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She is resolved to never be a bride, but she has no objection the role of mistress...

DRAGGING ALONG A RELUCTANT Lydia due to her scandalous behavior with a certain redcoat, Lizzy arrives at Hunsford to reunite with Charlotte. To her displeasure, she discovers Mr. Darcy is visiting his aunt at Rosings Park, and their stays overlap. At first, acrimony remains between them, but as the days pass, she starts to soften toward him. Lydia and Georgiana unexpectedly become close friends, and when Lydia is invited to stay with them at Darcy House, Lizzy can scarcely refuse to act as Lydia’s chaperone.

While in London, Fitzwilliam reveals the true depths of his affections and proposes. Lizzy is adamantly against marriage and determined to be never a bride, but a mistress is an entirely different matter. Her counterproposal shocks him, but Lizzy has means of persuading him. She is content as they are, until they are compromised and forced to marry. Convinced he contrived the matter to leg-shackle her, Lizzy is determined to ensure their marriage is a battleground. Can her pride ever yield, or is she too stubborn to see beyond her perceptions to the truth and grasp a chance at happiness?

The events follow the timeline of the original by Jane Austen until Hunsford with only a slight modification. After that, the plot diverges greatly.

While Abbey sometimes writes sensual JAFF, this is mostly SWEET, with a few instances of suggestion and moments that fade to black.
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Chapter One
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“THIS IS NOT FAIR,” announced Lydia from the seat she occupied across from Lizzy’s in the carriage currently bouncing its way to Hunsford. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and her lower lip protruded in a petulant fashion.

“I can see why you feel that way, but I dare not risk leaving you at home while I am gone to visit Charlotte, and I was certainly not going to reschedule my visit.” Truthfully, the last thing she wanted was her younger sister accompanying her to Hunsford as it was. Particularly with Lydia being so bratty about the situation, she was likely to ruin Lizzy’s good time. 

Having to face Mr. Collins for the first time since rejecting his proposal was already going to have a dampening effect on her time spent with Charlotte, and Lydia’s presence would just make it worse. What choice had she though?

“It was one indiscreet moment.” Lydia tossed her hands into the air.

Lizzy had heard this all before, and she shook her head. “That indiscreet moment could have ended in your ruin, which would have also ruined the rest of us. You cannot trust the soldiers, particularly that Mr. Wickham. He seems the sneaky sort, and he most certainly has no honor if he is willing to meet you outside the Netherfield ball rather than attend himself.”

“Mr. Darcy is why he did not attend. He was trying to preserve the peace.”

Lizzy arched her brow. “I admit, I am no strong admirer of Mr. Darcy, but I find the notion that he would deliberately cheat Mr. Wickham out of his living preposterous. I still say there was something more involved, something Mr. Wickham did not wish to divulge to you.”

Lydia was growing furious. It was obvious from the sparkle in her eyes and the way her cheeks flushed. “You do not know George the way I do, and I tell you, it is the truth.”

She couldn’t resist the urge to roll her eyes. “Whatever the truth is, the only thing I can believe is what I saw with my own eyes. He persuaded you to sneak away to be with him in the garden, and you were kissing. That is shocking behavior with anyone, particularly a soldier who could never afford to make you his wife. Your dowry is nowhere near large enough to make it possible, and only the most disreputable scoundrel would entice a young lady to meet him when he knows he cannot properly offer her security.”

Lydia glared. “You are a fine one to talk. How many times have I heard you say you will never marry?”

Lizzy shrugged a shoulder. “And I shall not. I do my best to avoid such situations that might force the possibility, as you might note. It was only you and Kitty who have spent so much time with the soldiers while they have been in Meryton. Jane and I conduct ourselves with much more decorum, and Mary can barely be bothered to look up from the book of Fordyce’s sermons to notice anyone around her, let alone a redcoat.”

“I do most humbly apologize for not being as perfect as you and Jane, for I like to have fun. The soldiers are great entertainment, but it is more than that with Mr. Wickham. I love him, and he loves me.”

Lizzy clamped her lips, resisting the urge to say something cutting that might permanently injure her sister’s feelings. Instead, she strove for a calm tone when she said, “Perhaps that is true. If it is, when he has positioned himself at a stronger point in the future, he can court you properly. In the interim, I will not risk you making further improper appointments with him. You are the one who accepted my terms.”

Lydia made a huffing sound. “There was not much choice involved. You stipulated either I must come with you to Hunsford to separate from Mr. Wickham, or you would tell Papa what I had been up to, and he would surely curtail my freedom just as much.”

“Undoubtedly, and you have made your choice, so now you must live with it. I expect you to behave in the way you should. You are not to introduce this drama into Hunsford, particularly with Mr. Collins. I would like to enjoy a peaceful visit with Charlotte, at least as much as possible, and I will not have you ruining it. If I have to send you back to Longbourn, I assure you it will be in disgrace with a letter sent ahead to tell Papa exactly what you have done.”

Lydia’s lips compressed, and she looked away from Lizzy, staring out the window of the coach. She didn’t say anything else, and Lizzy enjoyed the silence that descended for the next several minutes until they reached Hunsford. When the carriage drew to a halt, she could see Charlotte standing there waiting, and Mr. Collins was beside her. 

Lizzy girded herself for facing the man. It would be unpleasant, and she freely admitted her rejection of his proposal had been somewhat harsher than necessary, but he’d been so stubborn and had refused to hear her when she tried graciously to refuse. He’d left her with little choice, but she hoped he was able to move past that, and so was she. For Charlotte’s sake, she was certain they could find some sort of accord.

The driver opened the door for them, and he handed Lizzy down before helping Lydia. As soon as Lizzy’s feet touched the ground, Charlotte was there, and she didn’t bother with formality. Instead, she embraced her friend tightly, whispering in her ear, “I have missed you. I have much to share.”

“I have missed you too, dear Eliza.” Charlotte stepped back, smoothing the hair off Lizzy’s face that had escaped her tidy bun. “You look tired though.”

“It is a dreadful journey from Longbourn,” said Lydia with a dramatic sigh.

“Cousin Eliza,” said Mr. Collins with what sounded like forced cheer. “Welcome to Hunsford. It is quite a lovely rectory, thanks largely in part to our patroness, Lady Catherine.”

Lizzy braced herself to hear more about Lady Catherine, remembering how Mr. Collins could carry on about the woman for hours, but fortunately, he turned to Lydia then.

“Cousin Lydia, I did not know you were accompanying Cousin Eliza.” He took her hands in his for a moment. “It is wonderful to see you, dear child.”

Lydia still looked pouty, and she seemed on the verge of complaining, so it was a pleasant surprise when she nodded and said, “Thank you for the welcome, Cousin.”

After that, they moved into the rectory, with Charlotte showing Lydia and Lizzy to their rooms. She was surprised to find they wouldn’t have to share, and the house was clearly bigger than she’d expected. 

When she mentioned that as she looked around the small room allotted just for her, Charlotte said, “The last clergyman who lived here had a family of eleven. I have already told Mr. Collins we will not be trying to set a new record.” She grinned as she said that. “I would not mind a half-dozen, but more than that is too taxing, I fear.”

“I can well imagine.” Lizzy managed a small smile. She felt a prickle of envy at the idea, but she firmly squashed it. Upon reaching the decision to remain unmarried, that had obviously necessitated she would remain childless as well. 

She consoled herself that there would be nieces and nephews in her future, and most importantly, there would not be a husband to tell her what to do. She could barely abide the thought, appreciating how much freedom her papa gave her, and understanding the average man would curtail it swiftly when she agreed to become his wife. That was a leg-shackle she intended to avoid at all cost.

“Let us have tea in my sitting room. Mr. Collins will join us for a short time, but then we may speak undisturbed. I know your letter did not allude to much, but I am dreadfully curious to find out how it is Lydia came to be traveling with you. I know you much prefer Jane as a travel companion.”

“Jane has gone on to London to stay with Aunt and Uncle Gardiner. She is hoping to see more of Mr. Bingley while there.” As succinctly as possible, Lizzy explained to Charlotte all that had happened since Charlotte had married Mr. Collins and moved to Kent.

They were in the sitting room by the time she finished, occupying two wingbacks. Charlotte had no time to respond though, because Mr. Collins entered then, Lydia on his arm. He installed his younger cousin into a seat on the settee before taking another wingback and waiting for Charlotte to pour the tea. “I have a marvelous surprise, dear cousins.”

She looked up, feeling cautious. 

Lydia was more open, obviously expecting something good. “Oh, what is it, Mr. Collins? I do love a wonderful surprise.”

Mr. Collins beamed under Lydia’s enthusiasm. “Why, tomorrow evening, we shall be guests of her ladyship herself at Rosings Park. She insists on meeting you, Cousin Eliza.” He paused to take a teacup from Charlotte and sip it before adding, “I am certain she shall be pleased to meet you as well, Cousin Lydia.”

“Oh, that is splendid,” said Lydia in a far less enthusiastic voice as she accepted a cup of tea Charlotte passed her. She stirred it as she looked down, her lack of enthusiasm obvious to everyone except Mr. Collins.

“I confess, I wanted to blurt it out the moment you arrived, but it seemed prudent to allow you to settle a bit before introducing a new level of excitement. I am certain you shall enjoy every moment with Lady Catherine.” With typical Mr. Collins focus, he soon launched into a laudable list of all the fine qualities of his patroness.

Lizzy glanced at Charlotte, wondering how her friend could bear it, but she just seemed gently amused as she sipped her tea and added an occasional, “Yes, how very true,” to each of Mr. Collins’ points.

Finally, when he seemed to have worn himself out on the subject of Lady Catherine, at least for the moment, Lizzy asked, “How are you settling in at Hunsford, Charlotte?”

“It is lovely and just as I expected,” said Charlotte, sounding practical. She certainly didn’t seem to have stars in her eyes, and she was no dreamy romantic. At seven-and-twenty, she’d been left on the shelf far too long, and she seemed content with her arrangement with Mr. Collins. Lizzy couldn’t imagine a worse fate, but if Charlotte was happy, then she was happy for her.

Finally, Mr. Collins excused himself to putter around in his garden, and Lydia had finished her tea. She was sitting there silently, and Lizzy really didn’t want her to participate in the conversation. Instead, she said, “Perhaps you would like to send a letter to Mama or Kitty to let them know we have arrived safely?”

“Yes, I shall. I shall tell Kitty everything.” There was a smug note in her tone.

Lizzy shrugged, having assumed Kitty had already been taken into Lydia’s confidences. She had gleaned that from the way Kitty had tried to prevent her from stepping outside into the garden when Lizzy had realized Lydia had been missing for a while at the Netherfield ball and had gone to look for her. Kitty was certainly her accomplice in crime, and Lizzy felt no concern about Lydia telling her everything, though it was certain to be twisted to Lydia’s victimized viewpoint.

Once it was just her and Charlotte, Lizzy said, “I do apologize for bringing Lydia along unexpectedly, but I had little choice. I found the foolish girl canoodling with one of the officers at the Netherfield ball. She’d sneaked out to be with him alone in the garden where anyone might catch them. If it had been someone other than me, she would have been ruined.”

“Oh, dear. How silly of her.” Charlotte frowned.

“Certainly. I told her I could not trust her to stay at Meryton without letting Papa know what she had done. Otherwise, she must come with me and put distance between herself and her Mr. Wickham. She agreed to that, though with clear reluctance, as I am certain you have realized. I fear she might put a pall on the whole visit.”

Charlotte shook her head. “That can hardly be helped, for what choice did you have, indeed? I know Lydia can be quite capricious at times, but what foolishness. Reputation must be carefully protected, and not solely for her sake.”

“Absolutely. Jane seems to be stymied at the moment, but there is a possibility she might yet reconnect with Mr. Bingley. Lydia fails to understand that her actions could have far-reaching consequences that could affect all our sisters. She can prevent Jane from being able to marry the man she loves.”

“She would doom all of your prospects to virtually nil,” said Charlotte with a click of her tongue.

“For my part, I do not overly care, for as you know, I shall never marry.”

Charlotte didn’t argue with her. She had tried a few times in the past, highlighting what she considered to be all the benefits of marriage, but Lizzy had remained unconvinced. Apparently, her friend recalled the comments she’d made had no effect and forwent the effort this time. “I do hope Fate goes along with your plans, dear Lizzy,” was all she said.

“I have every confidence it will, for I plan to ensure it.” She straightened her shoulders. “How are you, dear? Is marriage awful?”
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