at Netherfield – Miss Elizabeth. 

How had he ever declared her to be merely tolerable? He shook his head at his ignorance as he dismounted from his horse.

He had tried to excuse himself for such an utter lack of perception for days now, but he could not. At least, not completely. The only thing which he could credit for his stupidity was the fact that her beauty was not the sort that could be captured by a painter’s talent, and, therefore, he had missed it upon his first cursory glance in her direction at the assembly in Meryton. There had been a throng of people – dancing, talking, pushing past one another as they moved through the hall. The whole ordeal had been rather overwhelming to Darcy’s sensibilities. It was not that he was unused to a crush of people at a soiree for London boasted many such affairs. However, no ballroom had ever felt as stifling as that one in Meryton had that night. 

It was due, of course, to his state of mind and not the reality of the situation, but still, he was going to count it as a worthy excuse for his oversight regarding Miss Elizabeth’s charm. 

Now that he had had ample opportunities to consider her more closely, he naturally saw his error. He did not understand it, but he did see it. To scrutinize Miss Elizabeth from an artistic point of view, as he had attempted to several times now, her features were nothing out of the ordinary – they were neither deficient nor striking. However, if one watched her long enough – and Darcy had watched her a great deal – the animation of her eyes and their expression when reflecting her pleasure or displeasure was a momentary and delightful glimpse of her exquisite beauty which shone from within, and that fascinating, desirable, enchanting allure was not something which could be readily captured in flat paintings or cold stone sculptures. That would take a master of the highest order to even attempt it, and yet, even then, such a great artist would still struggle to capture the essence of her loveliness.

Darcy handed his horse over to a groom and turned toward the garden. He would forestall his return to the house for a few more minutes. Neither of Bingley’s sisters would be below stairs yet, but they would be soon, and he would rather not be the first one to greet them. Caroline, Bingley’s youngest and only unwed sister, seemed more determined than ever to tease him into liking her. 

Darcy could not fathom why she thought she could do that. It was not as if he had ever responded in a fashion designed to give her hope. Indeed, he attempted to do just the opposite, so why did she continue to annoy him with her teasing? 

Ladies made very little sense to him. It was a failing that he had thought was of little significance until his sister started to blossom into a young lady. Her sweetness had faded for a time. Her demands had become sharper and harder to deny without creating a tense and unpleasant atmosphere between them.

He blew out a puff of frustration – it was not as noticeable a puff as his exhalation had been earlier. The air here as he approached the wildwood portion of Netherfield’s gardens must be warmer than that which he had encountered in the fields. Or, it was quite possible that the sun’s warmth was beginning to reach further toward the ground.  

As he contemplated his sister and the challenge it was to completely understand her at times, he rounded a bend in the informal path that wove its way through the wildwood and paused for a moment to take in the view before continuing his ramble. 

This was his favourite portion of the whole estate. It was sheltered and quiet. The shadows of the nearly bare branches of the trees danced overhead in the breeze, and he watched them as he rounded a second bend in the path. And came face to face with the very person who had sent him on his solitary ride to sort out his thoughts.

“Oh! Mr. Darcy!” The very person who had sent him riding alone to sort out his thoughts, stepped neatly to the side of the path, thereby avoiding colliding with him. "It is a surprise to see you here."

“Miss Elizabeth.” Darcy offered a shallow bow of greeting to the startled lady before him. “How is your sister today?”

“I fear she is little better than she was last evening. However, she is, at least, no worse. Her fever has not grown hotter, and her voice is no weaker than it was.”

“I am happy to hear her illness has not become more serious, but I am sorry she is still unwell.”

“As am I.” Miss Elizabeth offered him a small smile. “I have just sent a note to my mother asking her to come see Jane and decide what should be done. Jane would dearly love to be at home instead of being a bother to Miss Bingley and her brother.”

A bother? That was a word which was far removed from anything Darcy had ever thought of Miss Bennet. As far as he could tell, she had been little trouble at all. Miss Elizabeth had seen to her care, and, to his knowledge, there had been no special requests made. “Does your sister feel herself to be an imposition?”

Miss Elizabeth’s captivating fine eyes sparkled with amusement. “She does, but you must not tell anyone that she has complained. She would be mortified to be spoken of in such a fashion.”

“And yet, you, who knows that she would be so affected, have just cast her in such an unwelcome light.” Darcy allowed his lips to curl into a small grin as he teased the lady who had occupied a great deal of his waking thoughts for the past three weeks.

Her eyes narrowed as she studied him. Her expression did not, however, completely lose its amused appearance. “I would think you were finding fault with me were it not for your smile.”

“I am not disparaging," he assured her quickly. "Though to be completely honest, it does seem odd that you would share with me something about your sister of which you think she would not approve.” He held her gaze and saw her lips twitch.

“I would likely suffer a great shock, Mr. Darcy – one from which recovery might not be possible – were you not to think it strange,” she replied. “Others might not even notice, but you are a gentleman of great perception, are you not?”

His small grin grew into a full smile. “I would like to think so, but I have proof that I am not nearly as perceptive as I should be.” His smile faltered as he contemplated first his inability to see Elizabeth’s beauty and then, his younger sister’s near ruin. He was far from perceptive – no matter how much he wished he could claim Miss Elizabeth’s words to be true. 

He shook his head to clear it of such things. Miss Elizabeth was teasing him, and he did not want to miss a moment of that. He would contemplate his failures later. Her teasing was so much more enjoyable than that of Miss Bingley. He motioned to the path they were on. “Walk with me?”

She nodded and fell in step with him.

“Will you tell me why you have chosen to share that your sister is not completely at ease with her current circumstances?” He clasped his hands behind his back to keep from offering her his arm. They were acquaintances and making such an offer would not be shocking. Indeed, it would be readily welcomed by most females he had met. However, Miss Elizabeth had, most surprisingly, refused his offer to dance at Lucas Lodge, and he had not come upon a female who refused him as a dance partner before that evening. Based on that fact, he guessed that Miss Elizabeth would likely be happier to walk unassisted, for she was not like any lady he knew.

“Because it is the truth, and it is justifiable that she should be less than agreeable in all things when she is suffering as she is. It is quite the natural thing for a person to wish to be at home where all is comforting and familiar when one is ill.”

“But do you not fear that in speaking so openly about your sister’s feelings you will cause me to think poorly of you?”

She turned her face towards him so that when he looked to the side, he saw her full, startled expression rather than just the brim of her bonnet and her profile.

“No,” she said with a shake of her head.

“Why?”

She laughed lightly. It was not an altogether friendly sound. In fact, it had a bitter edge to it.

“Because I already know that I am beneath your notice, as is the rest of the neighbourhood. Therefore, I have no fear of lowering myself in your esteem for I have never had it.”

Darcy drew back at her words. They were not spoken in a vicious or biting fashion but were, rather, said with the matter-of-factness of a tutor relating a truth to his pupil.

“I do not think meanly of you,” he protested. He thought rather well of her – far more well of her than he likely should. Indeed, he was beginning to feel as if he was in some danger of falling in love with her, which, of course, was preposterous. A gentleman should know a lady for longer than a few weeks in which they had only met a handful of times before losing his heart. Or more precisely, a gentleman such as himself, who was not Bingley, should.

“I did not say you thought meanly of me, sir. I merely said that I have never been held in any sort of high esteem. It is not as if you find me intolerable.”

Darcy closed his eyes and flinched as if he had been slapped. She had heard his words at the assembly, and they had done what he had wanted at the time. She had not expected him to address her in any sort of romantic fashion then, nor did she now. For some reason, that last part bothered him more than it should.

“You are far more than tolerable,” he said.

She gave him a look that said she did not believe him.

“I speak the truth.”

That did not change how she was looking at him.

“I sorely regret my unkind and ignoble words from our first meeting.”

“Do you?”

He saw her smile and shake her head as if laughing at his confession.

“I do. Why do you not believe me?”

“Why should I? I know very little about you, and what I do know, I find rather confusing.”

Why should she believe him? He stopped walking and contemplated that. To what could he point as a reason to trust that what he said was true? Try as he might, he could not come up with any compelling reason. That needed to be changed.

She had stopped several steps away from him and had turned to look at him. He met her expectant, and was that a slightly defiant, look? Did she expect him to immediately rebuff her? She would be disappointed.

“You are correct,” he admitted. “I cannot come up with one reason why you should believe me to be anything more than my words have indicated I am. I am truly sorry that I have behaved so badly. I hope that with time I can improve in your opinion and earn your forgiveness.”

Her lips parted as her jaw dropped somewhat. Perhaps she was not disappointed by his reply so much as surprised.

“Have I shocked you?”

“Somewhat.” A crease formed between her eyes as she drew her eyebrows together over a perplexed expression. “And you have confused my thoughts about you even further.”

“Did you not expect me to apologize for my reprehensible behaviour?”

Her brow furrowed. “Honestly, no.”

Her words slashed at his heart. How had he allowed himself to be so disagreeable that a lady like Miss Elizabeth would not expect him to feel the weight of his errors enough to apologize for them? They were standing well within the bounds of the formal garden, and before she could elaborate on her answer further or he could respond to it, the sound of horses’ hooves on the drive reached them, and she turned toward the sound.

“Has Mama arrived already?” she asked. "I did not think I was gone from the house so long."

“I did not hear a carriage,” Darcy said. “Would your mother arrive on horseback?”

“No, I dare say she would not.” 

“Then, it is not your mother.”

“I wonder who it could be, then?” She walked toward the border of the garden that would give a good view of the front of the house.

Darcy hurried after her.

“Who is that?" she asked. "He does not look familiar to me at all.”

While the person swinging down from his horse did not look familiar to Miss Elizabeth, Darcy knew him well. “That is my cousin.”

“Your cousin?” Miss Elizabeth's attention turned from the rider to Darcy.

He nodded. “Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam. Shall we go greet him?”

“I suppose it seems the appropriate thing to do. At least, it is the thing for you to do.”

Darcy scowled. “Are you dismissing me?”

Miss Elizabeth laughed. “No, I am curious about your cousin and anxious to meet him, but it is best if you greet him now and I meet him later.” She sighed and looked longingly at the garden. “I should check on Jane. She was sleeping when I left her, but I have been gone for some time.”

“If your sister is sleeping, you could complete your circuit of the garden before you return to the house,” Darcy offered softly, earning him a lovely smile.

“You are very perplexing.”

“I do not see how.”

“Your actions this morning are not what I thought they would be based on our previous meetings.”

“I have only been rude once. I have been civil, if not more than civil, at all other times.” At least, he had been in her company. Heat crept up his neck at the thought of the unguarded and unkind comments he had made in private.

“Have you not looked to find fault with me and my family?”

Darcy rubbed the back of his neck. “Yes.”

“Then, the truth of my statement stands.”

Darcy sighed. “I apologize. That was also wrong of me to do.” He did not turn his eyes away from her as she held his gaze and looked as if she was weighing what he had said. Hopefully, she would accept his apology and they could move forward with the tentative friendship they seemed to be forming.

Her brow pinched together before she asked softly, “Why did you ask me to dance at Lucas Lodge?”

That was an easy question to answer. However, before he could say more than, “Because…” the sound of a carriage on the driveway interrupted him.

“Mama must be here.”

“Most likely.”

Miss Elizabeth looked as if she wanted to leave him and fly to the house, but she stood where she was, waiting for his explanation.

“I asked you to dance because I wished to dance with you. I should have danced with you at the assembly. I have long since regretted that decision.”

“Darcy!” Richard called from the edge of the garden.

“I must go.” Though he did not want to.

“So must I,” Miss Elizabeth said, but she hesitated as if she also did not want their interlude to end. “You truly wanted to dance with me? You were not just humouring Sir William?”

Darcy smiled and shook his head. “I truly wanted to dance with you.” He still did, and dancing was not on his list of favourite things to do, so it was rather surprising to think he longed to dance at all.

Her lips curved into a pleased smile while her eyes registered her surprise. “Then, perhaps I will not refuse you the next time you ask.” She cast a look towards his cousin who was approaching. “I must go to Mama and Jane. Tell Colonel Fitzwilliam that I look forward to meeting him.” She dipped a quick curtsey and took her leave.
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Chapter 2





Darcy stood silently as he was, watching Miss Elizabeth leave him, until his cousin was at his side. Only then did he turn from his observation of her to greet Richard. "I did not expect to see you." 

“Who was that? Bingley does not have a third sister whom I have not met, does he?”

Darcy chuckled. “No, thank God, he does not.”

“Shall we take a turn of the garden?" Richard asked as he swept his hand forward to indicate that they should walk the path on which they stood and then started walking before Darcy could reply. “Has Miss Bingley been a trial?”

“When is she not?”

“I thought you got on well with her at times.”

“I abide her without complaint at times. That is not the same as getting on well.” It was not that he always found Caroline Bingley abhorrent, but she did have her moments.

“I suppose that is true,” Richard admitted. “And all that information does nothing to help me discover the identity of your mystery companion. It is not the usual thing to see you alone in a garden with a lady.”

"As you well know, it is not precisely safe to be in the garden with a lady without a chaperone for someone of my fortune."

"It is not safe when you have less fortune but your father has a title, like mine does," Richard agreed with a laugh. "But then not all ladies are scheming, and I take it whomever your companion was is not the sort who wishes to snare you?"

"You are correct about that. Her name is Miss Elizabeth Bennet, and her father’s estate, Longbourn, is just three miles from here.”

“Then, why is she here instead of at her father’s estate? You cannot convince me that Miss Bingley has befriended a possible rival for your affections. Are you certain this Miss Bennet is not scheming to trap you?”

Darcy shook his head and chuckled as he turned toward the house. “No, Miss Bingley has not befriended Miss Elizabeth. However, she has made overtures of befriending Miss Elizabeth’s elder sister, who, as it happens, fell ill while visiting with Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst on Tuesday and is now convalescing in one of Netherfield’s guest rooms. Miss Elizabeth arrived yesterday to care for her sister.”

“Aaaah.” The word was drawn out as if everything now made sense to him. It was a word and tone that usually declared to Darcy that his cousin was taking the information given to him and extrapolating scenarios from it. There was always danger in that small word when uttered by Richard.

“What do you think you know?” It was usually best to have Richard's ideas in the open rather than allowing him to expand and expound upon them in his mind.

Richard's smile as he answered was smug. “Miss Bingley should be on her guard, for her hope of securing you has diminished.”

“She never had a hope of securing me.”

“Yes, I know, but if she had, it would have been ground to dust by the arrival of a pretty young lady who cares for her sister.” He chuckled. “You do have a soft spot for all those who care for their siblings.”

That was true, but he had good reason for it, for, to him, it spoke well of a person’s character if they cared for others.

“I am not at all certain she would have made the effort for any of her other sisters as she has for Miss Bennet. They seem to be exceptionally close.”

“Any of her other sisters? How many are there?”

“There are five Bennet daughters in total.”

“Five?”

Darcy nodded. “No brothers.”

“None?”

Darcy shook his head. “No. Just five daughters. Miss Bennet is, of course, the eldest. Then, there is Miss Elizabeth. Both Miss Bennet and Miss Elizabeth appear to be proper young ladies.”

“But the other three do not?”

If only they did! But sadly, from what Darcy had seen, they did not, or, at least, they did not completely.

“Miss Mary, who is the next eldest after Miss Elizabeth, is quite serious and eager to gain approval through displaying her accomplishments." Truly, Miss Mary only lacked some refinement, a little softening. He did not doubt that she was capable of being a very proper young miss. 

“Miss Kitty, who is after Miss Mary, is the shadow of her youngest sister Miss Lydia.” He blew out a great breath. Miss Lydia was the true issue. “Miss Lydia is about Georgiana’s age, though she could pass for older to look at her." It was a fact that she seemed to know and flaunt, and that many of the unattached gentlemen in the area admired. “However, when she speaks, you would think she was younger than Georgie.”

“Am I to decipher from this explanation that Miss Lydia is silly?

Darcy nodded. “Much like her mother.”

“Oh, I see. Are you saying Mrs. Bennet and her youngest are like some mothers and debutantes that we know in town?"

“Precisely. Do you remember Miss Fisher or Miss Kelly?” 

There had been several suggestions of possible matches each season from Richard's mother, Lady Matlock – she was forever attempting to match either him or Richard with someone. A few of them, including Miss Fisher and her mother and Miss Kelly and her mother, had been declared by Lord Matlock to be far too silly to be married by anyone with an ounce of sense who wished to retain that sense. Darcy and Richard had agreed, of course, because it was true.

“Who could forget them? Does this mean Miss Bingley’s position of being hopeful that she can snare you is not in danger?”

They had reached the house by this time, and as they stood in front of it, Darcy scrubbed his face with his hands. “For the moment.” Was that even true? He shook his head. “I think I need to return to town.”

If he stayed here, there was likely no hope for him to escape without either a broken heart or being tied to a mother and sister-in-law who were sure to drive him to Bedlam with their antics. 

Had it only been this morning that he thought he might be in danger? Add that miscalculation to his growing list of things that had been stupidly done.

Richard’s eyebrows flew high. “Are you saying that Miss Bingley should be concerned?”

Darcy nodded slowly. He was waist-deep in the rising flood waters of falling in love with Miss Elizabeth, and, at present, he saw no branch to grasp to keep him from being pulled under. “Not that you are to make any comment on that to her or anyone else. It may just be a passing infatuation.” He held his cousin’s gaze until Richard nodded his acceptance of the demand. “Now, why are you here?”

“Have you forgotten what is in two days?”

Darcy’s brow furrowed for a moment. Two days from now would be… November 16. Right. “Are you delivering my father’s letter?” He had expected it to be sent in the post.

“That I am. I have some time free from duties and volunteered so that I can give you a report about how your sister fares.”

“Is she well?”

“Perfectly well. Indeed, she is the best I have seen her in some time. She smiles and laughs. She tolerates father's teasing with aplomb, and Mother says she spends very little time staring sorrowfully off into the distance. And, I suppose, it is good to note that her lessons are progressing well, and she is excelling in most of them. French is still a struggle, but she is eager to please Mrs. Annesley and has been doing more than what is required to speak with the lady in French for an hour a day. It seems that our choice of companion this time was exactly as it should be. We have not failed her.”

“This time,” Darcy muttered. Her last companion, as it turned out, had been more interested in helping a friend secure Georgiana's money than in helping Georgiana prepare for her role in society.

Richard sighed and nodded. “Mrs. Younge was convincing.”

That she was. She had said all the right things and had produced glowing letters of recommendation. Darcy was still not sure if those letters were real or forged. He might investigate that some day.

“Her letters were real, save for the dates,” Richard continued, as if he was reading Darcy's mind. He was not, of course. Darcy had wondered aloud about those letters more than once. “I did some probing. I needed it settled in my mind as much as you need it settled in yours. We were duped through and through, but we were not tricked by forgery at least.”

“I suppose that is something.” Not that it actually made Darcy feel any better about letting such a woman have access to his sister.

“I am counting it as such, and I am attempting to put it behind me now. I would suggest you do the same."

That was no small task.

"If Georgie can work at moving forward, so can we." Richard leveled a stern glare at Darcy.

“I am attempting to." Darcy glanced at Netherfield's front door. "Have you greeted Bingley yet?”

Richard shook his head. “I just asked about you and was directed to the garden or the stables by the housekeeper.”

“Did you inform her you plan to stay for a few days? You are staying, are you not?"

“I am, and I did, but then, a carriage arrived, so I took myself to the garden. Who was Bingley expecting to call?”

“Miss Elizabeth sent word to her mother to evaluate her sister’s condition. I think Miss Bennet would like to go home, but since Miss Elizabeth sent for her mother, I think Miss Elizabeth feels it is too soon for her to travel.”

“Are you certain that the mother was not called for because Miss Elizabeth cannot tell how her sister does?”

“No.” Darcy chuckled and shook his head. “She is far too intelligent to not know precisely how her sister does, though I suppose she could be attempting to keep Miss Bennet here for Bingley’s sake.”

“Indeed? Miss Bennet must be beautiful.”

Bingley was known for attracting all the prettiest girls.

“She is the personification of the word.” Even if she did smile too much.

“And has Bingley lost his heart to her?”

That was a good question, but there was an even better one that poked at Darcy’s mind and caused him to worry. “He may have, but I am uncertain if Miss Bennet returns his regard. She is not only pretty but also utterly gracious, and everyone receives a warm smile of welcome from her.” How was one to determine if the lady was interested in a gentleman if she treated him no differently than she treated everyone else? It was most perplexing.

Richard clapped him on the shoulder. “Then, it is doubly good that I am here, for perhaps I can help you decipher the truth of the matter.”

“I would welcome the assistance.” They climbed the steps and entered Netherfield. “I would like to change before I break my fast, though it is not entirely necessary," Darcy said as he handed his hat to a servant.

“I had hoped to do the same,” Richard replied while removing his gloves. “Unless my trunk has not yet arrived with my man. Then, I shall just make myself as presentable as possible on my own.” His stomach rumbled. “And quickly,” he added with a laugh.
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